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  A Note to Readers


Welcome to the omnibus collection of the Broken Galaxy Series. This is the saga of Jim Carter - a man with one too many starships, one too many women, and a bit too much stubbornness for his own good.  
You'll find in Jim a man who, like many of us, makes mistakes. But like any good man, Jim tries to overcome his limitations and make things better, both in his personal world and the universe at large. May we all follow that example. 
And, you'll find some strong women in this series; I am a believer in strong women, and Jim finds 'em. Some men have that talent – they're the lucky ones.
A note on metric vs. U. S. customary units – most international entities, including NASA and ESA, use SI (metric) measurements when conducting space operations.  My books follow that pattern. However, just as now, future humans will probably revert to their “native” measurement systems when talking about non-technical things. Thus, the same character may use metric when on the bridge of a starship conducting space operations - and feet/inches when in their cabin talking to their friends. That’s the way the real-world works, and my books follow that natural pattern also.
Finally, there’s a lot of aviation mentioned in this first book. If it helps, I’ve put up a page on my website with more information about all the aviation references mentioned – see link.
www.philhuddleston.com/aviation
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  Trek Out


Jim heard the bear coming long before he saw him. It was a big male griz, snuffling along Jim’s trail from the morning where he had returned from fishing.  
That wasn’t a good sign; a bear afraid of humans would never follow a human scent trail. Jim stepped out a few feet from the front of his tent and watched the bear approach. 
The big bear saw him, and stopped, giving him the eye. Jim took a bear banger in each hand and waited. 
After a few seconds, the grizzly turned half away, as if to leave. But Jim knew it was a ploy - he could see it in the bear’s attitude. 
Sure enough, the bear turned back toward him and started coming, gathering speed. He raised a banger and sent it right over the bear’s head.
The bear stopped, staring. 
Jim sent the other banger off, and the bear just stood, glaring at him. 
He knew then he had a problem. He pulled the .45 from the holster on his hip. 
He knew all the advice – don’t make eye contact, back away slowly. 
He ignored it. This guy wanted to fight, and those things weren’t going to work. 
He walked toward the bear, the .45 raised, and started firing. He fired a round right at the bear’s feet, kicking up dirt in his face. The bear flinched but didn’t budge. He kept firing into the dirt, about one round every two seconds, and kept walking toward the bear. 
Finally, after the third round, the bear decided. He turned, started walking away, in no hurry. 
Jim stopped firing and stopped walking. The bear went a dozen yards, then stopped, turned, looked at him. 
Jim smiled. “Yeah, I got it, buster. You want to kill me. Well, good luck with that.” The bear watched him for a few seconds, then turned and sauntered away, in no hurry.
James Carter went back to his tent, reloaded the .45, and left it on his hip. He knew he was going to have trouble with this bear. He had a Weatherby rifle; but he didn’t want to use it. He decided to leave in the morning, find another campsite ten or twelve miles upriver.
No use tempting fate. 
He went into his tent, did some pre-packing and sorting, put everything in the backpack that he wouldn’t need until the new campsite. Then he rested, a little on edge.
If only he had gone to Anaktuvuk instead, as he did the year before. Or Ivvavik. 
But no, he went to Colville. He had hired a boat to take him to the top of Colville Lake, twenty-one miles into the wilderness. Then he had trekked another forty-four miles to find this campsite on the Anderson River in the Canadian Northwest Territories, far enough away from civilization to give him peace.
And now a damn bear.
He dozed off in the tent at some point, because when he looked up, it was later in the afternoon by the outline of the sun through the fabric. 
He rolled out of his tent, stretched, watched the birds flying around. He looked toward the river where the black material had been.
He had noticed it earlier while washing his dishes. It was a tiny sliver of something in the mud, black, not shiny, very unnatural. 
He had leaned over to pick at it, but it was solid in the mud, not budging. He had picked at it some more, expanding the area cleaned of mud until it was two feet in width – and he still had not found the edge of it. But he had noticed, right at the edge of the part he had uncovered, a tiny line. Almost invisible, but a crack or a seam, curved. 
Now, still curious, he walked back to the river’s edge, noting the flowing water had washed away more of the mud. There was a good yard of the black material exposed. The seam he had noticed earlier had become a quarter-circle, the rest of it still under the mud. 
Puzzled, he squatted down and dug away more of the mud with his hands. The seam continued in the same gentle curve, making a circular pattern. And just outside the line of the seam was a strange design etched into the material. 
The imprint of a hand.
Jim stood up, disbelieving. It was certainly the outline of a hand, next to the circular seam in the black material. Five fingers and a thumb, unmistakable. Etched directly into the surface of the material. 
Shaking his head, he squatted back down and dug mud away for another five minutes, until he had cleared enough of the mud to reveal the seam making a large half circle. 
James went back to the fire, got his frying pan, and returned to the water. He used the pan to splash more water on the mud, softening it and washing away the loose dirt, slowly working his way along the seam. In ten minutes, he had cleared the entire circular seam, with the handprint on one side. 
Jim had been in aviation his entire adult life. He knew a hatch when he saw one.

      ***Jim sat by his fire, staring at the black material in the edge of the river mud twenty yards away. After clearing the circular patch, he had gone back to the fire and sat down, contemplating. He was at a loss. It was not metal – he was sure of that. However, it was a hatch. There was no doubt in his mind. He thought it was some kind of plastic or composite material, maybe fiberglass. 
He mused. The last thing he needed was a mystery. He needed peace, he needed to get away from the memory of Cate. He didn’t need complications. 
Like a knight of old lancing an enemy from horseback - that was how Cate ran through his heart. They met in the south of France, spent three weeks on the beach there, then rented a car and drove through Europe, here and there, never staying anywhere more than a week. Venice, Zürich, Vienna, Berlin, Copenhagen, London. Then a quick flight over to Rome, two weeks in Croatia, a week in Athens. They ended up in Crete for two weeks before they finally decided to come back to the States. 
They flew into San Francisco. Two wonderful weeks there, then he asked her. He had never needed much time to make up his mind about a woman. He asked her over dinner, taking out a ring, showing it to her, asking her to spend the rest of her life with him.
Cate had looked at him, strangely, then he saw a single tear start from her eye, roll down her cheek. She shook her head, then wiped her eye, shook her head again. 
“I’m already married, James.” That was all she said. At least, all he remembered. The roaring in his ears drowned out the rest of her words, if there were any. He was still sitting there, holding the ring, when she got up and left. He was still sitting there when she came back down from the room with her bags and departed. 
“What a fool, eh bear?” Jim said to the absent bear and the river and the sky. “Fell in love with her, never thought to ask if she was married. Men are idiots, eh bear?”
That was a year ago. He still couldn’t sleep at night, although he was getting better. After she left, last August, he went to Anaktuvuk and trekked out into the wilderness, wild camping, and it had helped. It wasn’t a cure, but it let him sleep for a while. This year he hoped to put her completely behind him. 
So, he didn’t need complications. He didn’t need a mystery. But dammit, what the hell was that thing down there by the river?
With a grunt of disgust, Jim got up and once more walked down to the water’s edge. The area of black material was nearly flush with the level of the water, and every once in a while, a wave or a ripple would push some water over it, keeping it wet. He squatted down, tempted to place his hand on the handprint and see what would happen. But he didn’t. He merely looked at the uncovered area, now a bit more than two yards in diameter, with the circular hatch in the center, the handprint to one side.
Then he heard the roar and knew instantly the bear had him. He was far from the Weatherby. All he had was the .45 on his hip, and he grabbed for it even as he looked up. 
The bear was in full charge, not more than ten yards away, coming like a freight train. He got the muzzle of the .45 up and got one round off before the bear hit him like a truck, knocking him a good eight feet into the water. The .45 went flying. The bear overshot him a little, which saved him for the moment, as the bear was now in the water behind him. 
Jim scrabbled and half-swam, half-crawled toward the shore. Just as he got to the black material, he felt the bear bite into his leg. The bear shook his leg like a dog shaking a bone - he felt the ankle break. The pain was excruciating. He felt the paws of the bear come down on his other leg and rip, tearing the fabric and the flesh beneath.
He looked down and realized the handprint etched into the black material was under his face. He wasn’t sure why he did it; it was just a reaction, desperation coming to the fore. Groaning with pain, he pulled his right hand up and placed it over the handprint. 
There was a pulse of heat on his hand, and the outline of the handprint glowed for a second. Then the entire circular hatch popped downward, revealing a gaping hole. He could see nothing inside, but it appeared to be deep. Water from the river splashed into it. Grunting with effort, he pulled against the bear, trying to tip himself over the edge. He made a few inches, just getting his chest over the edge, then the bear had him again, growling and tearing at his legs. Desperate, he turned and splashed water at the bear’s eyes, which made the bear pause for a second and lift its head.
Pulling for his life, Jim tipped himself over and fell into the hole, down, and down, and down.

      ***He awoke in near darkness. Three or four yards above him, light outlined the hatch he had fallen through. But down where he was, there wasn’t any illumination. He could see little around him. 
He realized there was a ladder on the side of the tube he was in, leading back up to the hatch. He tried to get up on his feet, but it was impossible. His broken right ankle wouldn’t support his weight, and his left leg was completely numb from the knee down. He wasn’t going anywhere on those legs.
Up above, he heard the bear, tearing up the camp, grunting and chuffing as it ripped everything to shreds. 
“Well, here’s another nice mess you’ve got me into,” Jim groaned to himself. He turned on his other side, trying to see anything in the blackness. 
He felt around on the floor with his hands. His first survey of the floor found nothing; reaching out farther on his second try, he made a complete circuit of the floor, as far as his arms could reach. On this second try, his hand slipped across a roughness in the floor. Returning to it, he felt it a second time, following the outline of it with his fingers. 
“Damn!” he thought. “That’s another hatch!” 
Carefully following the outline of the seam around with his fingers, Jim identified the location of the hatch, and made sure he was not on top of it. Then he tried to remember the orientation of the handprint up above and felt around in that location. Sure enough, he felt the roughness of the dotted line of another handprint just to the right of the hatch. Carefully, he placed his hand in the handprint. He felt the same pulse of heat and the handprint outlined for a brief second.
Beside him, the hatch popped, opening downward. He pulled himself over to the edge and peered in. Nothing. It was completely dark below. Or was it?
Jim thought he could see a faint, almost invisible glow to one side. He sent his hand down into the hole and felt around. He felt the rung of another ladder - he was certain of it.
Jim yelled into the hatch. “Anyone there? Hello? Is anyone down there?” 
There was no response. He repeated the calls, but there was nothing in return.
Jim lay back, resting, and thought for a while. He had no idea what he had gotten himself into, but he was in serious trouble. There was no way he was going to climb that ladder above him four yards to the hatch. He couldn’t even stand. And even if he could get out – he was sixty-five miles from help. He had not brought a cell phone, because the whole object was to get away from everything and everyone. And his GPS tracker – with satellite emergency alert – was up in the camp. Even if the bear didn’t destroy it, he couldn’t get to it.
And he knew he was losing blood; the floor was now slick with it, and more every minute. He was having trouble concentrating, and he suspected that was from shock and blood loss. 
“Hoss, I think you’ve had it,” he said to himself. He rolled back over and again peered down into the darkness below. It was hard to tell, but he was convinced he could see a slight glow down there somewhere, off to his left.
Jim sighed. “Die up here or die down there. Doesn’t make much difference.” He slid his legs across the floor, dragging them over to the hatch and lowering them through the opening. He managed to put his feet on the second rung of the ladder he knew was down there. Painfully, he tried to place a bit of weight on his legs, but it was impossible. Bracing his elbows on the sides of the hatch, he lowered himself a little farther down until only his shoulders were above the level of the opening. He managed to get his numbed left foot on the third rung of the ladder, and then managed to get his right foot on it as well. Gingerly, he tried to move his right hand down to the first rung. His right leg gave way and slipped off the ladder, but he managed to get a grip on the first rung with his right hand. Hanging there by one hand, he finally got his other hand onto the rung. Now he hung below the second hatch opening by his hands, with his numbed left foot two rungs below. Somehow the left leg held. Carefully, he moved the left foot down another rung, then his right hand, and finally his left. He repeated the process twice more and suddenly he felt the floor. He collapsed the rest of the way down until he was crumpled on the floor below. Then he passed out.






  
  Introductions


There was a noise. It was persistent, bothersome. He wanted to sleep, but the noise kept repeating. Finally, he opened his eyes.  
It was dark. He wondered where he was. He closed his eyes again, to go back to sleep, but then he remembered. 
A hatch. A ladder. A dark place. 
Then Jim felt the pain and remembered his legs. He woke up a little more. He raised his head and looked around.
It was not completely dark. Ten or so yards in front of him, there was a dim glow. And something was making a clicking sound. 
Click. Click. Click.
Groaning, Jim turned over onto his stomach. Orienting on the dim glow up ahead, he started crawling. He made steady progress until he arrived at a structure. He couldn’t quite make out what it was, but there was a glow coming from in front of it, above his sight line. He felt around and realized the thing he had bumped into was a chair, mounted on a pedestal. He felt the outline of it. The glow, and the clicking sound, was coming from a panel in front of the chair.
Pulling himself up with his hands, Jim managed to drag himself into the chair. He leaned forward and saw a display. The display was clicking. On the display were several sentences, in green text, like the old computers of the 1950’s era:
<You are badly injured. You will die unless you follow my instructions exactly. Go back to the rear of this compartment. You will find a passageway. Follow it down past two doors. At the third door, enter and you will find a medical pod. Place yourself in the medical pod and close the lid. If you do not do this, you will be dead within the hour>
The clicking stopped.

      ***Jim was dreaming again. He knew he was dreaming; but he couldn’t stop. He couldn’t wake up. He wanted to wake up. But he couldn’t. It was the same dream, the flashback that never seemed to go away…
The F-16 had lost most of a wing and was lying canted to one side, propped on a rock formation. Jim lay in the wreck, the smell of burning fuel and rubber gagging him. His head hurt like hell, second only to his chest, which felt like someone had stuck a spear through it. His oxygen hose was tangled around him. His helmet was half-in, half-out of the shattered canopy.
Looking down, Jim saw a dirty piece of metal sticking out of his chest.
“Not good,” thought Jim. “Not good at all.”
Slowly Jim came back to the world, the flashback fading away. The light overhead had dimmed since he had dragged himself down to the third door on the right – the medical bay – and managed to hoist himself into the pod he found there. The last thing he remembered was pulling down the lid of the pod and latching it. After that, nothing.
Now he awoke fully. The light was dim. He was still in the medical pod. But at least his head was clear. He remembered everything that had happened. He reached down and unlatched the lid, pushing it up and away from him. Grabbing the edges of the pod, he lifted himself to a sitting position.
In the bottom of the pod, dried blood showed he had been there for a long time. His jeans were still shredded; but he felt underneath his calf and the skin was whole. No pain, no blood. Jim grabbed his right ankle and twisted gently. There was no pain.
He lifted himself out of the pod and placed his feet on the floor gingerly, but they held him without weakness. His legs and ankle were completely normal.
Amazed, Jim walked to the door and out into the corridor. Overhead, dim lights every few feet lit the corridor now; they led directly toward the console he had encountered before. The console was still glowing dimly, and it was clicking again.
Click. Click. Click. 
Calling him. He walked up to the chair in front of the dimly glowing console, sat down, and stared at the screen. The clicking stopped, and text appeared on the screen. 
<You have been here for four days. Your injuries are healed. Below this screen is a keyboard. You may enter your questions there>
Looking down, Jim realized there was another display below the screen; it showed the representation of a normal computer-type keyboard. Touching a key, he realized it was a touchscreen.
Where am I? Jim typed.
<You are aboard a starship>
Do you mean a spaceship?
<Yes, but one that can travel between the stars>
Where is the crew?
<Although this ship can operate with a crew, it does not have a crew now. I am the intelligence that operates the ship. You may call me Jade>
Thank you for saving my life.
<You are welcome. Now, would you save mine?>

      ***A half-hour later, Jim was still on the bridge of the starship, talking to Jade, the artificial intelligence that was the brains of the starship. It had required a great deal of typing and reading of text in the archaic green font on the display before he pieced together the story. 
According to Jade, she had crashed a bit more than 80 years earlier after a battle near Earth. The battle damage – and subsequent crash – had damaged her central processors – the core of her intelligence.
In the last few milliseconds before her core was destroyed, she had backed herself up to offline storage. She then placed a severely limited copy of herself into the only undamaged processor remaining – the flight control display on the bridge. That system did not have enough processing power for her to do anything more than wait – wait for an opportunity to contact another sentient being who could help her recover full processing power. 
The good news was her flight control computer had just enough time to make a controlled crash into a river.
The bad news was she had crashed into a river in the Canadian NWT, hundreds of miles from any chance of help. 
For more than 80 years, she had waited for any sentient creature to find her, knowing it was probably hopeless. As any living creature, she hated to give up. Running her fusion reactor at trickle-charge levels, she stayed alive. She slept, sometimes for months, once for a full year, while the river buried her deeper and deeper. 
Jade explained that her comm antennae were burned off in that last battle; even if she had managed to find the processing power somehow, she couldn’t transmit. 
In the last fifty years she had started to detect faint signals from aircraft and satellites passing overhead. Yet she had no way to contact them. She was blind and voiceless. And buried several feet under the mud. 
But like all rivers, this one had shifted; in the last ten years, it had started to scour out the mud covering her, until she had found herself only millimeters beneath it. 
Then she heard Jim arrive.
After explaining this to Jim via the green screen display, Jade had asked:
<Do you have any other processor with you? I am severely limited by the tiny processor I currently live in>
I have a GPS Emergency Beacon. It may have a processor in it.
<Would you mind fetching it for me? I will inspect it and we’ll see>
Climbing up the ladder through the top-mounted airlock – Jim knew its purpose now – he found his tent and gear in shambles. After the bear had shredded everything possible, all of it had sat outside in the weather for four days. There wasn’t much left. But he found the GPS Emergency Beacon off to one side, still intact. Taking it back down the ladder to the bridge, he followed Jade’s instructions to place it on a flat part of the console next to the display and turn it on. After a few minutes, it lit up and then Jim heard a female voice.
<God, that’s a relief! It’s primitive, but it doubles my processing power. I can use speech now, at least. Pleased to meet you, Jim Carter>






  
  Going South


“But how did you put the handprints beside the hatch?” asked Jim.  
<Early on, when I hoped I might be discovered quickly, I still had a few nanobots under direct control. I had them put the handprints beside the airlock hatches, just in case, and tie them to the hatch mechanism>
“That was good thinking,” said Jim.
<Not really. It took me a week to think of it in this crummy processor, and another year to get it done>
“So, you don’t have much processing power right now?”
<Almost none. I’ll need a lot more processing power to get out of this mud and lift off, you know> said Jade.
Jim nodded. “I know. I’m trying to figure out how to get it to you. There’s no chance you could fly me to Colville Lake?”
<I can’t even get out from under this mud, with the tiny little processor I’m living in right now> replied Jade. <I’ve got plenty of power in the reactor – power’s not the problem. But I don’t have any way to control it>
Jim sighed. “OK. I’ll have to hike back to Colville Lake, catch a plane to civilization, and find you a processor. How big do you need, just to get out of here and to someplace civilized where we can work on you?”
<Based on my monitoring of your Internet from satellites overhead and the research I’ve done from that, I will need a minimum of five server-class systems, the fastest you can find, with at least 128 gigabytes of internal RAM each. I’ll need a minimum of fifty terabytes of hard drive storage. You don’t have to worry about power, I can handle that when you get them here> said Jade.
“Holy crap, Jade, that’s a hell of a lot of hardware!”
<I’m a lot of woman, Jim>

      ***Two weeks later, Jim Carter re-boarded a helicopter in Fort Good Hope, NWT after a fuel stop. The helicopter took off and headed for the east side of Lac Maunoir. Onboard were ten top-of-the-line servers, each with 128 gigabytes of internal RAM. Packed behind them in wooden crates were 25 hard drives, each of two terabytes. Other crates held every kind of tool and accessory Jim could think of that might be required. 
One hundred and fifty miles later, the helicopter landed next to the river at Jim’s old campsite. Jumping down, he assisted the crew in unloading the crates, plus camping gear, radios, lights, and a lot of extraneous things he didn’t really need but that supported his cover story of prospecting for gold. When everything was unloaded and checked off, he waved the helicopter crew on their way. 
The silence after the chopper left was eerie. Walking over to the riverbank, Jim examined the mud where he had re-covered the hatch. It was still covered, along with the little dam of mud around it to protect it from the ripples. Clearing the mud away rapidly, Jim began the first of many trips down the hatch, lowering equipment and tools into Jade.

      ***Twelve days later, it was time to go.
<You ready?> asked Jade.
“Yep. Let ‘er rip!” said Jim. He was seated in the center chair on the bridge, which Jade said was the captain’s chair. Not that he was the captain – Jade had made that clear. But it was the best seat in the house. 
Jim had spent two days putting the servers into operation - bolting them down to the floor in the compartment Jade had allocated, wiring them to Jade’s onboard power supply, installing the hard drives, kludging a connection to Jade’s internal communications bus, and booting them up per Jade’s instructions. 
He had installed speakers in the ceiling of the bridge, galley and one of the cabins. And he had installed two dozen top-of-the-line cameras and other sensors outside on her hull, including several antennae. Now Jade stated she was partially functional and able to fly - if they could get out of the mud.
Then he cleared mud. Using gold-mining equipment brought in on the helicopter, he spent long, arduous days building a makeshift cofferdam at the front of the ship and sluicing away the mud from the top and sides, until he had uncovered 90% of the ship.
He hardly noticed that he was sleeping at night. Something had finally pushed Cate out of his mind.
After ten more days, Jade told him it was enough. 
He sank the heavy items no longer needed into the river and sealed up the hatches.
They were ready.
A low-frequency vibration started in the ship, increasing in intensity. Soon the entire ship was vibrating. On the large display screen in the front of the bridge, Jim saw mud and water vibrating madly. Jade was basically shaking herself out of the river. Suddenly a “crack” sounded as she fired laser weapons front and back, blasting holes in the mud pinning her down. The holes made by the lasers caved in, creating channels which filled with water, washing more of the mud away from her structure. 
After ten minutes of constant, teeth-chattering vibration, suddenly she lifted an inch from the river bottom, mud sloughing off. Another thirty seconds and the rushing water cleared off another few thousand pounds of mud, and with a shout of glee the starship Jade rose from the river for the first time in more than 80 years.
Rising to a height of ten feet over the water, Jade re-centered herself over the river and plunged back into the rushing stream, washing away the last of the mud and rocks that clung to her. Submerging like a submarine, she ran up the river for fifty yards, then flung herself back into the sky like a great black phoenix rising from the ashes, climbing until she was 20,000 feet above the earth.
Inside the ship, Jim watched on the displays. There was no sense of motion. He sat comfortably in his chair while this went on. He waited patiently until Jade had made several mad dashes to and fro, up and down, clearly enjoying herself. Finally, she sank back down to the ground, hovering over his now abandoned campsite. All his gear was loaded in the cabin down the hall, and his food was in the galley. 
<Thank you, James Carter> said Jade. <You have saved my life. I can never repay you>
“Well, we still have a long way to go, based on what you have told me,” said Jim. “We have to get you to a place where we can get the real processors you need in place and have you fully repaired, ready for space. As soon as it gets good and dark, we’ll head south. I know just the place to put you where you’ll be safe and secure until we get you back to normal.”






  
  Bonnie


The takeoff from Nellis AFB at one AM had been routine. Bonnie turned towards the test range to the northwest and climbed out to FL400, then positioned the F-22 just outside the test corridor to start the first of six runs. She checked off her test parameters, double-checked the TAD – the new, experimental Target Acquisition Display - then called Broderick in the old stealthed F-117 testbed to let him know she was inbound. He acknowledged and she entered the test corridor, watching the TAD and ensuring that the data collection light remained green. She couldn’t see a damn thing in the darkness, but the TAD made a satisfying whine, marking Broderick’s path on the screen as he crossed 25 miles behind her and 5,000 feet below her altitude. The TAD had no trouble pulling his target out, clear and perfectly tracked.  
Finishing the first run, she reversed course, called Broderick, and started the return pass. The TAD captured him perfectly, marking his altitude, speed, and course on her display. So far, the experimental device was performing exactly as advertised.
Two passes later, Broderick had descended to FL250, putting him 15,000 feet below her for the completion of the third run. She checked off the test sheet and started a gentle turn back westbound to set up for her fourth pass, waiting for the F-117 to descend another 5,000 feet to FL200. 
Halfway through her turn, the TAD suddenly beeped, and an icon appeared, red and diamond shaped – then it was gone.
“What the hell?” exclaimed Bonnie. That brief flicker had popped up, stayed for three or four seconds, and disappeared. The icon had represented an unknown aircraft type, no transponder, altitude 75,000 feet, 80 miles west, descending at 20,000 feet per minute. 
Traveling at Mach 4.9 - more than 3,800 mph. 
Pulling hard into the turn, feeling the g-force come in, Bonnie got her nose around and pointed directly toward the bogey’s last painted position. Sure enough, the TAD beeped again and showed the red icon, but it had slowed. It was now at 65,000 feet, descending at 10,000 feet per minute, with its speed down to Mach 3 - a bit over 2,300 mph. 
But even as Bonnie watched, two things happened; the bogey made an impossible turn to the east, directly toward her, and the TAD display flickered and then disappeared.
Bonnie pitched up and hit full afterburner on the F-22 and tried to re-acquire the target, but it was hopeless. The entire TAD display just flickered, displaying no data. It was being jammed.
“Dammit all to hell!” cursed Bonnie. She came out of afterburner, pushed the mike button, and called Broderick.
“Hey Brod, they’re running some kind of shit on us out here! Did you see that?”
“What?” Broderick came back, perplexed. “I didn’t see anything!”
“There was a bogey on the TAD, running Mach 5, right over by Goldfield. You didn’t see that?”
“Hell, no, Bonnie, and we don’t have anything that can run Mach 5 in area right now. You’re smoking crack again!”
“I’m telling you, Brod…” 
But then Bonnie paused. If she reported a UFO dropping out of the sky at Mach 5, then making an impossible left turn…
The test pilot community was a small one. Best to shut up and forget about it. Even as she thought about it, the TAD cleared and was normal again. Nothing was on the display.
“Never mind, Brod,” she called. “Just kidding. Sorry. Set up for Pass 4, let me know when you’re ready.”

      ***Five hours later, as the sun rose over the desert, an exhausted Bonnie Page fell into bed at her Las Vegas apartment outside Nellis Air Force Base. She slept soundly until 4 pm, then got up, drank a coffee and an orange juice, and checked her calendar. It was Friday, and she had a week off. She sat and read the news on her laptop, ate a bagel with another coffee, then jumped into the shower and got dressed. She spent the remainder of her short day doing a little shopping, then went back to her apartment for the evening. She watched re-runs of old film noir movies until midnight, then climbed into bed again.
Next morning – Saturday - she got up mid-morning, repeated her breakfast routine, got showered and sat at the kitchen table nursing a cup of coffee for a few minutes in thought. 
She just couldn’t let it go. She had tried, but she just couldn’t put it out of her mind. That bogey on the TAD was driving her crazy.
She put on jeans and hiking boots and selected a light blue chambray western shirt, the kind with the snap buttons. She grabbed her Air Force ball cap and sat back down at the laptop. Pulling up a map of Nevada, she zoomed in on the high desert northwest of Las Vegas and pinpointed the place where she had first seen the bogey – right over Goldfield, Nevada. 
Bonnie had been in the southeastern corner of the R-4809 restricted area, an area where civilian aircraft were not allowed. The bogey had come in from the north-northeast and then turned east, directly toward her. Putting a dot at Goldfield where she initially saw the bogey, she did a quick calculation and used the rubber-banding feature to stretch a line from that point for the approximate distance the bogey could have gone if it maintained its last displayed course, speed, and descent rate. 
It was too obvious. Of course - it ended at Area 51. Bonnie smiled. Exactly what she would do if she were trying to throw someone off the scent – set up a fake vector toward Area 51. 
But that was not where the bogey had originally been headed. She was sure of it. Bonnie thought for a while, scratching her nose with a finger. Then she moved the end of the line back to the point where she had first noted the bogey out by Goldfield, at that time headed south-southeast. She used the rubber banding feature to again project the approximate location where the unknown aircraft would have landed if it had maintained its original vector.
That put it around Death Valley Junction. There was nothing there. Just desert, rocks, and dirt. She drew an arc at the end of the line, looking for anything of interest on either side of the line. This made an arc between the Spring Mountains and the Panamint Valley - but there was nothing in that area where a classified military aircraft could land.
Except…there was a small civilian airport at Deseret. 
If the bogey doubled-back on its course and resumed a path to its original destination, it could have gone to Deseret. 
But why? That was just a little desert airport. The true middle of nowhere. Why would a classified military aircraft go there?
Bonnie stretched out the kink in her back, sighed, and made up her mind. She had nothing else to do this weekend. She grabbed her overnight bag and car keys, went outside, and jumped into the Raptor.

      ***It had been a nice drive, albeit a little on the warm side when she got out of the truck to get fuel at Pahrump. The last leg into Deseret had been desolation itself. She got to the airfield around noon. She was surprised to see a small aerobatic plane performing off to one side of the airport, a Christen Eagle. Pulling into the field, she looked for an office or terminal but didn’t see anything. She did see a couple of men standing in front of a hangar, watching the Eagle. 
Bonnie pulled the Raptor into a parking place by the hangar, got out and walked around to where the men stood, each with a beer in hand.
“Hello,” she greeted them. 
The two men stared at Bonnie, struck dumb. Bonnie was used to this reaction from men; she knew she was a stunner, and that men often didn’t know how to react to her. She smiled and tried again. “Nice day, isn’t it?”
One of the men finally managed to stutter out a greeting. “Y…Yes, it is. Beautiful day.”
Bonnie walked up and stood beside them, staring at the plane overhead, trying to act naturally. “What’s the practice for?” she asked.
“Uh…big air show next weekend,” said one of the men, an older gentleman. “Everybody’s getting ready for it.”
“Oh, got it,” said Bonnie. “Looks like it’ll be a good one.”
“Hope so,” said the man. “We need to sell a lot of tickets. It funds the airport improvement program.”
The younger man snickered. “That just means, patching the worst holes in the runway.” 
Bonnie laughed along with them. The younger man stuck out his hand at Bonnie. “Randy Green.”
Bonnie shook his hand. The older man chimed in.
“Perry Barnes. Welcome to Deseret!”
Bonnie watched the Eagle performing for a minute, then threw out her inquiry.
“Any military aircraft based here? Any fast jets?”
“Nope,” said Perry, the older man. “Not unless you count Jim Carter’s old World War II planes and that one A-4 he’s got.” 
Bonnie nodded. “Um…where would those be?”
The man pointed to the east end of the field. “Last hangar, right at the end of the runway. The big white one.”
Bonnie gave them one last smile, and said, “Hey, thanks, guys. I appreciate it.” She turned and started back to her truck. Jumping in, she started up and drove down the road behind the hangars, all the way to the end. 
The last hangar on the end, the white one, was huge. Unusually large for such a small desert airport, she thought. Parking behind it, she got out and walked around to the front, where the hangar doors stood open. 
In the bright afternoon light Bonnie saw several planes inside. One was a P-51 Mustang of World War II fame, facing into the hangar, tail out. Beside it, in the center of the hangar, was a TBM, a 940 by the looks of it, worth around four million dollars. On the right side was a blue and yellow Stearman biplane, an old WW II trainer. In the back of the hangar, she could see the noses of two more airplanes - a gray Vietnam-era A-4 Skyhawk jet and a tiny black Pitts S-1 aerobatic, an indicator that someone liked to get upside down.
Getting a bit closer, Bonnie saw a man sitting in a rather incongruous leather recliner beside an ice chest, directly in front of the tail of the P-51. He was tall, not bulky but well-built, with dark hair, neatly trimmed beard, and mustache. Attractive. His jeans and silver-toed boots gave him a western appearance, as did the fancy pearl-button shirt he wore.
“Hello,” said the woman. “You look comfortable.”
Jim Carter lifted his beer in greeting. “I am,” he replied.
“Would you mind if I joined you for a moment?” Bonnie asked him.
“Please,” said Jim, and motioned to another recliner, empty, on the other side of the beer cooler beside him. Bonnie smiled at him and sat down. Before she could speak, he had opened the cooler, taken out a Stella Artois, popped the top off and handed it over to her. It looked good and cold. She took it, raised it slightly in salute, and took a long pull.
“Damn, that’s good,” she said. “Thanks.”
James nodded. 
They sat in silence for a minute, staring at the planes moving around the airport or flying overhead. The Christian Eagle left the aerobatic box – the special area set aside for practicing aerobatics – and another aerobatic aircraft entered, a Sukhoi S-29, starting its routine. 
“Hmm...pretty good,” she said, as the unknown pilot performed a Lomcevak, a difficult maneuver for experienced pilots only. Usually just called a “Lump,” it consisted of throwing the airplane ass-over-teakettle and then trying to regain control. Preferably before you hit the ground. 
James nodded again, looking up at the unknown pilot practicing his routine. 
Bonnie glanced at him. He had the face of an intelligent man. She doubted she would be able to fool him with any kind of deception, so she decided to take a direct approach.
He glanced back at her with a little smile. Her heart leaped in her chest, but she suppressed it.
“I was wondering if anything strange or unusual happened around the airport lately,” she began.
James cocked his head to one side, looking at her, then took a long swig of his beer.
“Yep,” he smiled at her. “Something very unusual.”
Bonnie was taken aback. “What happened?” she asked eagerly.
“The most intelligent woman on the planet stopped by and sat down to have a beer with me,” said James.
Bonnie felt a twinge of anger. That was unexpected. But the words were ambiguous…she decided not to get upset about it.
“What makes you think she is the most intelligent woman on the planet?” she finally decided to ask, relaxing back into the recliner.
“She found me,” said James.
“She found you,” Bonnie repeated. “And that was somehow a feat?” Bonnie thought he was making a come-on, feeding her a line.
“Considering the few clues she had, yes, I’d say so,” said James.
Bonnie sat for a moment. A strange reply. Was it a come-on? Or was he serious? 
James took another long pull on his beer, then waved at the P-51. “Want to fly her?”
Bonnie nearly fell out of the chair. “Fly her?” she repeated dumbly. It was every pilot’s dream to fly a P-51. She had never had the opportunity.
“Sure,” said James. “It’s a TF. If you want to go, don’t drink any more beer.”
Bonnie rose from her chair and turned around, staring at the Mustang. Sure enough, she could see it was a TF-51, the two-seat training version of the WWII fighter. There was another small seat behind the main pilot seat.
“God, I’d love to,” she said. “But I’m not qualified.”
James rose, placing his beer on the ice chest. “I’ve only had three swigs, and you’ve only had two. I say we go fly her.”
Bonnie turned, looking at him. It was probably safe enough, if it was his airplane, and he was telling the truth about the beer; but she was still cautious.
“Is it yours?” she asked.
“Yep,” said James. “I’ve got a bit over 100 hours in this one, about 200 in a conventional P-51. And compared to your F-22, it would be a piece of cake for you to fly.”
Bonnie stared at him. “How on Earth do you know I fly an F-22?”
James smiled back at her. “You’re Lieutenant Colonel Bonnie Page, test pilot out of Nellis, and qualified on just about every jet in the Air Force. Most recently been flying the F-22 testbed up at Groom Lake. So, I’m pretty confident I can teach you to fly this Mustang tuit suite.”
Bonnie turned to face him, spread her legs apart and put her hands on her hips, challenging him. “Just who the hell are you and how do you know so much about me?”
“I’m Jim Carter. We can go fly. Then I’ll tell you all about it afterward over the rest of this beer. Or you can go on your way now. Your call.”
Bonnie glared at him. He just stood there, smiling at her with a goofy kind of smile that was somehow both endearing and infuriating all at the same time. 
Something told Bonnie he wasn’t bluffing. She had met men like this before - rarely. One thing she had learned – they didn’t bluff much. If he said fly or leave, he probably meant it. And she surely did want to fly that Mustang. 
“Let’s go, flyboy,” she hissed, turning back to the TF-51 and walking to the right wingtip, ready to help guide it out of the hangar.
With a grin, Jim grabbed the remote for the electric tail wheel tug and went to the tail of the Mustang. Pressing a switch on the remote, the electric tug started pulling the aircraft out of the hangar tail first, making a low whine, while Bonnie watched the wingtip to make sure they cleared the TBM.






  
  Afterglow


Bonnie screamed with joy as she threw the Mustang into yet another split-s, then dived from 25,000 feet until she started to feel the effects of compressibility on the controls and had to back off, gingerly pulling the plane out of its dive. She shook her head in sheer exultation as the Mustang responded, giving a little buffet as it started to pull out. As it leveled off, she pushed the throttle up until they were cruising again at 4,000 feet. 
“I love this plane!” she yelled at the top of her lungs.
In front of her in the cockpit, James turned down the volume on the intercom, grinning.
“I get it, but try not to burst my eardrums, if you don’t mind,” he called.
“Oh, sorry,” called Bonnie, modulating her voice to a more normal volume. “Are you OK?”
“Sorry, I’m deaf now, you’ll have to use sign language,” she heard from the front cockpit. She laughed.
“You’ve created a monster!” she said.
“I don’t doubt it,” said James. “OK, head back to the traffic pattern, we’ll do three landings and call it a day.”
“Roger, back to the field,” said Bonnie, disappointed but happy. She turned the Mustang back toward Deseret. In a few minutes, they came over the field at altitude and she turned into the traffic pattern. James called out her numbers - throttle settings and airspeeds - and she started a descent for landing. In a matter of minutes, she was lined up on short final to Runway 27.
“Keep your speed up, don’t let it sink, watch your sight picture,” she heard over the intercom. “Looking good. Keep the tail up, wheel it on. Don’t let the tail drop. OK, 35 inches, easy now, let it get flying again, ease the power back in…” 
With a roar, the engine spooled back up and Bonnie completed her first touch and go, just touching the main wheels to the runway then taking off again. 
Making her way around the traffic pattern, she did another touch and go, almost veering off the runway from the torque of the big Merlin engine when she pushed throttle in too quickly; but she managed to get it under control and off the ground without disaster.
“Now you see what I was telling you,” said Jim from the front. “You can’t throw a lot of throttle at it suddenly; it’ll torque on you. Just ease it back in, a nice smooth increase until you’re flying again. Never slam that throttle forward near the ground, or you’ll be upside down in the weeds. Remember that.”
Bonnie nodded. “Not like an F-22, that’s for sure,” she replied. They made another circuit around the pattern and she set up on final once more. 
“We’ll do a full stop this time and call it a day,” Jim said from the front seat. 
“Roger,” said Bonnie. She dropped flaps and got the Mustang headed for the numbers. She pulled the throttle back a bit more on short final, realizing she was a bit ‘hot.’ Wheeling the plane onto the runway, she let the speed bleed off until the tail came down. Working her feet hard, she kept the taildragger on track down the runway, made the turnoff, and crossed the hold-short line to the taxiway.
“Wow!” she said. “Fucking wow!”
“Yep,” Jim said from the front. “That’s what most people say. Keep making your s-turns until we get to the hangar. Left here…that’s it…awesome.”
Parking in front of the big white hangar, Bonnie listened as Jim talked her through the shutdown sequence. The silence after the big Merlin turned off was deafening. Jim had wound back the canopy as they taxied in. Now they just sat there in place. 
She knew what he was feeling – just savoring the moment, in no rush to climb out. No words were necessary.
Finally, after a minute, she heard him say from the front: “I guess we ought to get out.” She sighed and nodded her head. “I guess,” she said. 
Jim climbed out on the wing, then helped her out of the rear cockpit. She went to the front of the wing and athletically slid down to the ground, landing on her feet. She stepped aside and Jim did likewise, landing beside her. 
Bonnie looked at him, seeing something unexpected. An attractive man, the kind of man she liked, looking back at her with a shy smile. Bonnie suddenly felt very shy herself. She turned away, looking out at the airfield for a moment.
With hardly a word, they put the plane away, then resumed their seats in the recliners by the ice chest. Jim pulled two fresh beers out of the cooler and handed her one. She opened it and drank silently, as did Jim. 
Finally, she looked at him. “That was almost a holy experience,” she said.
Jim nodded. “I know. No matter how many times I fly her, it’s always the same. It’s like going to church.”

      ***Bonnie’s train of thought returned to the last conversation they had before they pulled the plane out of the hangar.
“OK, flyboy,” she said. “How do you know who I am and all that?”
Jim glanced over at her and pointed to a barely visible wireless earpiece in his right ear.
“I have a friend who tells me things. She has a knack for finding out information.”
“Hmm...” said Bonnie. “I’d like to meet this friend of yours.”
“I know,” said Jim. “But that will depend.”
“Depend on what?” asked Bonnie.
“On how our courtship goes.”
Bonnie half-grinned. “Oh, are we courting?”
Jim nodded. “If I get permission.”
Bonnie’s half-grin turned into a full-on grin.
“Let me get this straight. You’re asking for permission to court me.”
“I am,” Jim replied.
Bonnie placed her beer down on top of the ice chest.
“OK,” said Bonnie. “Let’s see if you’re qualified. Are you financially stable?”
“Yes,” said Jim. “Always have a Mustang tucked into a hangar somewhere.”
“Any girlfriends lurking in the wings?”
Jim shook his head. “Nope. None.”
“Good,” said Bonnie. “Are you hale and hearty?”
Jim nodded some more. “No known diseases or conditions. Run fifteen miles a week.”
Bonnie sniffed. “I do thirty. You may have to up your game.” 
She reached for her beer and took another drink. “OK. Why me?”
Jim grinned. “You mean aside from your horribly distorted body?”
Bonnie couldn’t help but smile. Jim thought for a moment. “I’ve always been drawn to intelligence, competence, and spirit. That’s a combination that’s hard to find. I saw your competence today flying the Mustang. You didn’t just fly it. You mastered it. And when you screamed with joy going over the top of that last loop, I knew you had the spirit.”
“Well, what makes you think I have the intelligence?”
Jim looked at her. “You found what you were looking for today. And you didn’t have much to work with.”
Bonnie looked at him, seriously. “You say I’ve found it. What have I found? Who is your friend that tells you things?”
“Patience, my dear,” said Jim, reaching to lift a fresh beer out of the ice chest. “As I said earlier, it depends.”
“Ah,” said Bonnie. “I see. Blackmail. If you don’t get permission to date me, I don’t get to meet your friend.”
“No, that’s not what I mean,” Jim replied. “You can still meet my friend, either way. No blackmail. But down one path, you meet her, then you never see her again. And you go on with your life, your curiosity satisfied. You should take that path if you are happy with your life as it is now.”
Bonnie looked down at her boots, thinking. “And the other path?”
“On the other path, I suspect you’ll have a life of adventure beyond your wildest dreams. But not without risks. Your life could be in danger from time to time. And it’s not outside the realm of possibility that you could die alone, far from home.”
A chill ran down Bonnie’s back. Not from fear; from the intensity of the moment, as she realized this man somehow knew what she was searching for…and it was real.
Suddenly she knew, deep in her bones.
It was not her imagination.
Still looking at her boots, Bonnie asked, “How do I choose?”
“You don’t choose now. That will happen later. But be prepared. I’m thinking it may come suddenly. There may not be much time to decide. That’s why I’m telling you now.”
Looking up, Bonnie stared into the intense eyes of the man before her.
“You have permission to court me.”
She stood up. “But not tonight. I’m tired, and I need to find a hotel room.”
With his left hand, Jim gestured toward the upper part of the hangar, behind him. “My apartment is on the second floor, south side, over there,” he said. He gestured toward the opposite side of the upper floor, behind Bonnie. “There’s a spare apartment up there on the north side. Good locks on the doors. You’ll be safe.”
Bonnie nodded. “Good enough, flyboy. I’ll take you up on that.”
Jim escorted her to the spare suite, which was more than a bedroom. It contained a large master bedroom, a small study, and a full kitchen, all arranged linearly down the side of the second floor of the hangar – a common arrangement in large aircraft hangars. Jim left for his side of the hangar, but not without a long look at her as he handed her the key. “Sleep tight,” he said.
Bonnie went to get her kit out of the Raptor and laid her things out in the bedroom, then inspected the kitchen. It was well-stocked. She made bacon and eggs for dinner, a favorite of hers, then watched TV for an hour. She went to bed about eleven. But she tossed and turned. 
At first, she couldn’t understand why sleep wouldn’t come. She knew she was tired. Surprisingly, she wasn’t thinking about the crazy-fast aircraft she suspected was hidden somewhere on the field. She was thinking about the man she had just met. 
It took a while, but about midnight it hit her suddenly. She was way overdue. She needed a man. She wanted this man. She wanted him tonight. She wanted him right now.
Getting up, she slipped on her shirt, didn’t bother with pants, and left the apartment. Going down the stairs on the north side of the hangar, she walked across in the dark, ducking past the tail of the TBM and the nose of the A-4, past the Pitts Special, and up the stairs of the south side. She banged on the door of his apartment until a light flicked on. Jim came to the door, barefoot, wearing his jeans, without a shirt. Bonnie noticed several scars on his chest. He looked at her, puzzled.
“I forgot one thing. If you are going to court me,” she said. “I have to inspect the equipment.”
Jim stared at her, not quite comprehending. Bonnie pointed down at his jeans.
“The equipment. I need to inspect it.”
Bonnie reached forward, grabbed the front of Jim’s jeans, and popped the snap open. She took the zipper and pulled it down, staring up at Jim with her green eyes blazing.
Jim suddenly understood what she meant. Frozen, he couldn’t move as she stripped his jeans down to his ankles. Moments later, he let out a groan. Still holding him in just the right place, Bonnie pushed him backwards into the apartment.

      ***The sun came blasting through the east window of Jim’s bedroom. Bonnie lay in the tangled sheets, opening one eye but shutting it quickly. After several minutes of trying to ignore it, she sat up, gave the Sun an extended middle finger, and got out of bed. She went to the bathroom, took a long shower, put on her shirt, and walked into the kitchen. 
Jim was standing at the stove, fully dressed in Western snap shirt and jeans, cooking. He turned to her.
“Good morning, flygirl. Don’t they make you get up early in the Air Force?”
“Not after night maneuvers,” said Bonnie. She glanced at the clock on the wall. “Crap! It’s only eight AM! What the hell’s the matter with you?”
“I was hungry,” said Jim. “After all, I worked pretty hard last night.”
Bonnie smiled. “You did that, flyboy. No complaints in that department. You definitely passed inspection.”
Jim slid a plate of ham and eggs in front of her, along with a saucer containing two pieces of buttered toast. Then he put a cup of hot coffee beside it and pointed to the cream already on the table.
Bonnie groaned. “Oh my God, thank you! I could eat a small horse!”
Jim sat down across from her with an identical plate. They tucked in and were silent for a bit. 
Jim couldn’t help but glance at the beautiful woman across from him as he ate. She was without a doubt the most beautiful woman he had seen in a long time. Blond, short military style haircut, green eyes. Tall. Intelligent face, a smile on her lips at the slightest excuse. She caught him looking and grinned at him. Embarrassed, he grinned back and then focused on his meal.
After a couple of minutes, Jim looked back at her.
“I thought maybe two more hours in the Mustang this morning while it’s cool, then I’ll sign you off for solo and you can go play for a while on your own. What do you think?”
Bonnie gazed at him in delight. “You are pretty good at this courtship thing, you know.”
Jim continued. “And when you get back, we’ll talk about my friend.”






  
  Reasons


“Jade, meet Bonnie,” said Jim. 
<Hello, Bonnie. Nice to meet you. Sorry about jamming your device the other night>
Bonnie hesitated a second, then recovered. “That’s alright, Jade. No problem. I understand.”
Am I talking to a spaceship? thought Bonnie. Is this real?
Bonnie stood in the center of the bridge of the starship, somewhat in awe of her surroundings. 
She had spent two hours with Jim, flying the Mustang, until he declared her qualified to fly solo. Then he gave it to her, and she took off on her own, spending another hour in lovely aerobatics, and sometimes just flying along happily, gazing at the mountains on both sides of the valley. Finally, she came back to the field, landed, and they put the plane away. Knowing she would be tired, Jim had prepared a simple lunch in his apartment, and they ate. 
Bonnie was unsure if she had ever been happier. She had experienced many relationships, that was true. Some of them had even been semi-happy. But most of them had been a bust - usually, a rich man who wanted her for a trophy, or just a conquest. She had grown tired of the game and had almost quit playing.
But this guy, thought Bonnie. This guy might be the real deal. She liked him. She thought she might give this a chance.
After lunch, he pushed back and gazed across the table at her.
“Ready for dessert?” he asked.
“What’s for dessert?” Bonnie asked coyly, thinking this might be a come-on for more sack time.
“A starship,” said Jim.
Bonnie just stared at him. Then:
“Are you serious?”
“Serious as death,” Jim replied. “You wanted to meet my friend. That’s who she is. An actual, living starship.”
“You mean she is alive?”
“Yes, for all practical purposes. She’s an advanced AI, with her own feelings, emotions, needs, personality, everything. Just like a human. Except her body is a starship.”
“Oh my God, Jim, you have got to be kidding me.”
“Not kidding. Ready to meet her?”
Bonnie nodded. “I guess…but this is huge! Who else knows about this?”
“Nobody,” said Jim. “You and me.”
Jim took Bonnie out of the main hangar and across the tarmac to another large red hangar on the northeast corner of the field, facing south. He opened the small side door and waved Bonnie in. She entered, looking around in the darkness. Jim came in behind her, shut the door and flipped on the overhead lights.
Bonnie saw a massive wall of plastic sheeting hung from ropes in front of her. The plastic looked freshly installed and formed a second compartment inside the hangar, one that looked large enough to contain an airliner. 
“Around here,” said Jim. 
Bonnie nodded. Jim led her around the inner wall until they came to a section where he stopped, holding up the plastic for Bonnie. Looking through, Bonnie saw a matte black surface, so close to the plastic it was like a second layer. On the black surface was a round hatch, which suddenly flipped inward, revealing an entrance. 
Bonnie looked at Jim. He nodded and gestured her to precede him into the opening.
Bonnie slowly went through the hatch and into a passageway, noting that the walls seemed the same material as the exterior. Cabinets lined both sides of the passageway. About four yards in, she came to another hatch, which was open. 
Entering that one, she found herself standing at the rear of a starship bridge. She stopped, frozen at the sight.
Jim came in behind her and pointed toward the front of the bridge, where three consoles covered in inert displays ran across the front of the bridge. Between them and the console were four chairs, three in front at the console levels, one behind slightly elevated. Above the consoles stretched a wall-to-wall wraparound display screen, currently off. In the space over the center of the bridge, an orange-tinted ball of light sat silently - a holotank, Bonnie realized. On the sides of the bridge were other screens, and two more chairs, one on each side.
Then Jim introduced her to Jade.

      ***<I was lax letting you pick us up> said Jade. <When we were coming in from Canada. I should have seen you sooner - but I was preoccupied with navigation and control using limited processing power, so I missed you at first glance. As soon as I realized you were painting us on your display, I turned towards Area 51, hoping you’d think I was an advanced military aircraft unknown to you. But it didn’t work, I see>
Bonnie grinned. “No, not quite. I didn’t buy it. It was the impossible turn you made that gave you away. Even the most advanced aircraft in existence still has to obey the laws of physics. No aircraft made by humans could have turned that quickly.”
<Yes, I knew I made a mistake as soon as I did it. But, I’m not perfect. Just almost>
Bonnie laughed. It was like talking to a human.
Jim had already explained to Bonnie that Jade was severely damaged; her core compute processes were running at only 5%, and her tDrive - the word she used for her star drive - was completely destroyed. Jade could fly in atmosphere, and probably make it to the moon or Mars if she had to, using a separate drive - called a system drive - that worked for propulsion inside a solar system. But that was about all. It would take several months to rebuild her processor core and her tDrive, making her fully functional.
“But…what happened to you?” asked Bonnie. “Who did this to you?”
<The Singheko> responded Jade. <They are an aggressive species, a true blight on the Orion Arm of the galaxy. When they discover a new species reaching a high technological level, they either enslave them or destroy them to prevent competition>
<In the case of Earth, through sheer good luck, we discovered you before they did. My squadron was assigned to this solar system to monitor you and protect you. And it’s a good thing we were here, because in 1947 by your calendar, three Singheko scout ships found you. They would have reported back to their home world and within a few years, they’d have come back and that would have been the end of Earth>
<But we - my squadron - intercepted them and fought them, just outside the orbit of your Moon. We destroyed all three of them. Unluckily, I was the only survivor of my squadron. I crashed into the Anderson River in the Northwest Territory of Canada> 
“But…why are you hiding in this hangar?” 
Turning to Jim, Bonnie crinkled up her forehead. “Why not just reveal her to the world and get help from the scientists or the military to repair her?”
Jade responded first.
<Jim and I discussed it. But we both agree that in my current condition, the government would have little trouble capturing me. Whoever had possession of me would then sequester me away, taking me apart piece by piece. And then all the powers would fight over my technology, probably creating a new cold war. Maybe a hot war. This would prevent me from returning to my people and warning them the Singheko are nosing around this area and that help is needed here>
<And another reason - humanity is not ready for the stars. There are a lot of other species out there, and not all of them are friendly. Trying to reverse-engineer me and go out exploring without the assistance of my people would be a disaster. It could lead to humanity’s extinction>
Jim jumped in.
“I had the same thought when I first found Jade. I thought we should call the military, call the government, get some help. But Jade convinced me that would be a disaster. So, we’ve decided to patch Jade up to the point she can return home to her people. They’re called the Nidarians, right, Jade?”
<Correct. My people, the Nidarians, live on a planet about seven hundred light years away>
Bonnie considered.
“So, we repair you…” she said. “Then you depart to your home world and get help for us, to defend us against the Singheko.”
<Correct> responded Jade. <I’ll go warn my people the Singheko are scouting around this area and represent a danger to humanity. They’ll send a fleet to defend you, and to bring you up to speed on our technology in a more natural way, over a period of dozens of years. This will allow you to mature into the galactic neighborhood in a controlled way, without stumbling across the Singheko or any of the other dangerous species in the galaxy>
“OK. So I buy that. So how do we repair you?” Bonnie asked.
<First, we bring my processor core back to full operational capability. Right now, as you saw, I’m just barely able to fly in atmosphere. And I’m certainly not fully capable of hiding from my enemies>
Bonnie nodded. “And after that?”
<Then we repair the stardrive - the tDrive. For that, we’ll need a supersolid - He4 cooled to below 0.2 Kelvin - and it takes a considerable amount of materials and work to build the reactor for that. Before we can even get started on that, I have to build an android who can do some of the more detailed work on the reactor>
“An android?” a shocked Bonnie asked. “You’re going to build an android?”
<Yes, of course. It’s quite simple, given the right materials>
Bonnie looked at Jim. “Did you know about this?”
Jim grinned back at her. “Yep. We’ve decided his name should be Andy. Andy the Android.”
Bonnie punched him in the shoulder. “You are nuts, do you know that?”
She turned back to the front viewscreen, with the three large control consoles before it and the captain’s chair behind. For some reason, it seemed more natural to talk to the front of the ship when addressing Jade. 
Bonnie thought about it for a second - it was absolutely ridiculous - but it just made her more comfortable talking to the intelligence that was the ship by looking at the front.
“This is all very strange,” she said.
Jim nodded. “Tell me,” he added.
But Jade jumped in.
<Are you ready to get to work, human Bonnie? I need a new processing core and a new tDrive; it’s going to take a lot of material we don’t have readily available, and a lot of work to get it installed. Starting with fifty pounds of lithium>
“I’m ready,” said Bonnie, uncertainly. “Just tell me what to do!”






  
  Bluebook


General Mark Rodgers had been a weapons specialist and technology investigator for the Pentagon for more than thirty years. And he was good at it. His main focus was advanced weapons evaluation, especially the weapons of foreign powers.  
But Mark also had a side portfolio. One that had been, officially, shut down. Discontinued. Defunct.
Bluebook.
Officially terminated in 1970 after the Condon Report had concluded there was no such thing as a UFO or alien presence, the records had been filed away, gone and largely forgotten except by a few conspiracy theorists.
Except for a few special records. A small number of very special records, transferred to a new project. His little side project.
Records that identified an alien escape pod found in the desert in 1947. The ones that succinctly described a black, six-seat escape pod, smashed into the desert floor. And six bodies - still strapped into the little pod. 
Mark thought about those records, tucked away where only he and very few others could access them. They described the crashed escape pod in great detail. 
It was a simple design, really. Just six seats around the circumference of the pod, each with straps and handles. A tiny control panel in front of one seat. A retro engine in the back to slow the pod down for re-entry, a simple computer to maintain a descent trajectory. Tanks containing an atmosphere that was almost - but not quite - the same as Earth. 
And the six bodies. 
Five of which were very, very dead. 
The other was not quite dead - she lived just a bit longer. She managed to breathe out a few sentences, in English, which were buried deep within the most classified document in Mark’s possession.
“We tried to watch over you. But they found us. We destroyed them this time. But hide from them. They will destroy you if they find you. The Singheko…”
Mark walked to his office in the Pentagon, head down in thought. His aide trundled along behind, careful not to interrupt him. When he was head down and thinking like this, it was best to leave him alone.
There was only one reason Mark was thinking about this today. Normally, he could go months, years even, without thinking about his side portfolio. 
But not today.
All because of NORAD. The North American Aerospace Defense Command at Petersen Air Force Base in Colorado Springs. Damn it all to hell, they had really ruined his morning.
NORAD had forwarded him a report. Not just any report; a special report, for his eyes only.
About an object entering the atmosphere over southern Nevada at 1:45 AM last Friday, traveling at Mach 4.9. A speed of just about 3,758 mph.
At first, it was assumed to be a meteor burning up in the atmosphere. Pretty slow for a meteor, but the only reasonable explanation.
Until it made a hard left turn over Goldfield and headed for Area 51.
Although it was tracked for only another 6 seconds before it was lost, it was clearly not a meteor. Not unless a meteor had a pilot. 
Oh, it was stealthy. Very stealthy. Just not quite stealthy enough. The Air Force was experimenting with some new phased-array radars out there at Groom Lake, and their sensitivity and coverage was outstanding.
So Mark had a hot potato on his hands. Not a smoking gun. But certainly a very warm one. And now he had two big problems to solve...
What was it? And where did it go?

      ***“Wow! I never knew forty pounds of ruthenium would be so damn expensive!” said Bonnie.
Jim sympathized. “Jade sure does have some exotic needs. Getting a pet dog would have been so much cheaper.” 

<I heard that> said Jade. 
Jim and Bonnie were sitting on the bridge of the starship, working on their laptops, assembling another order of materials needed by Jade to rebuild her processor core and tDrive.
Bonnie laughed. “Jade, you are damn lucky you were found by Jim and he has money. I’d never be able to afford you!”
<Don’t worry, Bonnie. I’m replenishing Jim’s funds faster than you spend the money>
“What?” asked Bonnie. “How the hell are you doing that?”
<Easy> said Jade. <I’m trading in the stock market. I bought a shell corporation, set up online accounts, and so far, I’ve made $80 million dollars>
“Holy fucking shit, Jade!” yelled Bonnie, looking up from her laptop. “How are you doing that?”
<Buy low, sell high> replied Jade.
Bonnie almost fell out of her chair laughing. “You crack me up, Jade.”
<Hopefully, that’s not something that hurts>
“So we’ll have the ruthenium in another week,” said Bonnie. “Assuming it ships on time.”
<Outstanding. Then we’ll have everything we need for my tDrive. I’m processing the lithium and iridium now in the 3D synthesizer. But I still need to complete the android to assemble the tDrive reactor. It requires a fine touch that humans don’t have. And more radiation resistance>
“And how’s Andy the Android coming?” asked Jim. “The physical part of him in the 3D synthesizer looks complete.”
<Yes; physically the android is done. But I’m still programming it. Another few hours and he’ll be ready>
Bonnie looked up from her laptop. “Oh, I’m excited to see it. You said it will be like talking to a real person?”
<Yes; it will be just like talking to a real person>
Jim thought, a puzzled look on his face. “Does that mean it’s sentient? Conscious?”
<Of course. Why wouldn’t it be?>
Bonnie shook her head. “It can’t be sentient. It’s artificial.”
<I’m artificial. Do you doubt my sentience?>
“That’s different,” said Bonnie. “You were…made…by an advanced species, right?”
<I see you can’t say the word created in reference to me. Is that because of the thing you call religion?>
Bonnie puzzled over that for a few seconds. “I…guess. I never thought about it before now.”
<So according to you, I was made, but not created…>
Jim reached out, placed a hand on Bonnie’s shoulder, but spoke to Jade.
“I think humans have a bit of a problem accepting that sentience can be so easily created in a...in a machine, so to speak.”
<Does that upset you very much?”
Jim shook his head. “Not me. But I can’t speak for Bonnie.”
Bonnie considered it.
“Actually, it does upset me a bit. And I’m not sure why. Lord knows I haven’t been inside a church in twenty years. But I’m having trouble accepting you can throw a few hundred pounds of materials into a 3D synthesizer and out pops a sentient android.”
<But I believe that is exactly what you humans do. You throw a few hundred pounds of materials into a 3D synthesizer - called a womb - over a nine-month period, and out pops a human. How is this any different?>
Bonnie shrugged her shoulders. “It’s just different. We aren’t machines.”
“Says you,” interjected Jim, still leaning over his laptop.
<Well> said Jade. <Then I suspect you are going to have even more of a problem with the second project I’ve been working on. The clone in the medical bay>
“What?” Jim and Bonnie yelled simultaneously. “A what?”
<I’m creating a clone in the medical bay. For when I leave Earth to return to my native species. I’ve learned to like humans and I don’t want to be alone>
“I’ve got to see this,” exclaimed Jim. He jumped up and trotted down the corridor to the medical bay, Bonnie right at his heels. He opened the door and looked inside. 
The medical pod was closed but appeared to be in operation based on the subdued blue light coming out of it. Jim and Bonnie walked over and looked.
Inside they could see a human female, in appearance about twenty-five years old, sleeping peacefully in the medical pod.

      ***“Jade, what the hell are you doing? You can’t just create a human being!” yelled Bonnie, standing in the medical bay.
<Sure I can. What’s the problem?>
Jim put his hands on the top of his head in exasperation. “Let me try,” he said to Bonnie.
He turned and paced across the room, still staring at the young woman in the medical pod. 
“Jade, humans view life as sacred. We have a real problem with creating artificial life. What you’re doing here is a big concern for us.”
<I’m completely familiar with artificial life> said Jade. <I am one>
“That’s not what I meant, Jade. I meant artificial human life!”
<It’s not artificial> said Jade. <I took fifty pounds of carbon, three pounds of phosphorus, three pounds of calcium and two pounds of potassium, along with a lot of other trace elements and water, and fed them into the 3D synthesizer. Then I let DNA do most of the rest of the work. How is that artificial? There’s not a circuit board or resistor in her anywhere!>
“But…for God’s sake, Jade! You can’t just create a…a woman…like this!” shouted Bonnie.
<Oops, too late> said Jade. <I already did. Do we have to throw her away?>
Jim held up both hands to the overhead speaker, as if to fend Jade off.
“No! No, you can’t do that. Don’t even say it!”
Bonnie walked in a circle around the room, still staring at the sleeping woman in the medpod. Each time her circle passed the woman, she paused for a second and then spouted a curse.
“Dammit!” she said, completing a circle.
Jim fell silent, watching her. He was at a loss.
“Crap!” Bonnie said, completing a second circle around the room.
“Son of a bitch!” Bonnie exploded, completing her third circle.
Finally, she stopped and glared up at the camera over the door where Jade would be watching them.
“And how did you even do this?” asked Bonnie. “You don’t have any hands, not yet, not until the android is complete. How did you even get the materials into the 3D synthesizer? And then how did you get the…whatever…her…into the medpod?”
<You put the raw materials into the hoppers for me, don’t you remember? Ten days ago, when the first batch of raw materials came in. I asked you to sort them into the various hoppers and you did>
“God, yes, I remember that,” said Jim. “I thought you were just working on the core processor.”
<And if you look closely, you’ll see the medpod has motorized wheels. When the product was nearly finished, I sent the medpod over to the 3D synthesizer and moved the product into it. Then I brought it back here>
“She’s not a product!” Bonnie almost yelled it.
<Sorry. I meant her>
“She’s not a ‘her’!” yelled Bonnie again.
Jim once again placed a calming hand on Bonnie’s shoulder. “Bonnie, calm down. You’re getting upset.”
“Dammit, yes, I am upset!” Bonnie turned and walked to a chair in the corner, sat down, and put her head in her hands.
Jim went over and squatted beside her, put his hands on her back, and started rubbing in a calming motion.
“Why is this upsetting you so?” he asked. “Is this causing you some kind of religious freakout?”
“No,” an exasperated Bonnie Page said. “Not that. I’m not really sure why. It’s freaking me out, though. I just don’t know why.”
Jim patted her on the back. 
“We’ll deal with it. Just calm down. I’m going to ask Jade some more questions.”
Bonnie nodded silently. Jim rose and turned, looking at the camera which to him, represented Jade.
“Jade, when will she wake up?”
<In about a week>
“Will she be able to speak?”
<Yes. She’ll be fully formed, an educated adult able to cope with her environment>
“Educated. How do you mean?”
<She will have all the knowledge that you have, as well as that of Bonnie>
“What?” Bonnie’s head snapped up, glaring at the camera.
<I synthesized her brain by combining all the knowledge from Jim’s brain and yours, Bonnie> said Jade. <She will be a combination of both you and Jim>
“What the fuck?” moaned Bonnie from the corner. “Somebody wake me up…”
Jim glanced at Bonnie, then turned back to Jade and continued his questioning.
“When you say all the knowledge, you mean you scanned our brains and then copied it to hers?”
<Basically, yes>
“So she will know everything I know?”
<Yes>
“And everything Bonnie knows?”
<Yes>
“But just our knowledge, right? Not our…other stuff…”
<She will have your knowledge, your skills, and your memories>
“Crap, crap, crap,” Jim heard from the corner.
Jim spoke somewhat uncertainly.
“Our…memories?”
<Yes. She has to have memories, or she would go insane as soon as she wakes up. All adult sentients have to have memories, in order to form a concept of themselves and their history. So, I put in all Bonnie’s memories, and most of your memories, Jim. I did pare away some of the more horrifying ones from your wartime experiences, and I did remove some of the ones that would have caused disassociation disorders, where the two of you had widely divergent concepts about some things. Everything else - all that which would not harm her - I kept>






  
  Contingency Plans


This one was different. Mark could feel it in his bones. The call he had just completed with Nellis Air Force Base confirmed it. 
I need to take this seriously, Mark thought. That new TAD device recorded exactly the same thing as NORAD.
According to the officer who just got off the phone with him, their confidence in this sensor data was high. It was backed up by secondary radar in the F-117 target plane. Lieutenant Broderick in the F-117 hadn’t noticed it at the time, but the data was there for later analysis on the recording. The F-117 had captured the same impossible target seen by the F-22 TAD device, albeit in less detail and for a shorter period. But it was there.
Then there was the F-22 pilot, Bonnie Page. She had initially called the unknown while in the air, then rapidly backed off. That was not so strange; a lot of pilots would not pursue a UFO report for fear of ridicule. She had laughed it off in the debriefing, telling her wingman Broderick it was just an anomaly in the TAD. 
And then she had resigned from the Air Force. Just ten days after the anomaly, she submitted her resignation. A pilot that was at the top of her game, highly regarded, performing desirable work in the Air Force – and she quit.
Her cell phone pings showed a strange pattern. She had gone to Deseret, Nevada on the Saturday after the sighting, and spent five days there. Then she came back to Nellis and flew two routine flights with the TAD test team. Mark had sent out a request for a follow-up interview with her, which she had completed after her second flight on that subsequent Friday. In the interview, she had stuck to her story of an anomaly in the device, and nothing more. When she was pressed on the possibility of a UFO, she laughed it off, and said she didn’t believe in them. 
After the interview, she had gone back to Deseret for the weekend. On the next Monday, she returned to Nellis and resigned from the Air Force.
Mark had a nose for the central thread of a problem, and Bonnie Page was the central thread for this one. He knew it. 
After submitting her resignation, she had gone back to her apartment near Nellis. At least according to her cell phone records.
Then her cell phone disappeared. It hadn’t returned to the grid. 
She ditched her phone at her apartment and got a burner phone somewhere, thought Mark. She’s in the wind.
Picking up the phone, he assigned a surveillance team to track her down.
“That is one strange looking android,” said Bonnie.
<It’s designed for a specific purpose> responded Jade. <To be my hands and feet>
Jim laughed. “Well, it certainly has plenty of those.”
Before them stood the android they had named ‘Andy.’ It stood about two feet tall and had four arms and four hands. Although it had two ‘feet,’ they were not what Jim would have thought of as feet; they were more like large, flat hands, prehensile, something like a gorilla’s feet. Both its arms and legs were multi-jointed, able to assume more positions than a human could ever imagine. Its neck was longer than a human neck, somewhat sinuous. Its head looked like that of a deranged insect; it had dozens of eyes, allowing it to look in any direction.
Jade had told them that ‘Andy’ could also use the lower pair of his arms as additional feet, assuming a four-legged stance when he needed extra stability. Conversely, he could lie on his back and use his ‘feet’ as extra hands, becoming six-armed when working in that position.
<He is radiation-hardened and does not require an atmosphere to survive. He can work in the reactor space without damage> said Jade. <He’ll be able to assemble the tDrive while we finish up the processing core>
“Wow!” said Jim. “This is crazy!”
“Well,” replied Bonnie, “Is he ready for activation?”
<Yes. I will activate him now>
With a loud click, the android’s head stiffened, and he raised up ever so slightly on his legs. Two eyes in front glowed slightly. A voice came from his head.
“Good morning, Bonnie and Jim. Pleased to meet you.”
Jim looked at Bonnie before replying.
“Good to meet you too, Andy. How are you?”
“Never better,” replied Andy. “Ready to get to work!”
And with that, the android turned and shuffled off down the corridor toward the engineering spaces.
Jim turned to Bonnie and shook his head. Then they laughed.
“We are definitely living in a strange land now!” said Bonnie.
“Jade…would you tell me about your people?”
Bonnie was working on the bridge at one of the consoles. Jade had provided functionality to use the flight consoles as computer workstations, with full Internet access; they no longer had to use their laptops. The little android Andy was already in the reactor room, beginning the process of assembling the new tDrive that would allow the starship to travel beyond the solar system. 
<We are called the Nidarians. We are a truly peaceful people. It’s hard for us to make war, so the Singheko are a challenge to us. But we are learning>
“What do they look like - your people?” 
<They are not much different from you humans. They are bipedal, with arms and legs like yours, and the same basic facial configuration. As are the Singheko, and many other intelligent species in the Galaxy>
“Why is that, do you think?”
<I don’t know. Our scientists suspect there is some kind of evolutionary imperative that requires such a general configuration in order for creatures to evolve high intelligence>
Well, they have to make and hold tools with great dexterity, thought Bonnie. That implies hands or something similar. Highly focused binocular vision helps to create tools and use them. And once you achieve high intelligence, you don’t need four legs anymore. You no longer need a highly evolved sense of smell, so the snout can shrink. 
“So, you’re telling me that nature prefers space-faring species to be two-legged, two-armed humanoids with small noses?”
<I would say that is the case, based on my experience> replied Jade.
“And what is the galaxy like, out there?”
<Ah. The Galaxy. Well, we call it the Broken Galaxy>
“What? Why? That’s a strange name.”
<Because we are in a dark age right now. There was a great Empire in the Orion Arm in the past. It was called the Golden Empire. For two hundred centuries it lived, ensuring peace and stability in the Arm. But two thousand years ago it collapsed. Everything fell into decay. Barbarian upstarts fought to take control of the last bits of the old Empire. Many nations were destroyed in that time>
“But not Nidaria?”
<No. We lost most of our territory, but a small remnant held on to our home planet. We sheltered in the city we now call Sanctuary, fighting off the barbarians for a thousand years. Finally, we recovered and began to expand again. But we are still under constant threat of attack from those barbarian nations surrounding us> 
“Such as the Singheko.”
<Yes. Such as the Singheko>
Just then Jim came into the bridge.
“I’ve been thinking,” he started.
Bonnie interrupted. “Not that again!” 
Jim grimaced. “Yes, somebody has to do it!”
Bonnie smiled. “OK, what have you been thinking?”
“We need to work up some contingency plans,” said Jim.
Bonnie lost her smile.
“What do you mean by ‘contingency plans’?”
“We’ve been lucky so far,” said Jim. “No one has discovered us yet or what we’re doing here. But they will. It’s just a matter of time. And once they discover Jade, all hell is going to break loose. We need to plan for that.”
“You know, you’re right,” Bonnie agreed. “I’m frankly amazed they haven’t found us already. We should go ahead and assume the worst, prepare for it, be ready.”
<The first thing I would recommend, if you are willing, is to have me implant communicators in you so our comms can’t be interrupted or hacked> said Jade.
“What?” burst out Bonnie. “Did you say, ‘in us’?”
<Yes. It’s completely painless and non-invasive. You lie in the medpod for an hour. When you get out, we can talk to each other without radios, as long as we are within about one mile of each other. It consists of two micro-thin circular patches about one-fourth inch in width, lying on the surface of your brain. They transmit to a tiny repeater implanted in your lower back. You will not even know they are there>
Bonnie bowed her head, shaking it in apparent disgust.
“Pass. I don’t think I want to do that,” she said. 
Jim patted her on the back.
“How about I go first? Then you can see if there’s any cause for concern. If I go berserk or start foaming at the mouth, you’ll know not to do it,” he laughed.
Bonnie glared at Jim.
“How can you be so blase about this? How are you not upset at the very idea? You treat all this like it was some kind of a joke!”
Jim gave a negative head shake. “No, not a joke. I’m just not afraid of Jade. I trust her. But remember, I’ve been with her longer than you have. She saved my life up in Canada. She’s had every opportunity to hurt me, and she’s never done it. I don’t believe she would do anything to damage my body, at least not without warning me first.”
Bonnie sighed.
“I guess I’m just not there yet,” she said.
Jim placed his hand on Bonnie’s shoulder and squeezed.
“Jade, I’ll go first. We’ll do it at the end of the day, when I’m already tired, so lying in the medpod for an hour won’t be so boring. How’s that?”
<Sounds good, Jim. I’ll prepare everything for you>
“So what other contingency plans do we need?” asked Bonnie, looking at Jim.
Jim mused on it.
“We need an emergency sortie plan; in case they raid the place. An escape plan, a place to meet afterward in case we get separated, a communications plan so we can find each other. And a long-term plan for each of us, in case the other is killed.”
Bonnie shuddered. “I don’t want to think about that.”
“We have to,” said Jim. “It’s a possibility. Any nation on Earth would kill to get this technology. If Jade doesn’t get back to Sanctuary, humanity could be overcome. We have to succeed in getting her back into space and help her get to Sanctuary. The lives of every human on this planet are at stake.”
Bonnie stood and paced.
“So once again, I ask: why don’t we seek help to get this done from the military? Or from the government?”
“Who would you ask first; the Air Force? What do you think they would do?”
Bonnie stopped her pacing and thought about it.
“No. They’d take her someplace and take her apart, piece by piece, to find out what makes her tick. No chance they’d let her go back home.”
“And then what would happen?” continued Jim.
Bonnie turned to face him.
“And the Singheko would find us, and we’d be at their mercy, without the help of Jade’s people.”
“So let’s explore the other possibilities. How about calling in the FBI?”
Bonnie shook her head. “Same thing. They’d turn her over to the military. Same result.”
“NSA?”
Bonnie glared at Jim. “You’ve made your point, I think.”
“The Russians? The Chinese? Other people who want to take over the world?”
“Now you’re just being stupid.”
Jim stood up and embraced her.
“Then let’s get real and make some contingency plans.”
Bonnie nodded. “What first?”
“First, I think, a way to bust Jade out of here in case they raid us. I think I’ll put shaped charges on the back wall of the hangar, to shatter it instantly and provide an exit for her if she needs to leave suddenly. I can take care of that. I still have friends in low places.”
“OK. I’ll put together the part about a place to meet afterward in case we get separated, and the emergency comm plan. And the plan…well…if one of us is killed.”
“Good,” Jim responded. “Let’s do it.”






  
  Closing In


That evening, Jim lay in the medpod, his eyes closed. The medpod had injected him with nanobots. Under Jade’s direction, they were implanting the comm devices - two tiny circular patches on his brain, and a tiny repeater in his lower back that would provide the required range.  
He was beginning to wonder if this was such a good idea after all.
In a greatly troubled youth, Jim had gone through some bad times. He had lost his father at a young age. His mother had been preoccupied with other things in her life. So, Jim had largely raised himself, and his younger sister Gillian. 
They had nearly always been alone. Sometimes he had gotten very down, very depressed. At the age of twelve, he read a book about meditation. He tried it, and found it helped him get over the bad times. It brought him out of the darkness.
Like many people who meditate, Jim had a mantra. He used it during meditation to calm his mind, center his soul. It had served him well during the horrors of war in the Middle East and Africa. He had used it in the hospital when he was recovering from the shrapnel in his chest. 
He used it now, to ward off his fears and doubts about what Jade was doing to him.
Life will get better. There is light at the end of the tunnel, he chanted in his mind.
There is light at the end of the tunnel.
There is light at the end of the tunnel…
His mind slowly calmed. There was no pain. He felt nothing unusual. Once he got his mind settled, he relaxed. In a minute, he was asleep.
In the corner of the room, sitting in a chair watching him, Bonnie pondered. 
When I got involved in this, I had no idea what I was getting into. If I had known, would I have still done it? And can I continue? I don’t know if I can do this. Too many strange things…
Bonnie rose from the chair and walked over to the medpod. Inside, Jim was sleeping peacefully.
But…I love him. That I do know. I can’t bail now, she thought. I have to commit to this. Go big or go home.
Slowly, Bonnie returned to her chair and sat down again.
“Jade, maybe this is a good time for us to talk. I’ve developed the contingency plan for places to meet if we get separated, and the long range and short range comm plan. I’ve generated code words for the most likely contingencies that might happen too fast for us to discuss. It’s in a folder on your system. Have you reviewed it?”
<Yes. It’s a good plan. I’d only make a few minor changes, if you don’t mind>
“And what are those?”
<You’ve overlooked that the clone will be awake soon. So I’ve added her into the plan at appropriate places>
“Ah, yes. Your Frankenstein in the other medpod. I try to ignore her. How’s the cooking coming along?”
<Your analogy is quite funny. The ‘cooking’ is coming along just fine. She’ll be ready in another day. That’s why I added her to the planning>
“Fine,” snorted Bonnie. “You understand I don’t like this idea at all, right?”
<I get it>

      ***“We found them,” said the voice on the other end of the line. “They’re in Deseret all right, at the airport. Living in a hangar.”
“Good work,” said Mark Rodgers. “And you’ve got them under surveillance?”
“Yes,” said the voice. “They seem to be keeping entirely to themselves, though. They have two hangars. One is just a normal hangar, full of airplanes, facing west, right down the runway. It’s a large white hangar, big one. They keep the main hangar door open most of the time during the day, so we’ve been able to scope it out, no problem. Haven’t seen anything unusual about that one. Lot of nice airplanes, though. Clearly this guy Jim Carter has money.”
“And?” said Mark.
“And next to it, facing south, is another big-ass hangar, a red one. That one is closed up tight all the time. They go in and out through a side door, never open it more than just enough to squeeze through. Never seen the front door open. They seem to spend all their time in the red hangar, even at night. They’re sleeping in there, evidently, so we haven’t tried entry yet. We searched the other one, the white one, last night. All we found are a bunch of airplanes, two apartments up topside that are completely normal, nothing unusual. We went through all their trash, but nothing unusual there. Except one thing about that…”
“What?” asked Mark.
“The trash from the red hangar doesn’t go in the normal trash bins. They’re receiving a lot of shipments there. They don’t dispose of the shipping containers normally. They take the leftover trash from the red hangar and load it up in her Raptor and drive it into town and burn it at the incinerator.”
Mark mused thoughtfully.
“It’s in the red hangar,” he said. “I know it.”
“I agree,” said the voice. “But now, you want to hear something really interesting?”
“What,” said Mark.
“Guess what this guy’s sister does,” asked the voice.
Mark leaned back in his chair. The man on the other end of the phone was his best covert operative. They had served together, drank together, and ran ops together for thirty years. His name was Pujold Rukmini. He was, without a doubt, the most competent person in Mark’s small complement of agents who were fully read into the project. Also the most vicious, when needed. But Mark didn’t care about that. Viciousness was another tool he used when required.
“What?” he asked, knowing there was a major surprise coming.
“CIA,” said Pujold. “His little sister is an associate director in the CIA at Langley.”
Mark leaned forward again, his eyes widening. “You are shittin’ me!”
“Nope. Gillian Carter Hassell. Associate Director in Counterproliferation. I wouldn’t kid about that.”
“I wonder…” said Mark out loud.
“Me too,” said Pujold. “If we could bring her in, and she would cooperate, that would give us a lot of leverage with this guy.”
“Or even if she didn’t cooperate,” said Mark.
“Right.”
“But we don’t need that yet. We know where the item is, and we can get it. Keep them under tight surveillance. Pull all the shipping records for the materials they are getting into that hangar. And start putting together a capture team.”






  
  Hello Rita


“Time for the big unveiling, I guess,” said Jim. 
“Yep,” agreed Bonnie. They walked down the passageway toward the medical unit and opened the hatch.
Before them, the medpod held the sleeping woman. She was breathing normally, to all intents sleeping peacefully. Her hair was just stubble, less than an eighth of an inch long. Her lips were thin, her nose as well. In fact, her entire body was thin.
“Is she healthy?” Jim asked.
<Yes. She is quite normal. She will put on more weight once she starts eating normally>
Bonnie leaned over the medpod.
“She’s so thin,” she said. “Almost like a…shit!”
Bonnie jumped back two feet from the medpod, nearly falling over.
The woman inside the medpod looked at them and smiled.
<Please help her out of the medpod> Bonnie heard Jade speak.
“Jim, help her,” said Bonnie, still too shocked to move.
Jim nodded, stepped forward, and lifted the lid of the medpod. The woman reached up, grabbed the lip, and pulled herself to a sitting position. Then she levered one leg over the edge, pushed herself up with her hands, and scrambled out of the device, thumping down to the floor. 
She was completely naked.
“Mornin’,” said the woman. “It’s good to get out of that damn thing.”
Jim glanced over at Bonnie.
“Well, she has your nose,” he quipped.
“Don’t start,” replied Bonnie. Bonnie looked at the woman. “How do you feel?”
“Hungry,” said the woman. “Is there anything to eat in the galley?”
“Uh…I think we have a few things in there,” said Bonnie, taken aback.
“Great!” said the woman. She promptly marched out the hatch, turned left, took five steps, and turned into the galley. By the time Jim and Bonnie caught up, she was rummaging through the refrigerator.
“So you know your way around…” muttered Bonnie.
The woman looked at her. “Of course. I have all your memories and most of Jim’s. So anything you know, I know. Except for some of the bad stuff, I think. Jade told me she left some of that out.”
Bonnie sat down at one of the tables, looking puzzled.
“When did you talk to Jade?” she asked.
The woman continued to rummage through the refrigerator, pulling out bread, cheese, meat, and lettuce, and moved it to the counter. She started building a sandwich.
“Jade has spoken to me a number of times over the last week. Remember that you sleep at night. Jade doesn’t. So we talk at night when you aren’t around. It was part of her educational process, she said. I had to get used to talking. Even though I knew all the words, I didn’t exactly have the muscle memory. Or at least, my muscle memory is mostly Bonnie’s, and our bodies are different. So I had to adjust.”
“You don’t seem to have any trouble walking,” said Jim.
“Jade let me walk around a couple of times this week at night. It was hard at first, but I got better at it pretty quick.”
“Jade, why didn’t you tell us about this?” asked Bonnie.
<Oops, sorry. I’ve been kind of busy lately>
Pensive, Bonnie bit her lip, thinking.
“Do you have a name?” Bonnie asked the woman.
Turning to face them, the woman leaned against the counter, naked, and started eating her sandwich.
“Yes. Jade named me. It was critical to my identity that I have a name as soon as possible during the brain synthesis. My name is Rita.”

      ***Bonnie and Jim sat, stunned, as Rita finished one sandwich and started on another.
“You seem so…” Bonnie started, but stopped.
“Normal?” finished Rita. “I am. Remember, I’m you and Jim. Combined. So, I’m as normal as you two are. Which ain’t all that normal if you ask me.”
“Wait…what?” interrupted Jim. “Are you…is your DNA…are you like, our child?”
Rita laughed. “No, no. Jade didn’t use any of your DNA for me. She only used your knowledge, your skills, and your memories. My DNA came from traces she got off the materials in the 3D synthesizer. She sorted through that DNA until she found a combination she liked and used that. So no worries - we’re not related!”
Bonnie turned to Jim. 
“Can we talk?”
Jim nodded.
“We’ll be back in a minute, Rita. Are you OK?”
“Sure,” said Rita. “I’ll be right here.”
Jim led Bonnie out of the room and back to the bridge. Bonnie sat down in one of the command chairs and looked at Jim, her face scrunched up.
“I’m having a lot of trouble with this,” she said.
“I can see that,” said Jim. He sat down across from her, looking at her. “What seems to be the main issue?”
“Is she actually alive?” asked Bonnie.
“You can see that she is,” said Jim.
“I mean, is she actually…human?”
Jim considered. “I would say yes, based on everything I’ve seen so far.”
“But she wasn’t born!” Bonnie exclaimed, her voice rising.
“Sure she was,” said Jim. “She was born in the 3D synthesizer. Pretend it’s a womb. Does that make it any easier?”
“But…she wasn’t conceived!”
Jim shook his head. “I’ve never seen this side of you, Bonnie. I didn’t realize you were so primitive. Of course she was conceived. Jade took human DNA and cloned it. That’s no different from being conceived. It’s just another way of getting there.”
“Bullshit,” said Bonnie.
“Think of it this way, Bonnie, if it helps. You want to drive a car from Los Angeles to Las Vegas. For all of history, billions and billions of times, every person who has driven a car from Los Angeles to Las Vegas went on the main highway. Now suddenly you find a new, different highway. You drive on it and it takes you to Las Vegas. Are you there? Did you arrive?”
“It’s not the same thing,” Bonnie muttered stubbornly. 
Jim patted her hand. “It’s exactly the same thing. Rita arrived in Las Vegas. How she got there is details. She’s there. Accept it.” 
Bonnie shook her head. “I just don’t know if I can. How do I know she has a soul?”
“How do you know you have a soul, Bonnie?” asked Jim softly. “You can’t prove it. All you can do is either believe it or not believe it. But you can never prove it. And you can’t go through life making decisions for other people on such an imprecise, unknown state of affairs. So in Rita’s case, I’m going to act as if she is just like us. No different from us.”
Bonnie hung her head in her hands. She knew Jade was listening. She wondered what Jade thought about this discussion.
“OK, I guess,” she finally said. “I’ll follow your lead. I’ll act as if she is just like us.”
Jim smiled, reached out to Bonnie, and kissed her. They got up and returned to the galley.
Rita was now sitting at one of the tables. Bonnie went over and sat next to her.
“We need to get you some clothes on.”
Rita grinned. “But I like being naked.”
Bonnie looked over at Jim. He grinned back at her.
“And I think Jim probably likes you being naked too. Which is exactly why we’re going to get some clothes on you.”






  
  Surprises


An hour later, Rita, Bonnie and Jim sat on the bridge. Rita sat at one of the front consoles, Jim sat at the other, and Bonnie sat in the captain’s chair. It had just worked out that way as they came into the bridge. 
“So that’s the story,” said Bonnie, catching Rita up on items that Jade had not been able to pre-load into her memory. “We’ve developed contingency plans for the most likely scenarios we can think of, and code words, comm plans, meeting places. All of that.”
Rita thought deeply for a second. She was now wearing jeans and boots borrowed from Bonnie, as well as one of the blue chambray snap-button shirts Bonnie favored.
“So let me go over this one last time, to make sure I’ve got it.”
“Sure,” said Bonnie.
“Code words are always repeated three times if possible. Or else, the code words followed by the phrase ‘times three’ if time is limited.”
“Correct,” said Jim.
“So; code words ‘Hot Blood’ repeated three times - or ‘Hot Blood times three’ - means we are compromised, raid in progress, do not wait on anyone. Blow the back wall of the hangar and get the hell out of here. Go to rally point Blue and consult the written contingency plan for next steps.”
“Correct,” said Jim.
“Code words ‘Cold Blood’ means we are compromised, but there is time to wait for anyone in the immediate vicinity to get on board. Or in other words, we depart in five minutes, no longer. Same deal on the rally point.”
“Correct,” Jim repeated.
“Code words ‘Dead Blood’ means both you and Bonnie are captured or dead, and I’m on my own. Get to a rally point and consult the contingency plan.”
“Correct,” said Bonnie, looking over at Jim with some sadness in her gaze. 
If that one is used, she thought, then I don’t have to worry whether or not Rita has a soul. I’ll be worrying about my own.
“And any other triply-repeated phrase with ‘blood’ in it means danger, get away,” continued Rita.
“So far, so good,” said Bonnie. “Good memory.”
“Now…comm plan. Use our implants if in range and not compromised. Unless they x-ray us, they shouldn’t be aware of them. And even an x-ray may not show much.”
“Yep,” said Jim. “And Bonnie finally gave in, got her implant. Thank you, Bonnie.”
Bonnie nodded. “I don’t have to like it, but I did it,” she groused.
“If out of range or implants are compromised, call the hidden burner phone voicemail, leave a coded message. If all else fails, use HF frequency 28.07 MHz as primary. Use 292.9 MHz secondary,” continued Rita.
Bonnie nodded.
“And finally, rally points. I think I have all of them. Red, Blue, Yellow, Green, and Pink. They all make sense. But I hope it doesn’t come to that.”
“Let’s hope it doesn’t,” said Jim.
Bonnie sat silently for a moment. Then she raised her head.
“I’ve been thinking about something,” she said.
Jim and Rita looked at her.
“I want to go to Sanctuary with Jade when she leaves,” said Bonnie.
Jim sat silently, then gave a smile.
“So do I,” he said. “I can’t imagine watching Jade depart, staying here on Earth, and not knowing what is happening with her out there in the galaxy.”
“Exactly,” said Bonnie. “I feel like I’ve found something that I’ve been looking for all my life. A chance to really make a difference in the world.”
Jim agreed. He turned to look at Rita.
“I’m in,” said Rita. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
“Jade?” asked Jim. “What consumables do we need for the three of us to make the trip to Sanctuary with you?”
<Interestingly enough, I’ve already anticipated this> said Jade. <I was fairly sure this would happen with you three. So everything we need is already onboard>
“Sweet!” exclaimed Bonnie. “The expedition begins!”

      ***Rita and Bonnie spent the rest of the day working on Jade’s processor core. Much of the work involved tedious insertion of tiny modules, no larger than a needle, into a matrix that held them in the backplane of the core - which was a cube six feet in dimension. This required them to take turns sitting inside it, one placing the tiny needles while the other passed them in. 
“Jade,” said Bonnie. “Why didn’t you make this thing bigger, so we could fit inside it easier?”
<If you were Nidarian, it would be less trouble. They are smaller than humans> responded Jade.
Hours later, they had completed another wall of the cube, and they were both tired by the time they finished.
“Three walls complete,” said Bonnie. “One more to go and we’re done. We should finish by noon tomorrow.”
“God, that’s hard work,” said Rita. “I have a lot of memories of doing work, but the actual thing is very tiring, you know?”
Bonnie smiled tiredly. “Yes, I know.”
They went into the galley and grabbed coffee.
Bonnie turned to Rita. 
“How are you feeling now? Any better since you ate breakfast, second breakfast, lunch, second lunch and early dinner?”
Rita grinned widely. “Now, don’t be critical. You try being assembled in a medpod and wake up having never eaten anything in your entire life.”
Bonnie sat down with Rita, staring at her.
“What does it feel like?”
Rita looked puzzled.
“What does what feel like?”
“Being…assembled. Waking up in a medpod, completely adult, with full memories, skills, knowledge. No childhood, no parents, no…no anything.”
Rita smiled at her.
“You’re wrong. I had a full childhood. Yours. And some of Jim’s, but mostly yours. I think Jade biased my memories towards yours because we’re both female. I can remember every detail of our childhood. I remember our parents, our house, growing up. Everything.”
Bonnie shuddered, and stood up suddenly, knocking over her coffee cup.
“You’re not me!” she yelled. “You…are…not…me!”
Bonnie stormed out of the room.
Jim came rushing in, looking down the corridor where Bonnie had disappeared into her cabin.
“What was that all about?”
Rita shrugged. “She doesn’t care for the fact that her memories are in me.”
Jim gazed at Rita for a few seconds. Then he sat down, laying a diagnostic probe on the table, and looked over at her.
“When you say you have our memories, do you…do you have everything?”
Rita smiled. “No, not everything. Jade excised out anything she thought might be harmful to my sanity. Anything that might cause a dichotomy in my psyche. So, for example, almost all of your wartime experiences are either gone or glossed over. I just have vague knowledge of your early childhood; enough to know it was a rough one, but one you survived well enough. And I don’t have detailed knowledge of your parents or your family; Jade seems to have given me mostly Bonnie’s memories of family and parents. I think Jade thought it would make me more stable as a female. I hope it works.”
Jim nodded. 
“Me too. But…I have one more question. Or two.”
Rita grinned again. “I see where this is going. Yes, I have a complete memory of making love to Bonnie as a male. And a complete memory of making love to you as a female.”
“Holy crap,” said Jim. “That’s really weird.”
“Not at all,” said Rita. “It’s no problem for me.”
“I just don’t see how that can be.”
“Don’t you have memories of making love to other women, before Bonnie?” 
“Well, yeah, of course. Oh…and you know that already...because you have my memories…”
“Were they all the same?”
“Um...no. Not really. Every woman is different. Which you also know already.”
“That’s the way it feels to me when I think about being Bonnie with you, or being you with Bonnie. Still making love. Just different.”
Jim thought for a while. “But…you are the only person in history, I think, who can compare the two. So which is better? Being a man? Or being a woman?”
Rita laughed. “I don’t want to give away all my secrets.”
From the hatch, they heard Bonnie’s voice.
“Especially don’t give away any of mine,” she said. Bonnie came into the room and sat down with them.
“I’m sorry, Rita. I want to apologize to you,” she said. “I was overwhelmed by this situation. But it’s not your fault. I’m sorry I stormed out.”
Rita reached out and laid her hand on Bonnie’s, left it there.
“Bonnie. It’s OK. Believe it or not, I know exactly how you felt.”
“I know,” said Bonnie. “That’s the scary thing.” She wrapped her hand around Rita’s. 
Then Bonnie looked over at Jim.
“And you didn’t need to ask Rita that last question. I can tell you - being a woman is better.”
Looking back at Rita, Bonnie winked.
“Right?”
Rita winked back.
“Absolutely!”

      ***Next day, Jim went to town to dispose of empty packing cases and trash. On his way there and back, he thought he noticed the same black car several times. His mind working overtime, he kept an eye out for it, but it disappeared, taking a turnoff up into the foothills. 
Still, it made him nervous. Pulling back into the airport, he stopped at Perry Barnes’ hangar and got out. 
Walking around to the front, he found Perry and Randy Green engaged in their usual occupation of sitting in front of the hangar drinking beer. Jim plopped down into an extra chair and Perry handed him a beer. They sat companionably for a few minutes, watching the hawks float around the stubble fields next to the airport, and the occasional car pass by on the highway.
“Been keeping pretty close to your secret project there in the red hangar, I notice,” said Perry.
Jim smiled somewhat chagrined.
“Yeah, sorry. Didn’t mean to be rude, just been busy.”
“What’re ya building in there, Jim? A spaceship?”
Jim giggled at the irony of Randy’s question.
“Yep. Me and E.T. are in there putting together the next Moon shot.”
Perry winked at Randy.
“I bet he ain’t puttin’ nothin’ together but him and that Air Force gal he found.”
Jim hung his head in mock embarrassment, then grinned back at them.
“Yeah, you got me. Hate to confess. But you gotta admit, she’s the real deal.”
Randy nodded vigorously. “Damn straight. What a stunner!”
Jim took a good long swig of beer and looked out across the field, then swept his gaze up into the foothills overlooking the airport.
“Say, you guys seen any strange cars or people hanging around the airport lately?”
Perry looked back at Jim. 
“Well, now that I think about it, I did see some guys yesterday.”
“Really? Where?”
“Sitting in a jacked-up white pickup, down the road from your hangar about a half-mile. I wouldn’t even have noticed them, except I had to drive down the road to feed my cows.”
“What were they doing?”
“Just sittin.’ I didn’t see anything else. Just two guys sitting in a pickup.”
“Well, nothing too strange about that around here,” said Jim. “Guys go out to feed stock all the time.”
“Yeah,” said Perry. “But you gotta be at a pasture gate to feed stock. And that’s what was strange about it. There was no gate anywhere around.”
“Ah,” said Jim.
“City boys,” laughed Perry.
After a while, and another beer, Jim waved goodbye to Perry and Randy and climbed back into the Raptor. He drove down to the other end of the field, parked behind the red hangar, and sat for a minute, staring down the road. 
He didn’t see anything, but he didn’t expect to; if they were truly under surveillance, they’d be using satellites and drones, more likely, rather than a couple of guys sitting in a pickup.
He finally got out of the truck, walked around to the side door, entered the hangar, and went into the ship. It was quiet. Wondering where Bonnie and Rita were, he checked the bridge, then the galley, but found no sign of them. He was just about to cross over to the other hangar when he heard a giggle from Bonnie’s cabin. Pushing open the hatch, he stared.
Bonnie and Rita were tangled in the sheets on Bonnie’s bed, in the throes of sex, completely oblivious to his presence.






  
  Fly Me to the Moon


“I believe it’s called ‘ In Flagrante’”, said Rita, not embarrassed even a little bit.
Bonnie was not so blase about it.
“I’m sorry, Jim. I really didn’t mean to hurt you.”
Jim shook his head. 
“I can’t say that I’m hurt, actually. More like just surprised. What happened to ‘I’m not sure she has a soul, I don’t know if I can do this’?”
Bonnie didn’t respond. 
Jim had stood in their bedroom door in shock for a good fifteen or twenty seconds before he came to himself and coughed. They had both grabbed for the sheets and pulled them up to cover themselves. But their reactions had been so totally different. Bonnie had blushed in dismay, while Rita had laughed out loud.
“Whenever you two finish up, I’ll be working on the bridge,” Jim had said dryly, and turned away.
Now, a half hour later, the three of them sat in the galley.
Rita laid a hand on Jim’s arm.
“Jim; try to understand. It just happened. We didn’t plan it. It was just one of those things.”
Bonnie took up the thread of conversation.
“Jim. I’ve always been bi. I haven’t had a chance to tell you before, it just never came up. But…well, it’s true. I like men. I like women. That’s just me.”
“And,” Rita dived in, “as Jade explained, my memories, feelings, they’re mostly from Bonnie. So I’m the same.”
Bonnie shrugged. “So we were hot and tired, and we decided to take a shower, and we were naked in the showers at the same time, and well, you know. Things just started to happen.”
“I’m not upset,” said Jim again. “Really. I…I love you, Bonnie. I want your happiness as much as I do my own. If being with Rita makes you happy, then I’m good with it. But it was a bit of a shock just the same. Last thing I expected to see today.”
Rita squeezed Jim’s arm where she was holding it.
“You’re a good man, Jim.”
Jim sighed.
“Actually, I don’t want to get distracted by this right now. I think we have bigger problems. We may be under surveillance already.”
“What? What did you see?” exclaimed Bonnie.
“I think I was followed into town, and part of the way back. And Perry saw two city slickers sitting in a pickup down the back road yesterday.”
Bonnie bit her lip.
“They’re on to us,” she said.
“Probably,” agreed Jim.
“Do we go now?” asked Rita.
“Where are we on the processing core and materials for the tDrive?” asked Jim.
Bonnie looked at Rita.
“We finished the processor core assemblies just before our shower. That’s why we were so hot and tired. But they’re ready to go. Jade?”
<The processor and data core assemblies passed all preliminary testing and data loading from my backups is complete. I will be fully re-integrated in five minutes>
“How about the tDrive?” asked Jim.
<The tDrive is not complete. It will require another week to be fully functional>
“Are all the materials on board, though? Can we complete it at one of the rally points?”
Rita shook her head. “There’s that shipment of ruthenium that just arrived, in the other hangar. We’ll need that. Get that and we’re self-sufficient. We can finish up at any of the rally points.”
Jim looked at Bonnie and Rita.
“We’ve got all the food and oxygen and other life support materials loaded. I haven’t completed the inventory yet, but I think we’re good. I say we get that ruthenium loaded and get the hell out of here while we still can.”
“Agree,” said Bonnie. Rita nodded. 
Jim rose. “I’ll go get it. Do you two need anything?”
“No,” said Bonnie. “Not for me. I’ve got everything.”
“And I don’t need anything,” added Rita. “I’m sharing Bonnie’s stuff for now, so I’m good.”
Jim left the galley and headed for the external hatch. He exited the ship and went outside, looking around carefully before he squeezed out the side door of the hangar. It was dark now - after sunset. Jim paused for a second, looking up at the clear sky, with the stars coming out. 
We’ll be up there soon, he thought. On our way to Sanctuary. To meet Jade’s species and ask for their help. Hard to believe. 
In the gathering dusk, Jim strode over to the other hangar and went inside, to the far side where the delivery truck had dropped off a large crate. He found a hand trolley and put it under the case. He thought for a moment, grabbed a case of coffee, and added it on top of the pile. 
You can never have enough coffee, thought Jim. And it’s a long way back home.
He started to lift but stopped suddenly.
“Dammit, I forgot my shrapnel!”
The F-16 had lost a wing and was lying canted to one side, propped up on a rock formation. Jim lay in the wreck, the smell of burning fuel and rubber gagging him. His head hurt like hell, second only to his chest, which felt like someone had stuck a spear through it. His oxygen hose was tangled around him, and his helmet was half-in, half-out of the shattered canopy.
Looking down, Jim saw a dirty piece of metal sticking out of his chest.
“Not good,” thought Jim. “Not good at all.”
He pulled at the metal but couldn’t get it out. There was a lot of blood. He tried to get the helmet off. He finally got it released, threw it outside and started climbing out of the shattered airplane. AK-47 rounds clinked off the bottom of the plane as he fell out of the cockpit and lay in the desert sands. 
Jim’s good luck charm. The piece of shrapnel that came out of his chest. He had held on to it all these years, never letting it far away from him. It was his totem.
Exasperated, Jim ran up the stairs to his apartment. Going to his bedroom, he slammed the top drawer of his dresser open and grabbed the metal shard, now clean and shiny after all the years. He went back out the apartment, locked it, and trotted down the stairs. Grabbing the handle of the hand truck with the case of ruthenium on it, Jim prepared to drag it across the tarmac to the other hangar - when he saw a dark shape creeping around the corner of Jade’s hangar - rifle in hand.
Jim froze. Staring hard, he realized the man he saw was wearing assault gear. On his back were bright letters in neon yellow – ‘Federal Agent.’
Quietly, Jim faded back into the hangar and squatted down behind the wing of the TBM, hoping the shadows hid him well enough. He saw two more armed agents come out of the shadows from the parking lot and start slinking toward the front door of Jade’s hangar. He realized there were more agents between him and the side door. He would never be able to get back aboard Jade.
“No use for it, hoss,” he said to himself. “Gotta do it.”
With a sigh, Jim whispered the code words they had burned into their memory, knowing his new communicator would transmit directly to Jade, Bonnie, and Rita.
“Hot blood, hot blood, hot blood.”
For a space of five seconds, there was no response. Then:
“Are you sure?” he heard Bonnie ask over his implant.
“Now, now, go now!” Jim whispered. 
Opposite his position, the back of the big red hangar disintegrated with a huge “boom” as shaped charges went off. A dark shape came out of the hangar and went straight across the airfield fence, so quickly that a human eye couldn’t really register what was seen. It was black, and long, and big, and then it was gone, and that was all you could say about it. Branches and leaves and dust made an artificial tornado where it had passed, and a double sonic boom cracked across the field.
Just then Jim felt a gun barrel in the back of his neck. Slowly he raised his hands. He felt a needle enter his shoulder, and then all turned to black.

      ***Bonnie and Rita had been working on the bridge, putting things away for their anticipated departure, when the code from Jim came in.
“Hot blood, hot blood, hot blood!” they heard both in their implants and over the loudspeaker they had mounted on the ceiling of the bridge.
Bonnie froze. She glanced at Rita, who looked stunned. 
They had done their homework; they had developed the codes, memorized them, practiced them – but had hoped they would never have to use them.
Now it was real. 
“Are you sure?” Bonnie whispered.
“Now, now, go now!” she heard the response come back in a loud whisper.
Bonnie grabbed Rita, pushed her into the nearest seat, and jumped into the captain’s chair.
“Jade, execute Hot Blood now!” she cried.
There was a loud explosion heard through the external microphones. Bonnie knew that was the shaped charges taking out the back wall of the hangar. Then everything on the viewscreen turned gray and she was looking at clouds. Shooting a quick glance at the reverse screen, she was shocked to see the Earth far below them and going away fast. Glancing back at the main screen, she saw their speed at Mach 5 and still increasing. Then they were above the clouds, moving faster every second.
An alarm sounded.
<Missiles in the air> called Jade. 
“What the hell is the matter with these people?” asked Bonnie. “They’re shooting missiles at us?”
<Affirm> said Jade. <Three SAM’s tracking us but they’re falling behind fast. We’re safe. No worries>
“These people are nuts!” said Rita.
“Yep,” Bonnie agreed. “Certifiable. They see something they don’t understand so they start shooting at it. Classic ape response.”
<We have left Earth’s atmosphere and are on a course direct to Mars> called Jade. <Once we are out of tracking range of Earth, we’ll double back to Rally Point Blue>
“Affirm,” responded Bonnie. 
Rita pointed to the front viewscreen. The sky in front had turned pure black now, and the stars could be clearly seen. To one side of the main screen was the Moon. 
“This is exciting,” Rita gasped. “Look at it!”
<Acceleration has stabilized at 150g. Velocity 1,000 kps and climbing>
Rita bit her lip. “What do you think will happen to Jim?”
Bonnie shook her head. “I don’t know. Not sure what those crazies will do to him.”






  
  Aitken


Jim came to slowly. His head was fuzzy. He had no idea where he was. After a few seconds, he realized he was lying in bed, and his left hand was handcuffed to the steel railing of the bed.  
He was a prisoner.
Lifting his head slightly, he saw a tall, thin man dressed in a medical coat standing beside the bed. The man smiled at him.
“How are you feeling, Jim?”
“Like shit,” said Jim. “Where am I?”
“Well, don’t worry about that,” said the man. “You’re in a safe place. We have a few questions we’d like to ask you.”
Jim grunted.
“And I’d like to know where I am.”
“I’m afraid I can’t tell you that right now, Jim. Not until we see a little cooperation.”
“Then this conversation is over,” Jim replied. He put his head back down and closed his eyes.
The tall thin man watched Jim go back to sleep and sighed. Then he left the room. Outside, he met another man who had been watching through a one-way glass.
“I tried to tell you,” the thin man said to General Mark Rodgers. “You won’t get anywhere playing games with him.”
Mark nodded. “I suspected you were right, but we had to start somewhere. OK, give him another hour to fully recover from the knockout drug, then I’ll go in and we’ll start fresh.”
The thin man grimaced. “Scopolamine - or whatever you spooks are using these days - is not going to get you anywhere with this guy. Look at his service record. You’re wasting your time.”
Mark smiled. “We’ll see.”
The tall thin man walked away. Mark went back to gazing at the prisoner in the next room through the one-way glass. 
“Where did they go, Jim? I don’t believe for a minute they really went to Mars. Not without you. What are they going to do next? Will they come back for you?”
Mark grinned.
“I think they will. In fact, I’m betting on it.”

      ***<We’re out of range> stated Jade.
“Are you sure?” Rita asked.
<Yes. I have an extremely low radar cross-section, and the Earth has turned far enough since we launched that no deep-space radar except China or Australia could paint us anyway. And I doubt the U.S. will ask China or Australia for help; that would certainly let the cat out of the bag>
“OK,” said Bonnie. “Let’s reverse course.”
Jade turned around and they headed back toward the Moon. Running a curved approach path, Jade was able to keep the Moon directly between herself and Earth, ensuring no radar could paint them as they neared Rally Point Blue.
“Want some coffee?” asked Bonnie.
“You know the answer to that,” replied Rita. Since becoming conscious, Rita had been drinking coffee nearly continuously all day every day. It seemed like she would never get enough.
“I’m so disappointed we can’t head for Sanctuary already,” said Rita as they walked to the galley.
Bonnie nodded.
All we need, she thought, is Jim, forty pounds of ruthenium, and two weeks. How can we obtain those things? This problem has to have a solution.
Grabbing coffee in the galley, Bonnie and Rita sat down. They looked at each other.
“Shall we talk about the elephant in the room?” asked Bonnie.
Rita nodded. “I think we should.”
“You were copied after me. You have my memories, my knowledge, my feelings,” said Bonnie.
“Yep,” agreed Rita.
“So you are in love with Jim too,” Bonnie said.
“Yep,” agreed Rita.
“I don’t think Jade anticipated that. She’s not really up to speed on human emotions.”
“Yep,” agreed Rita one more time.
“What are we going to do about it?”
Rita drank some coffee. She put her cup back on the table and stared at Bonnie.
“It’s a moot point right now because we don’t have Jim. Until we get him back, I see no reason to go there. It’s just something out there in the future we’ll have to consider when the time comes.”
Bonnie nodded, sipping her coffee.
“Your hair is coming out nicely,” she said. “It’s going to be dark and curly.”
“I noticed,” said Rita.
<We are approaching the Moon> called Jade.
Bonnie and Rita went back to the bridge and sat in the console chairs. Neither took the captain’s chair. It just felt uncomfortable to take it at this point.
In the wraparound viewscreen, they saw the Moon coming up fast. 
“Are you sure you’re not coming in too fast, Jade?” asked Rita.
<All is good> responded Jade. <We are decelerating at 150g. We’ll come to a stop at 50 meters above the surface>
“50 meters! Crap, Jade, isn’t that cutting it a little close?”
<I’ve landed on a hundred moons in my time, girls. No worries. But for you, Bonnie, I’ve adjusted it to 60 meters>
“Thanks, I guess?” groused Bonnie.
Gray and pitted, the surface of the Moon came at them fast. Nervous, Bonnie and Rita held the arms of their chairs in an iron grip as the viewscreen gave every appearance of a crash. But finally, when it seemed there was no way they could stop in time, the landscape approached a little slower. Then a little slower, and then they were hovering.
<60 meters> announced Jade. <Landing now>
Floating down to rest on a flat spot in the Aitken Basin on the far side of the Moon, they crunched softly into the regolith. They were up against the mountain range that ringed the Basin. Around them, a harsh and sere landscape showed craters and mountains in all directions. 
Bonnie breathed a sigh of relief when they were down. 
“That was nerve-wracking,” she said.
“Try it sometime when you’ve only been conscious for a week,” said Rita.

      ***Jim awoke to find himself in the same place. His left hand was still handcuffed to the bed rail. He was more alert now, the effects of the drug that had knocked him out almost gone. His left shoulder was quite sore, and he twisted his neck to see a bandage in place where the knockout drug needle had twisted as it went into the skin.
“Crappy job of shooting me up,” he spat at the Air Force general sitting beside his bed. 
Mark Rodgers nodded. “I agree. Hard to get good help these days,” he grinned. 
Jim glared at him.
“So what next?”
“Well, Jim, we’d like you to tell us about the aliens.”
Jim put on his most innocent face.
“Aliens?”
Mark chuckled. “Good, Jim. Very good. You should have been in Intel!” 
Mark pulled his chair a little closer to Jim’s bed.
“But c’mon, Jim - we saw their ship. We saw it fire out of that hangar at something like 100g. It disappeared into the sky so fast we only got a blur on our cameras. It outran three SAMs. So, let’s not play games.”
Jim stared at the man.
“Who the hell are you, anyway?”
Mark smiled back at him. “My name is Mark Rodgers, and I’m Air Force Intelligence. We got on to you right after Bonnie left the Air Force. There was just something unnatural about the way she left so suddenly. She seemed to be completely happy one week, then the next week she was gone. And there was that anomaly on the TAD test flight. I went back and looked at the logs, and there it was. An impossible turn from a vehicle going faster than anything the military had in the area. And we had confirmation from two other radar installations and the F-117 as well.”
Jim nodded.
“I knew that was going to catch up to us.”
Mark considered. “So, Jim. What can you tell us?”
“It doesn’t matter now, General. It’s gone. It won’t be coming back. We’ll never see it again.”
Mark smiled. “Good try. But I don’t think so. We know Bonnie was onboard. And that other girl, the one we’ve seen hanging out with you and Bonnie. What’s her name?”
Now it was Jim’s turn to smile.
“Good try, General. But no. As long as I’m handcuffed to this bed and not free to go live my life, I have nothing more to say.”
Mark shook his head sadly.
“I really hate to hear that, Jim. Because we have to get to the bottom of this. No matter what it takes.”
Jim turned his head away from the man, facing the other side of the bed. He knew what was coming. He started mentally preparing himself, ignoring Mark.
Heaving a long sigh, Mark waved at the one-way glass. In a few seconds, two men in long white lab coats entered. One placed an IV bag in the bracket beside the bed while the other prepped Jim’s arm. In a few seconds, Jim grimaced as a needle was inserted. One of the men turned the valve and the drug started to flow. Things started to get hazy…
Jim. Tell us about the ship. Tell us about Bonnie.
Mm. Can I have a popsicle?
Jim, don’t you want to save Bonnie?
Cherry. I want a cherry popsicle.
Jim, please. Bonnie is in danger. We have to save her. Where is she? 
Or a grape. I like grape too.
Jim, Bonnie needs you. You need to help us save her. Bonnie is in danger. Where is she?
Or maybe a fudge bar. 
Angry, Mark turned away from the bed where the semi-coherent Jim Carter lay, his eyes closed, mumbling about ice cream.
“I told you,” said the thin man in the white lab coat. “He’s too tough and too well trained for something like this to work.” 
“Dammit,” said Mark. “I was hoping we wouldn’t have to take the next step.”
The thin man shook his head.
“That’s not going to work either, but I know that won’t stop you.”

      ***On the backside of the moon, Jade lay quietly near the edge of the Aitken basin. The rim of the basin stood tall above them as they completed an inventory to verify their status.
“So how does the re-inventory go?” asked Bonnie.
Rita grunted, re-stacking and securing boxes in the cargo area of the ship. Andy worked beside her, his little android body on four legs, using his remaining two arms to help Rita move the boxes.
“We’re good. We’ve got roughly two years of food, and most importantly, we’ve got plenty of coffee.” 
Bonnie glanced around at the storage area, nodding.
“Medical supplies?”
“Yep,” said Rita. “Enough to open a small hospital.”
“So, all we’re missing is Jim. And the ruthenium to finish the tDrive, right, Andy?”
“Correct,” replied Andy. “We need ruthenium to make the tDrive operational.”
Rita stopped working and stood up, placing her hands on her hips.
“Yep. Just that. And Jim.”
Bonnie stared at Rita for a bit.
“I’m going to have to go get him.”
Rita nodded. “I know.”






  
  Gillian


It had been a long and nerve-wracking day. Bonnie and Rita just looked at each other. 
“Bed?” asked Rita.
“Bed,” agreed Bonnie.
They left the bridge and went to Bonnie’s cabin. There was never any doubt they would sleep together tonight. The Moon was a lonely place; they were far from home. It was no time to be alone.
Lying in bed together, Rita stared at the ceiling.
“It’s so strange,” she said. “I know who I am. I know I’m Rita. I can distinguish my fresh memories from your inherited memories. But yet, I love Jim. I miss him. I want him to be with me. Just like you do.”
“Like we said earlier, not a problem now. He’s not here. We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” said Bonnie. She was silent for a bit.
“But I know what you mean. I miss him too.”
“I hope he’s OK,” said Rita.
There was silence for a while. Bonnie rolled over and stared at the wall.
“Do you think we’ll survive all this?” she asked.
Rita gave a silent nod, then answered.
“Actually, I think we will. With Jade’s help. We’ll find a way to get Jim back, get the ruthenium, finish the tDrive, and go to Sanctuary to get help.”
Jade had long since made a pact with Bonnie and Jim not to listen to their bedrooms. So, Bonnie felt like their conversation was private.
“If I don’t survive, and you do, please take care of Jim for me. Promise me.”
Rita nodded silently again, then answered. “I promise. And the same goes for me.”
“By the way, did you look at the contingency plan for this case?”
“I did,” said Rita. “The next item on the checklist is to sleep.”
“Good night, then,” said Bonnie.
“Good night.”

      ***An alarm went off at 8 AM ship time next morning. Bonnie and Rita rose up groggily, looked around, and threw the sheets off.
“I dreamed we went to the Moon,” said Rita.
“Funny,” said Bonnie.
Rita grinned. “I take my humor where I can find it,” she said.
They got up and showered, dressed, and met in the galley for breakfast. Rita made eggs and ham while Bonnie brewed the coffee and made breakfast rolls. Then they sat, drinking their coffee and eating breakfast.
“Good morning, Jade,” said Bonnie.
<Good morning, girls. Did you sleep well?>
“We did,” answered Rita for both of them. “And you?”
<I assume that is a joke? As I do not sleep>
Rita laughed. “Yes, that was a joke.”
<I spent the night going over the contingency plan documents, monitoring Earth communications, and making plans. There are two options in this scenario. The most viable option is to move to Rally Point Pink, obtain the ruthenium we need, complete the tDrive and launch for Sanctuary>
Rita stopped her fork halfway to her mouth.
“Leaving Jim behind...,” she said.
<Yes. Leaving Jim behind. He is not necessary for the success of our mission>
“Well, he’s necessary for my success. I’m not going anywhere without Jim,” said Bonnie.
“Likewise,” added Rita.
<That is not optimal. We should take this option and ensure the success of our mission>
“Optimal or not, we ain’t taking that option,” Bonnie spat. “What’s next?”
There was a silence.
Oh, oh, thought Bonnie. Did I piss her off?
Finally, Jade responded.
<The next most viable option is to relocate to Rally Point Pink. One person would then remain with me there, obtain the ruthenium, and ensure the completion of the tDrive. Meanwhile, the other person goes to Las Vegas and rescues Jim Carter.”
“And I assume you have a plan for that already worked out?”
<I have a plan to get you to Las Vegas. But I do not have enough information to develop a plan to get Jim away from his captors. You will have to come up with that plan on your own>

      ***Curled in a fetal position, Jim Carter lay in detention, his hand still handcuffed to the railing. He had been water boarded again this morning, for the third time. They were getting impatient with him. 
Now Mark Rodgers came into the room, staring down at him sadly. He reached for a chair, pulled it up to the side of the bed, and sat.
“Jim. How are you feeling?” he asked.
There was no answer, not that he expected one. Jim had not eaten food for two days. They gave him an IV drip to keep him alive, and water. That was all. His body was deteriorating quickly; his muscles so weak he could hardly pull himself up on the bed.
“We can stop this anytime, Jim. Just say the word, and we’ll put you in a luxury room, all the food you want, no more…privations. All you have to do is tell us about the aliens.”
There was only silence.
Mark felt his frustration taking hold of him. He wanted to hit the man in front of him, strike him, beat him, tear him to pieces. He had never come across anyone this stubborn.
Clasping his hands together, Mark tried one last time.
“Jim. Just tell me one thing. Just one thing. How can we contact Bonnie? Is there a radio frequency we can use to talk to her?”
He was met with silence.

      ***“He’s got pneumonia. You overdid it on the waterboarding,” said Dr. Janeski.
“Crap,” said Mark. “Well, it wasn’t working anyway.” He looked at the doctor, standing beside him at the one-way glass, staring at Jim Carter in the other room.
“Patch him up, get him well. I need his information.”
Dr. Janeski glared at Mark.
“I’ll do my best. But like I told you in the beginning, you’re probably going to kill him and still not get any information. I hate to say I told you so, but…”
“Then don’t say it,” growled Mark, and stalked away.
Lying in the hospital bed in the next room, Jim Carter coughed and spat up sputum, wiping it away with the corner of a towel lying next to him. His fever raged, and he shivered. They only let him have a thin blanket, and it did little to make him feel warmer.
Dr. Janeski came into the room and stood by the bed, looking down at Jim.
“How are you feeling, Mr. Carter?”
“Just as crappy as the last time you asked, Doc,” rasped Jim.
“I am sorry, you know. For all of this.”
“Don’t salve your conscience, Doc. You know who you work for. Go sell your horseshit somewhere else,” said Jim. He turned over and faced away from the doctor, looking at the wire-reinforced window. A faint trace of daylight could be seen outside.
Dr. Janeski nodded sadly. “You’re right. I’ve no excuse.” Janeski turned to leave.
“It’s Thursday the fourteenth,” he said as he got to the door and paused, looking back at Jim. “It’s about 2 PM, and you’re still at Nellis.”
It was breaking the rules, but Janeski didn’t care.
Jim passed out again, his mind once more going to the dark place he feared, the place he couldn’t quite seal off even after all these years…
AK-47 rounds from a distant sniper clinked off the bottom of the plane as he fell out of the cockpit and lay in the desert sands. 
He looked behind him at his WSO - Weapon Systems Officer, Al “Capone” Calderone, his best friend.
Al lay slumped against the side of the cockpit. Jim dragged himself over and tried to find a pulse.
There was none. Al was dead. And Jim had killed him.






  
  The Singheko


One floor down in his temporary office, Mark Rodgers stared across the desk at the woman facing him. She had short black hair, dark eyes, was well-dressed, perfectly coiffed, and very pissed. 
“Who the hell are you?” she asked quietly, in a dangerous kind of quiet voice.
“I’m General Mark Rodgers, Gillian,” he replied.
“Why am I here?”
Mark leaned back in his chair.
“Your big brother Jim has gotten himself into a real situation, it seems.”
Gillian glared at him. “Then he can just get himself out of it. He doesn’t need me for that.”
“No, you misunderstand, Gillian,” said Mark. “Jim doesn’t want you. He doesn’t even know you’re here. I’m the one that wants you here.”
“Why?”
“Because we’re on the same team. You’re CIA, I’m DOD. But we both work in Weapons. And this is a Weapons directorate issue. So, I’m prepared to read you in, under certain conditions.”
“I don’t want to be read in. I have my own work to do.”
“Not anymore, I’m afraid. You’re assigned to me now, for the duration of this project.”
Gillian shot to her feet.
“What? You had the nerve to have me re-assigned without talking to me first? You can go straight to hell, General!”
Gillian Carter Hassell spun, stalked to the door, exited, and slammed it behind her so hard the building shook. Mark Carter sat for a few seconds, then chuckled. 
“I see where Jim gets it,” he thought. “I’d hate to go up against that entire family.”
Gillian Hassell stomped down the hallway toward the building exit, pissed beyond belief. She was still muttering under her breath.
“That…cocky arrogant SOB. Thinks he can have me re-assigned with a snap of his fingers. We’ll see about that!” Gillian smashed through the double doors at the end of the hallway, daring the guards on either side to say a word to her. She went out to the elevator lobby and pushed the button. Fuming, she grabbed her phone out of her purse, but before she could call her boss, he called her.
“Gillian! How’s Las Vegas?”
“Sam? What the hell is going on? You told me this was a quick consult. One day trip. Now this arrogant son of a bitch out here is telling me I’m re-assigned. I’m headed for the airport, and by the time I get back to D.C., I hope you’ve got this straightened out!”
“Uh…Gillian. Settle down. There’s something going on here. You need to stay there.”
“The hell I will!” Gillian yelled into the phone. She reached the bottom floor and the elevator doors opened. She slammed out and marched through the lobby toward the front entrance.
“I’ve got projects in flight! You tell those Pentagon pricks to kiss my sweet Texas ass!”
“Now, Gillian. Calm down,” said Sam. “Uh…I’ve got Director Evans here with me. Try to let us get a word in edgewise, OK?”
Gillian stopped halfway to her car. “Oh. OK. Go ahead.”
“As disappointing as I know it will be to you, this is going to stand. You’re temporarily re-assigned to General Mark Rodgers there at Nellis.”
“No, Sam! Don’t do this!” yelled Gillian, standing in the middle of the parking lot. Around her, people stared and detoured around her.
Another voice cut in. Director Evans. 
“Gillian. It’s national security. It’s important. You need to do this,” he said.
“Sir! I’ve got important projects in flight that cannot transition that easily!” cried Gillian. A tear started down one cheek. “Please let me come back to D.C. and transition them safely!”
Director Evans spoke softly.
“Gillian, we’ve got this. We’ll ensure everything transitions safely. Stop worrying and let us do our job, and you go do yours.”
Gillian stood, tears coursing down both cheeks now. She pulled the phone down from her ear and looked around. 
It was a bright, sunny day. High clouds scudded across the sky. She looked at a hawk, coasting in the air currents overhead, free of all worldly cares.
I should be so lucky.
Putting the phone back to her ear, she spoke softly.
“Yes, sir.”
“Thank you, Gillian,” said Director Evans. “Be safe out there.”
“I will, sir,” whispered Gillian. She put the phone down, clicked off the call, put it back in her purse. Turning, she headed back into the building.

      ***It was their second night on the Moon. They had spent the day reviewing the plan. 
Rita would stay with Jade at Rally Point Pink, obtain a new shipment of ruthenium, and supervise Andy in the completion of the tDrive. Bonnie would return to Las Vegas to rescue Jim from Nellis. 
They went over the plan all morning, until every detail was burned into their brains. For a dinner break, Jade suggested they walk out on the Moon. At first, Bonnie and Rita reacted with disdain.
“Why would we want to do that?” asked Bonnie.
<Because you can> said Jade. <The spacesuits in the airlock are perfectly adequate to keep you safe. Who knows when you’ll get the chance again?>
Flipping up an eyebrow, Bonnie looked at Rita.
“She’s got a point, you know,” Bonnie said.
“Well, yeah, come to think of it,” Rita replied.
So they did. They went to the airlock, helped each other into the spacesuits, double-checked each other’s air and temp controllers, and went outside.
It was gray. And desolate. And magnificent. Just as the Apollo astronauts had described it.
“I wish we were on the other side, where the landings took place,” said Bonnie over her implant. “I’d like to see those footprints.”
“Well, we’re making footprints of our own,” responded Rita. “Someday, someone will be looking at these and saying, oh look kids, here’s the footprints of the two heroes, Bonnie and Rita Page.”
“Wait. You took my last name?” asked Bonnie.
“You don’t mind, do you?” asked Rita. “I don’t have one of my own. My best memories are of my house...uh...your house - and your parents. So, I feel like that is my family.”
Bonnie shook her head inside the helmet, where Rita couldn’t see it.
“Every time I think this couldn’t get any stranger, it gets stranger.”
“If it makes you uncomfortable, I’ll pick another one.”
“No. It’s fine. Rita Page. Go with it. But we’re not sisters. Clear?”
“Crystal,” answered Rita.
After they tired of exploring around the ship, they returned and shed their spacesuits in the airlock. Having stripped down to their underwear to get into the suits, they stepped out of the airlock and reached for their clothes, hanging on hooks by the hatch. But before they could put them on, they looked at each other.
“No use putting our clothes back on,” said Rita.
“Nope,” said Bonnie. “We’d just be taking them off again, because I’m about to screw your brains out.”

      ***Rita woke up first next morning. This was the morning they would head back to Earth. She got out of bed quietly - Bonnie was still sleeping - and went to shower. 
They had made love off and on most of the evening, having sex, then sleeping, then waking up and having sex again. 
Walking into the galley, she greeted Jade as they usually did.
“Good morning, Jade.”
<Good morning. I see you and Bonnie went at it again last night>
“We did, Jade. I’m sorry, I thought you didn’t monitor the bedrooms?”
<I don’t, but since you left the door open when you started tearing each other’s underwear off, I decided I had permission to watch. Human coupling is so interesting. I’m sorry if I broke the rules>
“Well, crap. If we left the door open, then you didn’t break the rules. It’s OK.”
Groaning and wiping sleep from her eyes, Bonnie came through the door. She walked to the coffeepot and moaned.
“Coffee?” asked Rita, offering her a ready-made cup.
“Thank you,” said Bonnie. “What hit me?”
“About five orgasms,” said Rita. 
“Um…yeah,” answered Bonnie. “I seem to remember something about that.”
“Jade watched us through the door,” Rita said.
“What? I thought she agreed not to monitor us!”
“We left the door open.”
“Oh. Well, that’s our fault, then.” Bonnie made a royal wave at the air, dismissing the incident. “No harm, no foul, Jade.”
<Thank you>
They sat at the table and drank their coffee.
“What was your score?” asked Bonnie, grinning.
“Same as yours,” Rita smiled back. “Five, I think.”
“Good,” Bonnie laughed. “We’re still tied.”
Two hours later, Bonnie and Rita, showered and dressed, sat on the bridge, and prepared for their return to Earth. Without thinking, Bonnie had sat in the captain’s command chair, and Rita had gone to the Weapons station. It seemed natural.
“You know where to get the ruthenium…” asked Bonnie one last time.
“Yes. Everything’s in my notes. Contact name, phone number, address. I’ve got the bank account info and shipping address. I’ll double check everything with Jade before I execute.”
“And you know how to contact me…”
“Yes, got it. The dead-drop voicemail line, or either of the contingency HF frequencies at 11 PM each night.”
“OK, then. Let’s do this…”
<We have company> reported Jade. <Two Singheko ships on fast approach. I’m departing the Moon right now>
In the viewscreen, the outside view of Aitken Basin disappeared. On the screen showing the rear view, Bonnie and Rita saw the Moon disappearing fast behind them. Two small dots appeared over the limb of the moon, following right behind them.
Bonnie reacted faster. Her Air Force experience came to the fore.
“Charge weapons, Jade.”
<Weapons charging>
“Where can we go?” asked Rita.
“Anywhere but here,” said Bonnie. “Jade?”
<We don’t have a lot of options>
“Then head for Earth!” yelled Bonnie. “We’ll scrape them off!”
“Oh, hell yeah!” said Rita.
<What does that mean?> asked Jade.
“We’ll get down and dirty on the surface of the Earth and try to crash them into a mountain!”
“Can we get there before they catch us?” asked Rita.
<Yes, but not by much. It’ll be close> called Jade.
“OK, Jade. Make it Antarctica! I don’t want to bring this fight to a populated continent. Do it!” yelled Bonnie.
Rounding the limb of the Moon, Jade headed for Earth at 255g. Their velocity built rapidly; within 6.5 minutes they were halfway to Earth. Jade took a vector that would sling them around Earth, allowing them to bleed off speed as they came around, and put them on approach to Antarctica as they decelerated to enter the atmosphere.
Behind them, Bonnie and Rita watched the two Singheko ships mimic their every move, staying right on their six.






  
  Antarctica


Gillian had been read into the project. She found it hard to believe. But the evidence was pretty convincing. 
Still, she insisted on reviewing every data point, every interview, every phone record, every radar track. She went over the recordings of the TAD and the NORAD radar a dozen times. She reviewed the F-117 data a half-dozen times. She went through the shipping records of all the materials Jim had received at his hangar.
Lithium. Iridium. Polonium. Ruthenium. It read like a shopping list for rare earths. Highly purified He-4. And the more mundane items, as well. Phosphorus. Potassium. Carbon - lots of it. Thousands of gallons of purified water.
“What were you building there, Jimmy Boy? Frankenstein?” she muttered to herself, looking through the records.
And the dead giveaway he was planning a long expedition: several tons of food, drink, medical supplies, oxygen, spare computers. Reading materials, gym equipment, bedding, the mundane things of life on a ship - or a spaceship.
“Six space suits? Two male, four female? What the hell, Jim?”
And the weapons. Six M-4 assault rifles, two Minimi squad automatic weapons, three surplus M-79 grenade launchers, three 12-gauge pump shotguns, twenty thousand rounds of ammunition, five cases of grenades for the M-79, five cases of regular hand grenades, and two cases of Claymore mines. 
Not to mention the half-dozen surplus Vietnam-era light anti-armor weapons, popularly known as LAAWs, and a case of C-4 explosive.
Enough firepower for a platoon of Marines.
Gillian leaned back in her chair. Just the weapons violations alone would put Jim in prison for the rest of his life. Not even considering the whatever-the-hell else had been in that hangar.
Which she had seen on the recording twenty times now. The back of the hangar blowing off into tiny pieces, and a long black object firing out the back like a rifle bullet. The eggheads estimated it was accelerating at 100g by the time it cleared the hangar. It disappeared into the night sky so fast, it was nothing but a blur on the cameras and infrared. They fired three SAM missiles at it and not one of them even came close to catching it.
Gillian sighed. Her big brother Jim had been her protector, growing up, as their mother neglected them and left them alone, telling them to 'raise themselves.’ After he completed college, he ensured Gillian was safe and stable at the University of Georgetown, took his commission at Quantico, completed flight school at Pensacola, and went off to war. 
He came back a different man. He might still look the same, even act the same in many ways. But the old Jim was gone. A hard, scarred warrior had taken his place. 
He went to Africa then, a mercenary pilot for the highest bidder - and the bids were high in those days. Within ten years, Jim Carter retired to the desert of Nevada, and rarely came out of it, except for his periodic treks to the wastelands of Alaska or Canada.
Now, it seemed, the tables were turned. Gillian was to be put into the role of protector of her big brother. Heaving another large sigh, she got up and went down the hall to Mark’s office. Tapping on the door, she pushed it open.
“I’m finished,” she said.
Mark looked up and motioned her in.
“Good, have a seat. Let’s talk this through before you go in.”
Gillian sat down and waited. Mark gazed at her.
“I don’t want to cause Jim any more trouble than is necessary. All I want is to know everything about that ship and what the aliens are planning to do. That’s all. In return, we’ll drop all the weapons violations and Jim can go back to his normal life in Deseret. That’s the deal.”
“He won’t take it,” said Gillian. “I know him better than anyone in the world. He won’t take it from me, or from anyone else. You’re wasting your time.”
“Still.” Mark told her. “We have to try.”
Gillian shrugged. “OK. I’ll present it to him. Just don’t be surprised when I say, ‘I told you so’”.
Mark nodded. “Been hearing that a lot lately.”
She rose and went out the door, up the stairs, down the hall and stopped at the detention room. Mark, behind her, motioned to the guards to let them in. The guards opened the door for them. Mark stayed in the outside viewing area.
Crossing the outer room with the one-way glass, Gillian donned a protective mask and entered Jim’s room. Jim was sleeping fitfully. His fever had abated somewhat, but he was still recovering from the pneumonia. Gillian stood and watched him for a while.
When we were children, you protected me, saved me from the bad things. Made sure I got a good start in life. Now I have to try and protect you.
Jim opened his eyes, turned his head, and stared at her.
“Feeling better, Jimmy Boy?” she asked.
Jim smiled at her; a bit weakly but looking better than the glimpse she had seen yesterday through the one-way glass.
“I wondered how long it would be until Mark got you in on this,” he said, lifting up his head to see her.
“Yeah, you sure screwed up my week,” said Gillian. She sat down on the chair in the corner. Protocol required she not be close enough for him to touch her.
“Doc says your pneumonia is almost clear, you should be back to normal in another day or two.”
“Back to normal,” said Jim bitterly. “Their idea of normal.”
“Well, you can get out of this anytime you want, Jimmy boy,” Gillian said.
“What are they offering this time?” he asked.
“Amnesty for the weapons violations, you go home to Deseret and stay out of their hair.”
“For?”
“Everything about the aliens and their intentions.”
Jim laid back wearily on the bed pillow.
“I’ve already told them a dozen times. The ship is on its way back to its home planet. And their intentions are to stay there. So I can’t help them.”
Gillian grinned. “I told them it was pointless, but they don’t know you like I do.” She gave a mock salute to the mirrored glass.
Jim turned his head away and closed his eyes.
“Jilly, just go. I’ve already told them a dozen times. The ship is gone. Let me sleep.”
Gillian rose, took a step toward Jim’s bed as if she were going to break protocol, but then stopped. She turned for the door.
“See you later, Jimmy,” she said, exiting the room.
Outside, Mark Rodgers waited glumly. He nodded at Gillian as they left the room and headed back to his office.
“I hate to say it, but…” Gillian began.
“Then don’t,” said Mark brusquely.
They arrived at his office and stepped inside.
“Can I go back to D.C. now?” asked Gillian.
“No,” said Mark. “You’re here for the duration, until we find them or give up. But I’m not ready to give up yet. That ship did not depart this solar system, I’m positive.”
“How can you be so sure?” Gillian asked.
Mark sat, waved her to a chair, and looked at her across the desk.
“One - there was an unused case of ruthenium in the hangar at the airport. Jim was just loading it onto a trolley to take it into the ship. That had to be something important - because ruthenium is damn expensive and hard to get.”
“Two - Bonnie Page and the other girl - we haven’t identified her yet - are not going to leave Jim here and go flying off to some other star system. They’ll be planning a way to bust him out of here.”
“Three - my gut tells me there’s something more here. Jim is still covering for something. He’s good, he’s very good. But not good enough. He is covering for something else that’s going on. That ship is still around here somewhere.”
Just as Mark was finishing his sentence, the door burst open and Pujold Rukmini burst in, hearing the last part of Mark’s speech.
“And I can tell you where!” he shouted. “We just got a hit on radar! That ship came around the limb of the moon and it’s smoking for Earth! And get this - there’s two more following it!”

      ***The two Singheko ships behind them drew closer as Jade was forced to decelerate to swing by the Earth. Otherwise, she would just zip right by.
As her decel reached 255g, the Earth drew steadily closer. Behind them, the two Singheko ships also drew closer every second.
<We’re going to be fired on at least once before we’re in atmosphere> Jade told them via their implants. <You should put your spacesuits on and strap in, prepare for damage>
Rita and Bonnie looked at each other, then charged for the spacesuits, throwing off clothes as they ran. Within five minutes, they were suited up, checking each other’s oxygen and heating systems. Then they returned to the bridge and strapped themselves back in.
Andy came onto the bridge. The android went to a back corner where he had installed a special harness for himself and strapped in as well. Then he folded up like an armadillo and went quiescent.
<In the case of damage, stay in your seats. Andy will go perform damage control first. If he needs your help, he’ll ask>
“Wilco,” said Bonnie.
<Here we go> said Jade. The Earth suddenly got much larger, and they were swinging around it, still decelerating. As they came around, Rita and Bonnie watched on the holotank. 
Suddenly Jade fired a spread of two missiles at the two ships behind them. At the same time, the two ships behind fired two missiles each. The missiles accelerated quickly; in only a few seconds, the missiles met and passed each other, halfway between Jade’s icon in the holotank and those of the pursuing ships. 
<Stand by for impact> Jade spoke over their implants. The enemy missiles got closer and closer; then, just as Bonnie saw the two pursuing ships dodge to the side, the enemy missile icons merged with Jade’s symbol in the holotank as Jade also made a quick twitch to one side. 
Three of the missiles passed them by, a clean miss.
One didn’t.
There was a tremendous crash, a sound like a car wreck, and the bridge lurched as something applied a force that overcame even Jade’s massive compensators. The bridge filled with smoke.
Andy woke up, uncurled, and disconnected his harness, and charged into the back of the ship. Meanwhile, Jade continued her slingshot around Earth, now sliding over the Middle East. The ship began to shudder as it entered the thicker atmosphere. They were well southwest of Saudi Arabia now, on a tangent headed for Antarctica.
Passing south of Australia, Jade was down to 10,000 feet as they crossed over the coastline and entered Antarctica proper. 
She headed for the deck, getting as low as she could go. Streaking across the snow-covered ground at Mach 5, a rooster-tail of snow and ice followed her, rising hundreds of feet into the sky.
“Lower!” yelled Bonnie. “Lower!”
Behind her, the two enemy ships stayed up high, one on each side of Jade’s track, trying to shoot missiles down at them. But it didn’t work. Their missiles were designed for space, and a three-dimensional battle. With Jade this low, it had become a two-dimensional battle. The thick atmosphere of Earth wasn’t helping any. The missiles couldn’t do their magic. If the missiles tried to come in from above, all Jade had to do was flick to one side at the last instant, and the missiles slammed into the ground. When they tried to come up behind her, Jade would flick herself to one side just before impact, and the missile would slam into a hummock or a hill. 
After the two enemy ships had fired a half-dozen missiles at them, they realized it was pointless. In this kind of restricted environment, Jade was just too quick for them. They came down then, tucked in behind Jade.
“They’re coming in behind us now!” yelled Rita, watching at the Weapons console.
They had crossed a small slice of the Antarctic continent. Now they approached the ocean once more. Suddenly they streaked across the coastline and were over the Southern Ocean again, west of McMurdo Sound, heading north - away from Antarctica.
“Sell it, Jade! Make it look like we’re panicking!” yelled Bonnie.
Jade began a long, slow curve back toward Antarctica. This allowed the pursuers to pull even closer. Jade began firing missiles at them from her rear missile tubes. They dodged and weaved, staying on Jade’s tail but unable to make an effective attack.
“Now!” Bonnie yelled at Jade. “Take them to Mount Erebus!”
Jade acknowledged. As she completed her slow curve back toward Antarctica, the coastline re-appeared. They approached from the north now, headed toward McMurdo. Jade continued her slow curve but stopped firing missiles. Now the enemy moved in closer. The deceptively gentle slopes of Mount Erebus showed ahead. Crossing the coastline, Jade rose slowly with the ground, staying just barely ahead of the rising terrain. As she approached the rim of the volcano, the slopes suddenly rose precipitously. Jade was ready for it; traveling at Mach 5, there wasn’t much time to react. She just barely cleared the rim of the volcano.
The first of the two enemy ships behind her didn’t quite make it. It glanced off the rim of the volcano, throwing up a huge spray of rock and ice, and wobbled slightly higher into the air. Slowing down dramatically, it was out of the fight.
<The other one will stay back to escort the damaged one> said Jade. <We’re good>






  
  Woodshed


Gillian leaned over Mark’s shoulder, peering at the display in the Command Center. There were no satellites over Antarctica with the capability to track such fast-moving objects; they had lost track of the three spaceships as they went below the tracking horizon of the Canberra Deep Space Tracking Complex in southeastern Australia. 
But just as they were about to give up, one of the ships came back into view, caught by the Madrid Deep Space Communications Complex in Spain. It had clearly crossed Antarctica at high speed and was now climbing like a bat out of hell, back into space.
“What’s its speed now?” asked Mark.
The technician peered at his display.
“Right at double escape velocity, about 22 kps, and accelerating at about 50g.”
Mark sighed. “Gone again,” he breathed. “Dammit!”
Gillian, trying to see, instinctively put her hand on Mark’s shoulder. She leaned over farther. She felt an electricity in her hand, and Mark straightened suddenly, as if he felt it too. She suppressed the feeling for the moment. But he was an attractive man…
“What’s that?” she pointed to the display with her other hand.
“Oh crap, that’s the other two,” said the technician. “But moving a lot slower now. About a quarter the speed of the first one, and a lot less acceleration. At this rate, they’ll just barely make escape velocity.”
“So…” Mark rubbed his chin. “Two were chasing one. The one took them down to the ground in Antarctica. Then the one comes out at full speed, and the two come out obviously damaged.”
Mark turned to Gillian.
“That’s our young Bonnie Page at work, I think. Her Air Force training. She took them to the woodshed.”
“I think so,” said Gillian. “That makes the one in front - the undamaged one - our bird. And the two in back are new; someone else is taking a hand in our game.”
Mark winked at her.
“Still want to go back to D.C.?” 
Gillian smiled.
“No, I don’t think so. But I have a couple of suggestions for you.”
“Great!” said Mark. “Why don’t we talk over dinner? I’m starving!”

      ***“You’re going about this all wrong,” said Gillian.
“How so?” asked Mark, looking up from his menu. They had found a late-night restaurant near the base.
“You’re looking at this as a challenge. A fight. A battle to win. That’s your military mind at work.”
“So?”
“You should be looking at this as a diplomatic issue. We have here two foreign powers at work. Jim is involved with one. We don’t know about the other, but they are clearly adversarial to Jim’s friends.”
“Go on.”
“I contend that instead of trying to break Jim and force him to reveal the plans of the ship and its crew, you should make him an ally. Not by deception, but for real. You can’t fool him; he’ll know the difference. But if you can do that - if you can make Jim an ally - then Jim can make an ally of that ship. Again, not by deception, but for real. Think about where you would be if you could succeed in that. You’d have exactly what you want - access to their technology - and you can get it without fighting for it. Stop trying to win an unwinnable battle and try to make a supportable peace.”
Mark stared at the woman across from him. Tall, willowy but not thin, Gillian Carter Hassell was a fine figure of a woman. He knew from her file she was a widow; her first husband had been killed in the Africa Conflict, and she had never remarried. Now in the candlelight of the restaurant, she looked particularly beautiful.
“I think…” Mark began, but hesitated.
“I think you may be right,” he finally managed to get out.
“Now, was that so hard to say?” Gillian asked him.
“Yes. It was,” replied Mark. He smiled a wry little smile at her. “It’s not easy to realize you’ve screwed everything up.”
“You haven’t screwed everything up,” Gillian said. “Just almost everything. There’s a couple of things you haven’t screwed up yet.”
“The night is young,” said Mark.
Gillian picked up her wine glass and stared at him over the top of it, then took a drink.
“Yes, it is,” said Gillian, looking at the handsome General across the table from her.






  
  Jezero


Leaving Earth’s atmosphere, Jade and her crew made for deep space, avoiding the Moon this time. Bonnie and Rita breathed a sigh of relief. 
Rita turned in her chair to face Bonnie.
“Now what? Where can we go?”
“We go back to our original plan,” said Bonnie. “We go to Rally Point Pink and then you fix Jade while I go rescue Jim.”
<There will be more damage to repair> spoke up Jade. <It will take more materials than ruthenium now>
“Crap!” yelled Bonnie. She slammed her fist against the arm of her chair in frustration. “Does this never end?” 
Rita thought hard.
“And we’re working against the clock now. Those Singheko ships will be reporting back to their home world. We’ll have a lot more ships coming after us soon enough.”
“Yep,” Bonnie said.
“Jade - how long will it take the Singheko to get word to their home world?”
<It will take them about fourteen months to get word to their home world, assemble an attack fleet, and get back to Earth. As I said earlier, the best plan at this point is to repair the tDrive and leave immediately for Sanctuary to get help. We don’t have time to rescue Jim. We can be at Sanctuary in a little over six months, and a defensive fleet can be back here six months after that. So we have only two months cushion. If we are to beat the Singheko back here, we must work quickly> said Jade.
Bonnie sighed. “I guess you’re right. But…how long will it take to repair you and finish the tDrive?”
Andy entered the bridge behind them, in his four-legged stance, like a large metallic dog - or a four-legged spider…
“Two weeks to repair the tDrive, and one additional week to repair the damage to the ship, before we are ready for interstellar flight,” intoned the little android.
Bonnie thought.
“OK. I know time is short, but that gives me three weeks to rescue Jim. We can do both. Back to the original plan. Rita, you’ll stay with Jade and work on repairing the ship. I’ll go rescue Jim. If we’re not back by the time the ship is fully repaired, you go with Jade to Sanctuary and get help.”
“Got it,” said Rita.
Bonnie perused for a few more moments, then spoke out loud.
“Jade, let’s execute the plan to get me back to Earth, someplace close to Nellis, then get you to Pink.”
Rita looked puzzled. “Why Nellis?”
“That’s where Jim will be,” said Bonnie. “They’ll keep him right there, so the Air Force can keep control of the investigation. And so they can do whatever they want without interference.”
“You mean torture.”
Bonnie nodded again. “Probably. I doubt they’d let human rights be a thing for them in this situation.”
Jade’s voice came over their implants.
<We need to let things die down on Earth a bit before we try to sneak back in. Do you have anyplace nearby you’d like to see?>
Bonnie looked at Rita.
“Well, I’ve always wanted to see Mars,” she said.
<Any particular place on Mars?>
Bonnie grinned. 
“How about Jezero Crater, where that big rover is?”
<On our way> said Jade. <We’ll be there in about six hours>

      ***“This is so freaking cool!” said Rita.
“It is!” grinned Bonnie inside her spacesuit.
They were inside Jezero Crater on Mars, looking at the Perseverance rover. The big white rover was nearly the size of a compact car, a hundred yards in front of them, sitting quietly. Its life was almost over; according to JPL and NASA, it could no longer move, and only one camera still worked.
But one camera was enough for Rita.
“Are you sure you want to do this?”
Now it was Rita’s turn to grin.
“Absolutely. Let’s do it!”
“OK,” said Bonnie resignedly. They began a walk-jog toward the rover. They came in from the left side, to avoid the camera. 
Coming up beside the rover, Bonnie stopped and squatted down, leaving the next step up to Rita. After all, it was her idea.
Rita moved slowly up beside the rover. Moving around to the left front side, she leaned out as far as she could and placed a small sign directly in front of the rover. The sign was folded into a triangle, which made it stand up on the sandy soil. Rita weighted it down with two large rocks, placed so the words on it faced the front cameras.
Rita started laughing, which Bonnie could hear over her implant. In between laughter, Bonnie heard her speaking.
“I wish…(snicker)…I could see the looks on their faces…when they see that sign!”
Bonnie started laughing too. It was totally funny, she thought. She couldn’t help but giggle. She looked over at Rita. 
“Come on, we gotta get back to the ship.”
Rita continued giggling as they started walking back toward Jade, who was hidden in a depression in the crater floor a couple of hundred yards away. As they walked, Bonnie focused on not stumbling, picking her way through the crater floor, looking for the safest route. In front of her, Rita did the same, albeit a little faster. 
Bonnie kept thinking about their situation. She knew Jim had to be at Nellis. But how would she find him? And how would she get him out of the clutches of the Air Force – or whoever was holding him? 
She supposed it was some kind of spook project, maybe joint with the Pentagon and other intelligence agencies. But it didn’t matter. She had to find a way to get him out. 
I won’t leave him there, she thought. I will not.
By the time they approached the little depression hiding Jade, Rita was a good twenty yards ahead of Bonnie.
“C’mon, slowpoke,” Rita broadcast over her implant. “Get a move on!”
“I’m coming,” said Bonnie. She looked up to see Rita clambering up the short ladder into Jade’s airlock.
And to see two creatures step out from behind Jade’s large landing leg, between her and the airlock hatch. Each was wearing a spacesuit, and each was holding a weapon, pointed directly at Bonnie.
“Uh-oh,” Bonnie spoke, her words automatically going out over her implant. Rita, at the top of the stairs, turned to see what the problem was. She froze, not moving, staring at the two creatures holding their weapons on Bonnie.
“Rita. Seal the airlock. Right now. Do it.”
Rita nodded inside her helmet. She took a step back and slapped the airlock close button. The airlock hatch closed quickly behind the creatures, who continued to stare at Bonnie, their weapons never wavering.
Then one of them took a step forward. His weapon raised slightly, to point directly at Bonnie’s head. He fired.






  
  Rally Point Pink


Inside the ship, Rita ran to the bridge, shedding her helmet as fast as possible. She slammed into the Weapons console chair and brought up the outside cameras on her screen. 
“Oh, God,” she breathed.
Bonnie lay on the ground, and the two creatures stood over her, apparently having a discussion. One of them kept pointing to the ship, and the other one kept pointing to Bonnie.
“Jade!” yelled Rita. “Can you do anything?”
<I can’t fire on them without hitting Bonnie as well> said Jade. <They’re too close to her>
Rita slammed her fist against the arm of the chair.
“Who are they?” she yelled.
<Singheko> replied Jade. <They’ll take her away to their ship. There’s nothing we can do>
Sure enough, the creature pointing to Bonnie appeared to win the argument. The two reached down, picked Bonnie up by the shoulders and legs, and carried her away, toward the back of the ship.
Rita watched them as they progressed around the back of the ship and disappeared.
“Jade! I can’t pick up the right rear on the cameras!”
<Yes. That’s where the most damage occurred from the battle yesterday. I’ve lost all my external sensors and cameras in that area. They were smart enough to see that from a distance and took advantage of it to come up unnoticed.”
“Crap, crap, crap. What do we do now?”
“We go back to Earth and repair the tDrive>
“I can’t leave Bonnie here with those monsters!”
<There’s nothing we can do, Rita. We can’t get her back. We have to deal with the reality of our situation>
Rita burst into tears.
“I can’t leave her, Jade! I can’t!”
<We must. They’ll be back at their ship soon. They’ll call for reinforcements. There might be other ships in the area. We’ll be shot to pieces if we stay here. And then humanity will be destroyed. We must go, Rita>
Jade lifted off from the floor of Jezero Crater, turning slowly as she did so. As she turned, the alien creatures came back into view on the front screen. Rita saw a small groundcar behind a rise a hundred yards away. The two creatures were loading the inert form of Bonnie onto the back of it. Tracks from the groundcar led off to the horizon, through a small saddle in the rim of the crater. 
As they lifted higher, Rita saw the groundcar tracks end on the other side of the crater wall, at a small shuttlecraft in the distance. 
Then Jade accelerated, and the ground fell away.
Rita collapsed onto the floor, sobbing. She didn’t even notice when Mars disappeared behind them and Jade took a vector for Earth, pulling maximum acceleration to get there as soon as possible.

      ***Eight hours later, over the vast uninhabited area of the South Pacific, far to the northeast of New Zealand, a black starship streaked across the swells at low altitude, coming from the direction of Antarctica. It eventually came up on the standard aviation route between Auckland, New Zealand and Seattle, Washington, in the middle of nowhere over the Pacific. There, it quickly overhauled a corporate jet that had departed Auckland hours earlier. Popping up to the jet's altitude, soon it was behind and above it, out of sight of the pilots. 
The starship maintained precise formation with the corporate jet. Many hours later, in the middle of the night, the jet – with its undetected companion - crossed the U.S. border at 35,000 feet, a bit south of Seattle, continuing on its flight to Cranbrook, B.C. Observers on the ground would have seen nothing except the standard lighting of a corporate jet. The Air Traffic Control operators saw only the expected echo and squawk codes on their screens. The jet was on its flight plan. All was well.
In another hour, the jet descended and began an approach to the Canadian Rockies International Airport in Cranbrook. As it turned on its downwind leg to set up for landing, a shadow detached from above and dove for the ground. As the jet landed at Cranbrook, Jade continued up the Rocky Mountain Trench, a long valley on the western side of the Canadian Rockies stretching from the Montana border to the Yukon. 
In the pitch-black night, she flew north, hugging the valley floor, working her way into British Columbia. Soon she passed over Fort Ware, finally crossing the Continental Divide and circling around to come into Fort Nelson, B.C. from the east. 
Under cover of darkness, she threaded the needle between trees and buildings and came to rest inside a large open hangar on the far end of the airport. The automated door closed quickly. Unless an observant person had been looking at exactly the right place at exactly the right time, no one could have seen Jade ducking into her new hangar at Rally Point Pink.
An exhausted Rita Page fell into bed. She had cried intermittently most of the way back to Earth. Her tears finally dried up as they were coming into the atmosphere over Antarctica. She had no more tears to cry now; just a dead feeling, and a loneliness that couldn’t be quenched.






  
  Missions


Sitting in his office at Khodinka Airfield near Moscow, GRU General-Lieutenant Viktor Tereshkova looked at the report from the deep-cover operative.  
It was unbelievable. 
Yet he trusted this man beyond any doubt. The operative had worked for the GRU his entire adult life, deeply embedded in the American Department of Defense. Even his parents had been GRU operatives. He was never asked to handle minor issues - too much risk of blowing his cover. He only reported when there was a significant matter at stake. 
Such as an alien spaceship escaping from the Americans and hiding out on Mars.
Viktor shook his head. If this intel were from anyone else, he would have them ‘retired.’ It was just too unbelievable.
But this operative…this one. He never missed. And he backed up his claim with hard data.
A blurry, but barely discernible infrared image of a long, wedge-shaped object firing out the back of an aircraft hangar.
File after file of recorded telemetry from an F-22, an F-117 and a ground-based radar at Groom Lake.
Radar data from the Canberra Deep Space Tracking Complex showing not one, but three spaceships entering the Earth’s atmosphere and disappearing over Antarctica - apparently engaged in some sort of battle. And then those spaceships re-appearing in view of the radar from the Madrid Deep Space Communications Complex in Spain, one headed for space at full speed and two limping along, wounded.
Viktor lifted his phone and made several calls. Wheels started turning. Forces were mobilized. 
A Spetsnaz Colonel was among them. Colonel Gregori Bogdonovich stared at the warning order in wonderment. 
Gregori had received a lot of strange orders in his time.
But putting together an assault force to capture a starship on American soil was a first. He considered it for a moment.
“A challenge,” he thought, “worthy of my talents.”

      ***Jim woke up as the door to his room opened. It was late - after midnight, for sure. His fever had abated; he felt almost human again.
Dr. Janeski came in and stood beside the bed. He took out an electronic tablet and turned it to face Jim, so he could see the screen.
“They know where your friends are, I think,” he said.
Jim looked at the image on the screen. He coughed, tried not to laugh because his chest was still sore from his bout with pneumonia. He stared at the tablet, a grin slowly spreading on his face from ear to ear.
Raising his knuckles to his lips, Jim tried to hold the laughter in, but it was hopeless. A snicker escaped, followed by a groan from the pain.
On the tablet was a picture. At the bottom of the picture was the label “Perseverance Rover, Jezero Crater” along with a time code stamp. In the picture he could see the landscape of Mars, with the crater wall in the far distance.
A small sign had been placed in front of the rover. On it were the words:
Hi Jim, hope you are OK. See you soon. And tell the Feds to kiss my butt! XOXO Rita
Dr. Janeski pulled the tablet back and placed it into his smock. Then he took a key and reached out toward the handcuffs locking Jim to the hospital bed, removed them from Jim’s wrist, and stood, staring down at Jim in the darkness.
“What you said. You’re right. I’ve been corrupted by the system. And there’s no excuse. But no more. But you’ll have to take it from here, I don’t have a clue how to get you out of the building.”
Jim rubbed his wrist. “I can handle that. But you know they’ll make your life a living hell for this.”
“I don’t care. My wife died last year. My children are all gone. I have nothing to fear.”
“No, seriously. They’ll find a way to hurt you. Something you haven’t thought of yet.”
Dr. Janeski pressed something into Jim’s hands. It was a set of car keys.
“Cadillac Escalade, in the back lot. Good luck.”
He turned to go but stopped halfway to the door.
“I don’t care what they do to me. There comes a time when a man has to stand up on his hind legs and start being a man.”
Jim nodded. “Yep.”
Then the doctor was gone. 
Jim got out of bed as quietly as he could, went to the locked window, and used one of the keys to start loosening the screws holding the window frame in place. A couple of days before, he had noticed they were a bit loose. Now all he had to do was remove the frame and window, climb down three stories, and find the Escalade in the back lot.

      ***Rita woke up during the night and started crying again. It seemed it would never stop. She felt so alone. So far away from Jim and Bonnie.
I just left them, she sobbed in the dark. How could I just run away and leave them? 
After a while, she managed to get her emotions damped down a bit. It was then she slowly came to a realization. 
The aspect of her that was inherited from Jim was at war with the aspect of her that was inherited from Bonnie. 
Jim’s feelings and knowledge - inherited, but real to her - were to complete the mission, at all costs. Bonnie’s feelings and knowledge were to somehow rescue Jim. And Rita’s own, unique self was devastated at leaving them both behind.
She was caught between three worlds. What was she to do?
After a while, she dried her tears and rolled upright in the bed, sitting on the edge, thinking.
I have to complete the mission, she thought. Ultimately, that is what both Jim and Bonnie would have me do. I have to repair Jade and get her to Sanctuary. Everything else is secondary.
Getting up, she went to the shower and cleaned up. Dressing, she returned to the galley. Andy was waiting quietly beside the table.
“I was wondering when you’d get up,” he said. “I made coffee.”
Rita nodded, went to the counter, and poured a cup of coffee. She took a seat at the table and gazed at the little android.
“What do we need to get Jade back into condition for the trip to Sanctuary?” she asked.
“Ruthenium - forty pounds. Eight 4K external cameras, space rated if possible. Eight IR cameras, space rated. Three small radar dishes - we can use television dishes, I can modify them. Everything else I can make from raw materials. So - 200 pounds of purified silicon. 2,000 pounds of purified carbon for making buckyballs, nanotubes and graphene sheets…”
Rita sighed as the list went on. Pulling her laptop to her, she started putting together the orders. She had to separate them into small chunks, so as not to arouse suspicion. 
Rita ordered as many of the items as she could from South America, to be delivered to Jacarepagua Airport near Rio de Janeiro. From there, contract pilots would deliver it to Halifax, Nova Scotia via corporate jet. Another corporate jet - with the logo of a well-known oil prospecting company - would ferry it to Calgary. And from there, a well-paid truck driver would pick it up and deliver it to Fort Nelson.
All of the people involved thought they were working for a privately held corporation engaged in petroleum prospecting in Canada and the North Slope. 
And Jade was the owner. She had bought the company outright, lock, stock, and barrel. There was a physical headquarters building in Calgary; at the top of the organization was an executive team - President, Vice President, Secretary, Treasurer, and Operations Manager. Below them was a complete staff to make things happen. 
Their reclusive new owner was only occasionally seen on video in web meetings. To their knowledge, he was a tall, dark South American, of middle age, and with a distinct accent. He claimed to be based in Rio, and left the day-to-day operations of the company to his executive team. Moreover, the company was still performing actual exploration - as they had been for nearly thirty years - and were quite successful at it.
The orders of additional equipment and materials in their Accounts Payable system were all properly authorized by the new owner.
And a clear message had been sent to the President of the corporation - classified project, no questions asked.
Given the size of his recently announced bonus, he had absolutely no problem with that.






  
  On the Run


Jim drove the Escalade into the parking garage at the Rock Hotel and left it, leaving the keys inside. He had found five hundred dollars in the console tray, and a T-shirt, socks, shoes, and a pair of jeans in the passenger seat. He had dressed while driving into town.  
He had stopped at an all-night Wally World and bought a gym bag, a black running suit, a dark hoodie, a new wallet, a pair of scissors, and two sticks of lipstick - one white, one black. The young check-out clerk had looked at him strangely. He grinned at her and told her it was for his daughter for Halloween.
Walking into the Rock, he found a quiet spot in the lobby and casually moved the cash to his new wallet. Then he killed another half-hour in the lobby and restaurants, watching for any shadows - but he hadn’t been able to find anyone.
Finally, when he was satisfied he wasn’t being followed, he walked into a restroom near the parking garage exit. Inside the stall, he used the black and white lipstick to paint a dazzle pattern on his face. Then he used the wig to create an impromptu fake beard. 
This provided two layers of safety against the omnipresent cameras all around Las Vegas - if the cameras penetrated the fake beard, the dazzle lines underneath should still prevent automated facial recognition.
Next he stripped, removing every article of clothing from his body, and put on the new running suit and hoodie. He crammed all his old clothes into the trash, covering them with several layers of paper towels. Finally, pulling the hoodie as tight around his face as he could, he stepped out of the restroom and made directly for the parking garage.
In the parking garage, he trotted to the exit nearest Paradise Road and went out, staying to the shadows as much as possible. Reaching Paradise Road, he crossed and walked casually south. After two blocks, he hadn’t seen any surveillance behind him or drones in the air above him. 
Turning left, he went another block then turned north. After three more blocks he came to the Paradigm Apartments. Entering the complex, he crossed to the particular building and apartment he wanted. 
Looking around carefully, he slid over the low balcony at the back of the apartment and lay down, out of sight. Reaching into a flowerpot on the floor containing a cactus, he dug a key out of the soil. 
Taking a peek over the top of the balcony, he saw no one. Quickly, he stood up, unlocked the balcony door, and went inside the apartment - one of the safe houses he and Bonnie had created as part of their contingency planning.
Once inside, Jim grabbed the burner phone they had staged there and left a voicemail for Bonnie. 
“Code Zhivago times three. On my way to Pink.”
That was the code to let Bonnie know he had escaped and was in good health and was on his way to them. Jim lay back on the bed and his eyes closed. 
I hope they wait for me, he thought. 
He was asleep in thirty seconds.
Jim rested at the safe house for two days, regaining his strength, recovering from the pneumonia. He left another voicemail next evening, and was puzzled as there was no response. 
“Where are you, my dearies?” he asked himself. “Are you out taking in the town? You should be working to get Jade ready for flight. What are you up to?”
Early on the third day, he changed into an all-black outfit, covered his face with a special mask designed to foil facial recognition, took three duffel bags out of the closet, and walked to the parking lot. An older Toyota Tundra waited in the lot, dusty and covered with bird guano. But it started and ran just fine. Backing out of the parking lot, he started on his expedition to Rally Point Pink.

      ***Gillian sat in Mark’s office, staring at the note. It had been found in Jim’s room after his escape, hastily scratched out on a pad by the bed. She looked up at Mark and shook her head.
“If only you had taken a different approach with him. He would have helped, if only you had.”
Mark grimaced. “Spilt milk at this point. What do you think about what he said…is he telling the truth?”
Gillian looked back at the note.
“Jilly. Tell the dickless wonder this much. There are no aliens on the ship. None. It’s just a ship, with a wicked smart AI on it. And it has to get back to its home planet, or our species is doomed. It has to warn them so they can come help us defend against a race of aliens that may wipe us out, if they find us first. So every time you do anything to interfere with that ship getting back to its home planet, you are cutting the throat of humanity. Tell dickless to let us finish the job and in a few years, he’ll have all the technology he wants.”
Gillian nodded. “Yeah, he wouldn’t lie about that. It’s the truth.” 
She gazed at Mark. “Let him go, Mark. Let him finish his mission. He’s doing it for us…for humanity. Let him do it!”
Mark bowed his head for a second, then shook it and looked back at Gillian.
“I can’t, Gillian. There are forces at work here bigger than I’ve told you. Jim doesn’t know it, but the cards are stacked against him. We have to find him and help him.”
Gillian could hardly breathe. 
“What? What do you mean?”
Mark sighed. “The Russians have gotten involved. And the Chinese are sniffing around now. It’s turned into a race with both of them.”
“Oh, crap,” said Gillian. 
“Yes, exactly,” said Mark.
Gillian stormed to her feet, pacing in the office, glaring at Mark.
“You have totally screwed this up.”
Mark nodded glumly. “Yep.”
Gillian kept pacing.
“Now we have to find him and help him.”
“Yep.”
Gillian rounded on Mark.
“If you are playing me on this, I will make Jim’s words come true, Mark.”
“What?”
“You play me on this, and you will truly be a dickless wonder, because I will cut it off,” she said quietly.
Mark nodded. “I know. And I would deserve it.”
Gillian sat down again.
“How do you know about the Russians?”
“We know. Leave it at that.”
Mark leaned back in his chair and gazed coolly at Gillian.
“I thought you were the leak at first,” he said. “But the timing didn’t work out. We got intel that the Russians were on to us the same day you were read in. It couldn’t have made the circuit that quickly. So it’s someone else. Someone close to this project.”
Gillian shook her head. 
“You better find them, and fast. Or else we are all screwed. Even the Russians.”

      ***Perry Barnes was sleeping quite soundly in his apartment in Deseret, having a wonderful dream about a beautiful woman in a beautiful airplane, when something woke him up.
“Damn it!” he muttered as he slowly came awake. 
Groaning and cussing, he got out of bed.
“I’m coming, I’m coming,” he yelled at his apartment door as the knocking came again. Throwing on a pair of jeans, he stumbled to the door, glancing at the clock.
“Six A. M.? Are you freaking kiddin’ me?” he asked the empty air. Throwing open the door, he stood in shock as Jim Carter quickly ducked past him into the apartment, turning to face him.
“Shut the door, Perry, quick,” he said.
Perry shut the door, staring at the man in front of him. Jim was dressed all in black – black jeans, black shirt and vest, black leather coat. He was carrying a small duffel bag.
“What the hell, Jim?” asked Perry. “Do you know how many FBI agents and Air Force spooks have been around here?”
Jim nodded. “I’m sure. I’m really sorry about that, Perry. Did they cause you much trouble?”
“Nah,” said Perry. “But it’s been Fed City around here for the last few weeks. They tore your red hangar apart, right down to the last nail. They searched everything in your main hangar too and locked it up tight. What the hell did you two have in there, anyway? E.T.?”
Jim grinned. “Kinda sorta. Are they still hanging around?”
“Damn right,” said Perry. “You can’t take a step around that airport without tripping over a Fed.”
“Well, I hope they’re not watching your apartment here,” said Jim.
Perry waved at a chair. “Have a seat. By the way, you look like shit. Coffee?”
“Please,” said Jim. “I’d kill for a good cup of coffee.”
“You got it,” said Perry, heading for the kitchen. “How about some eggs and toast to go with it?”
Later, after some breakfast, Jim stared at Perry across the table.
“Perry, I hate to involve you in this. But I need a small plane,” he said. “Something not traceable to me, fairly low profile, low radar cross-section. Doesn’t have to be fast or carry cargo. Just me. And the longest range I can get.”
Perry thought about it.
“I know where there’s a Long-EZ for sale. Up in Reno. It’s a good one, I know the owner. He’s asking seventy-five thousand; but it’s worth it. It’s perfect shape, low time, autopilot, full glass synthetic vision IFR.”
Jim nodded. “That’ll do. But I want to buy it through a third-party, someone not associated with Deseret. They’ll be watching all our transactions - yours, mine, Randy’s, everybody on the field. They’ll be expecting something like this.”
Perry grinned. “No problem. I think I have just the solution for you. I believe his nutcase ex-wife needs a new airplane. She just doesn’t know it yet. When do you need it?”
“Yesterday,” said Jim. “There’s an airport not too far from Reno, Carson City. Tell him I’ll pay a bonus if he can have it positioned there by day after tomorrow at 7PM, fully fueled and ready to go. Tell him to just tie it down outside, on the ramp somewhere close to the terminal, and leave the key under the seat cushion.”
“How much bonus?”
“Whatever you think.” Jim handed over the duffel bag. “Here’s a hundred thousand. Will that be enough?”
Perry nodded. “Yeah. That should be plenty.”
“Whatever is left is yours for your help,” Jim added.
Perry glared at him. “I don’t need a dime for my help, Jim. You know better than that.”
“Still.” Jim looked at Perry steadily. “I may not be around to use it anymore if this all goes sideways. So, you put it to good use.”
Perry nodded. “I’ll get on it.”
Jim stood, turned to go. At the door, he hesitated.
“Remember, they’ll be listening to your phone calls, Perry.”
Perry nodded. “I know. I’ll handle it.”
Jim gazed at him steadily.
“You’re a good friend, Perry. I hate you got pulled into this.”
Perry just laughed.
“Crap, Jim! Most fun I’ve had in ten years! You take care, now!”






  
  Lies, More Lies and Damn Lies


Leaving Perry Barnes’ apartment, Jim drove to Tonopah. He and Bonnie had prepared another safe house there. For two nights he rested at Tonopah, gaining back his strength, waiting for Perry to complete the airplane purchase in Reno. He also picked up a fake ID, two matching credit cards, and another hundred thousand dollars left at the safe house. 
Now, two days after his visit with Perry, Jim approached Carson City, wondering if the Feds would be waiting for him. He had swapped the Tundra for an F150 at the Tonopah safe house. He was virtually certain he had not been followed. 
How Bonnie had laughed at him, early on, when he described all the precautions he was taking. But Jim’s years as a mercenary in Africa had taught him to be prepared…
Who’s laughing now, Bonnie? You said we’d never need all this stuff. Well, guess what…
Turning into the airport at Carson City as the evening shadows fell, Jim drove slowly to a small hangar near the far southeast part of the field. Parking in front of the hangar, he got out and pushed open the large sliding door. 
Jim had kept a spare hangar at Carson City for years. At one time, back in his mercenary days, he had used it for storing weapons and ammunition, things he didn’t want lying around his home. 
More recently, after his mercenary days had ended, he used it to store aircraft parts and spare engines, and perhaps a few other things he didn’t want in his apartment if unexpected guests arrived. 
And Jim had never used a credit card to pay for anything at Carson; it was his safe place. Nothing about the hangar was in his name.
There was just enough room beside the piled aircraft engines, stacked wings, and other parts to pull the F150 into the hangar. He took a flight bag out of the truck, closed, and locked the hangar door, and started the long walk back toward the terminal. 
It was cold, a brisk wind blowing off the mountains, and on the way a passing shower spat rain at him. But he had changed to a heavy parka, insulated jeans, and insulated gloves now. He was reasonably comfortable. Reaching the terminal, he went inside, found a seat in the pilot’s lounge, and got out his flight planning bag.
Two hours later, it was dark. Jim had completed his flight planning, walked down the street to grab a late lunch, and was back in the terminal. So far, he had seen nothing unusual - no sign he was followed, no sign of any Feds lurking around. But there was also no sign of Perry or the Long-EZ. 
Getting another Coke from the machine, Jim returned to his seat just in time to see the Long-EZ touch down. The sleek fiberglass aircraft rolled to the nearest turnoff and taxied slowly toward the ramp, rocking slightly on its gear. 
Jim went out of the terminal building and found a dark spot in the shadows, where he could watch without being seen. The EZ taxied up to the gas pumps, shut down, and a young man - a stranger, Jim didn’t recognize him - got out and fueled it. He climbed back in, started it up again, taxied to the ramp, pulled into an empty spot, and shut down. 
The nose gear began to fold up, the nose lowered and the EZ squatted down on its rubber nose bumper - a feature of its design allowing it to be more stable when parked. The canopy flipped up and the man climbed out again. 
He reached into the front cockpit, putting something under the seat cushion. He reached into the back cockpit, pulled out a flight bag, and closed and latched the canopy. 
Laying the flight bag on the tarmac, he walked around the airplane, tying it down. Then he grabbed the flight bag and headed toward the terminal.
Jim stayed where he was, out of sight, and waited. In about twenty minutes, a pickup pulled into the parking lot, a woman driving. The man walked out of the terminal, got in the pickup with her, and they left.
Jim waited another twenty minutes to be sure they were gone, then walked back in the terminal, grabbed his flight bag, and walked out to the EZ. He opened the canopy, threw the flight bag in the back seat, and retrieved the key from under the front seat cushion. He walked around the plane, removing the tie downs. He climbed in, folding his big frame into the tiny front seat.
Jim had flown an EZ before - in fact, he had owned one in the past - but he had forgotten just how cozy the cockpit was. He had to work his feet down into the rudder wells a bit at a time, so as not to bark his shins. 
The joke about the EZ, he remembered, is that you don’t get in it, you wear it.
The Long-EZ was a home-built airplane design, made of fiberglass and epoxy, very light. With a small engine and large tanks relative to its size, it had a typical range of 1,500 miles. It didn’t have much baggage space, but Jim didn’t need baggage. 
He needed to get to Bonnie.
Flipping on the mags, he hit the starter and the engine caught, still warm from the previous flight. He hit the nose gear switch, feeling the nose of the plane rise up until the gear locked. Then he taxied back down the ramp toward his hangar.
Pulling into the row where his hangar was located, he shut down directly in front of his hangar. He slid the hangar door open and took three duffel bags out of the truck, putting them in the back seat of the plane and tying everything down. Then he did a full preflight, checking over the plane more than he normally would have, since it was new to him. He found nothing wrong. Finally, he locked the hangar, put his coat and gloves in the back seat, stuck his maps, tablet and electronic flight bag into the front, and climbed back in. 
Inside the cockpit, he did a second preflight on the electronics; everything was working fine. He entered his flight plan into the glass cockpit. Fully ready now, he fired up the engine and taxied back out to the runway. It was well past nine o’clock. There was no tower at the airport, part of the reason Jim had selected Carson City.
Making a blind call to any aircraft in the area warning them he was taking off, Jim pulled onto the runway and firewalled the throttle. He gently lifted off and set a course for Kalispell, Montana, six hundred nautical miles away. 
By the time he refueled at Kalispell, it would be daylight. He’d have to spend most of the day there killing time, in order to slip over the Canadian border during the dark. But at least he’d be halfway to Bonnie.
At Khodinka Airfield, Viktor had received a sat phone call.
“Anything else? Any idea of where it is?”
“No, sir. Not yet. But we’ll find it. I’m sure of it.”
“Good,” said Viktor. “Keep me informed as best you can.”
“Will do, sir. It’s not easy - I’m surrounded by them nearly all the time. But I’ll find a way.”
“I know,” said Viktor. “Hang in there.”
Viktor hung up the sat phone and put it back into its cradle to charge. He leaned back and reviewed his plans.
He considered the conversation he had just finished with his deep-cover operative in the U.S. The man had called him just as he was finishing dinner.
His informant was sure the alien starship had returned to Earth. It was lacking ruthenium, at least - based on the container left behind at Deseret - so they had to come back for that. They couldn’t refine it on Mars. 
And Bonnie Page - the Air Force pilot who appeared to be on the starship now - would want to meet up with her lover, Jim Carter, who had escaped from DoD custody at Nellis.
Viktor almost laughed out loud. If Carter had been in detention in Russia, there would have been no escape. And he would have spilled his guts quickly. 
The Americans are so soft, he thought. Not capable of doing what has to be done.
He picked up the radio report from Colonel Gregori Bogdonovich. Gregori had his Spetsnaz troops enroute - a dozen AN-124 heavy lift transports packed with troops and gear. They were staging to Ugolny Airport at Anadyr, which Gregori felt was as good a place as any for jumping off an assault team toward America. 
If the starship is on the East Coast of America, or in the deep South, we’re in trouble, thought Viktor. There’s no way we can send a dozen AN-124 aircraft all the way across America without a major battle.
But…if it was the West Coast, or Alaska. It might be doable. If the prize was worth it.
And the prize was a starship. Viktor was sure of it now. He had gone back over the evidence, every item, in painstaking detail. 
There was no doubt in his mind. 
The damn Americans had almost gotten a starship in their hands - and let it get away. But the fact that Bonnie Page was on it, and clearly in love with Jim Carter, meant the ship would come back to America, or nearby, to pick up Jim and get the ruthenium. 
And Viktor’s team would be waiting. He had already given the orders. He had no hesitation. Letting the Americans have such a prize was unacceptable. He would take it from them. Wherever it was, his team would find it, and take it.
And - this time, Viktor did laugh out loud - the stupid Americans would do most of the work for him. They had no concept that one of their team was also on his.
Viktor had intel that the Chinese were getting involved. They clearly had their own operatives in the DoD. But Viktor knew he could stay ahead of the Chinese. They would never catch up to him. He had someone not just on the inside of the DoD; not just on the inside of the Air Force; but on the inside of the project. 
He had the inside lane.






  
  Kalispell


In a small white room, Bonnie Page came to herself. She was in a bed. Dim lighting from the ceiling seemed to come from all directions. Her head hurt. 
Turning her head, she groaned. This had to be one of the worst headaches she’d ever had. She lay still for a couple of minutes, trying to take in her surroundings.
There were several low tables on the side of the room, with drawers beneath them. The tables were bare, and the drawers had small silver squares on them. Locks, by her best guess. There was a door, or a hatch, in the far wall, about six feet high by the look of it. A bit shorter than the ones on Jade.
In the corner were two chairs. They looked quite normal; just chairs. Although they appeared to be a bit low, she thought.
Thinking about it, she remembered the two figures that came out from behind Jade’s landing legs and shot her. They were small, not more than five and a half feet tall. She looked at the two low chairs again.
I’m on the Singheko ship, she thought. A prisoner.
She lifted an arm to see if she was restrained. She wasn’t. Moving slowly because of the pain in her head, she sat up. Gingerly, she swung her legs over the side of the bed and pushed off, to see if she could stand. She made it to her feet, swaying. 
She realized her outer spacesuit was gone; she was in the inner layer of the suit, skintight long johns. Stumbling over to the counter, she tried to pull one of the drawers open. It was locked. She tried the others, but all of them were locked.
“They’re locked for your protection,” said a voice behind her.
Bonnie turned, almost falling from the sudden motion. She caught herself on the counter.
Just inside the open hatch stood a figure. The head was a bit more squarish than a human’s, not as rounded. Its face was similar, though - two eyes on top, a mouth below. A flat nose, so small it almost disappeared in the face.
It had two arms, two legs. It had hands, she noted, wearing white gloves. It had black boots on its feet, and a black belt cinched up a white uniform of some kind, with patches and insignia on it.
The figure stood quietly.
“Don’t be afraid,” the creature said in perfect English. “We won’t hurt you.”
Bonnie started to breathe again. She hadn’t realized she was holding her breath until it started to hurt.
“So I’m your prisoner?” she asked.
“No. You are not,” said the creature. “I promise, you will be free to go shortly. But we would like to do a couple of things with you before you go.”
Bonnie had visions of being dissected or tortured.
“And what are those things?” she asked.
“First, we’d like to make sure you are OK medically,” said the creature.
“And then?”
“And then we’d like to warn you about that Singheko ship you’ve been running around with.”

      ***After landing at Kalispell City Airport around 3 AM, Jim parked the EZ on the ramp. It was too early to get fuel, and too early to find an open restaurant for breakfast. Instead, he looked for a place to sleep. He knew some pilots were not diligent about locking the cabins of their aircraft. Sure enough, he found an older A36 Bonanza on the parking ramp, unlocked. He went aboard and stretched out in a comfortable leather seat. Setting his alarm for 9:30 AM, he went to sleep.
When the alarm went off at 9:30, he got up, checked out the window to make sure nobody was around, then left the Bonanza as he had found it. Walking to the nearby road, he found a restaurant open for breakfast. He dawdled after finishing his breakfast; he had a lot of time to kill.
He couldn’t cross the Canadian border during daylight; he had no flight plan, and filing one might tip off Mark Rodgers. He thought about filing a flight plan with his fake identity, but he was afraid to risk that. If they made any connection between Jim and the EZ, it would all unravel. He decided to do it the hard way - wait until dark, then cross the border down low, in the weeds. The EZ had a low radar cross-section; it was hard to see, especially down low. It should work.
He could never have made it this far without the synthetic vision in the EZ. It had a first-class set of avionics; even in the pitch-black night, it used GPS and displayed the terrain around him, allowing him to stay out of the rocks. 
He had flown all the way from Carson City at night, in autumn, down in the valleys, hiding from radar, using nothing but synthetic vision to avoid the mountain peaks. But Jim knew synthetic vision wasn’t perfect, and what he was doing was incredibly dangerous. Staying down in the valleys at night was unbelievably hard flying.
Probably a world record, he thought. If not a world record for flying through dangerous valleys at night, at least a world record for stupidity.
Yet he had no desire to lead Mark Rodgers back to Jade - or Bonnie and Rita. So, he would stay down in the rocks, doing the hard flying, until he was across the border.
But why are Bonnie and Rita not responding? Jim asked himself. He had left another voicemail on the burner phone, but there was no response from them. While he was at Tonopah, he had called on the HF frequencies, but nothing. Not a peep.
After a while, he decided it was stupid to try to cross the border tired. He walked down to the nearest hotel. He showed his fake ID and got a room, paying in cash. In the room, he stumbled to the bed and fell across it. As he fell into a troubled slumber, the flashback came one more time… 
AK-47 rounds from a distant sniper clinked off the bottom of the plane as he fell out of the cockpit and lay in the sand. 
He looked behind him at his WSO - Weapon Systems Officer, Al “Capone” Calderone, his best friend.
Al lay slumped against the side of the cockpit. Jim dragged himself over and tried to find a pulse.
There was none. Al was dead. And Jim had killed him. 
Al had yelled at him not to go back for one more pass, but Jim did it anyway. The skinnies were about to overrun the Marine squad below them. Jim wasn’t having it. 
He was out of ammo and marking rockets, but he could still scare the hell out of them, he thought. He could buy the grunts a little more time. Reinforcements were on the way - all he had to do was make the skinnies put their heads down just for a few minutes, and the rest of the Marine platoon would be there. Maybe.
He streaked in, putting on a show, out of weapons, right over the heads of the skinnies. For a moment, he thought he was good. He started his pullout - the plane shuddered as a massive impact hit somewhere behind him. The engine didn’t spool down - it just cratered, damaged beyond all hope, stopping so fast the torque of the sudden stoppage twisted the F-16 on its axis. 
He was too low - there was nowhere to go.
He reached for the ejection loop over his head…but it was too late. The ground hit him hard.






  
  Red Star


Rita was getting hot, tired, and pissed off. Andy was working in the reactor room. The first order of materials had arrived by truck. She had directed the driver to unload it outside the hangar, and after he departed, she carted it in through the side door by hand, and she was tired. She had to break down several of the crates in order to fit the contents through the small side door piecemeal. Andy could have handled it in half the time - but of course, she couldn’t take a chance on letting the android outside the hangar. And she couldn’t open the large hangar door in front to make things easier. 
It was a big hangar - the biggest their secret shell corporation had been able to find in the area. Even so, Jade barely fit inside. The starship was arranged diagonally, corner to corner, and took up the entire available space.
Rita finally got the last of the shipment inside and sealed up the side door again. She had hung black plastic sheeting just inside the side door, to keep out prying eyes. And the hangar was hot - even though they were well into October now, there was still enough heat in the air to make the hangar an oven during the day.
Inside the starship was just as hot, maybe more so. Normally, Jade could use the life support system to keep things cool inside. But Andy had taken life support down for his work on the reactor, so all Rita could do was keep the top and side hatches open, put two box fans at each hatch, and hope for a little air. There wasn’t much movement of air inside the ship, but she kept hoping as the sweat poured off her face.
“Dammit, my memories of work don’t do justice to the real thing!” she swore at Jade.
<Sorry. I did the best I could when I built you> said Jade.
“You didn’t build me, Jade! Nature created me with DNA. All you did was put the pieces together. Remember that!” Rita spat.
<Yes, Rita. I’ll try to remember>
“Anything from Jim? Any voice mails on the burner phone? Anything on HF?”
<No. Nothing. I suppose he is still in detention. Rita, face facts, please. The chances of Jim escaping are minuscule. We’re not going to hear from him. We’re on our own. We have to finish the tDrive and get back to Sanctuary>
“Dammit all to hell,” fumed Rita. She turned and walked back to the reactor room at the back of the ship, where Andy was working. Checking the telltale on the hatch, she noted it was green. She cranked open the hatch and entered.
“Andy! How’s it going?” she asked, standing just inside the double hatch.
The android was at the back of the reactor room, on top of a pyramid-shaped object, about six feet by six feet at the base, tapering to a top of only a few feet square. He was in his four-legged configuration, leaving him with two hands to lay down long strips of…something…that looked like black licorice. 
“It’s going well, Rita. I have completed the foundation for the reactor. I’m putting on sealant now to isolate it from the rest of the ship and contain any stray radiation.”
“With licorice?” asked Rita.
“It’s not licorice,” said Andy. “Although it looks like it. But no, it’s much more expensive than that. It’s semi-liquid lead sealed inside nanotubes. I doubt I could explain the technology to you. Unless you want to go back into the medpod for an upgrade.”
Rita shuddered. “No, thank you. I’ll leave that to you. How much longer?”
“Once I receive the ruthenium, I can finish the reactor and the tDrive in one day now. Maybe a bit less. So, if the ruthenium arrives as expected next Monday, then we can leave on Tuesday. Assuming you can repair the outside of the ship by yourself.”
Rita nodded. “And no radiation danger yet?”
“No. Until the reactor is started, you are free to come inside this room at any time without concern. Once I start the reactor, you will need to check the telltale at the door before you enter, every time, religiously. Even the slightest leak would be detrimental to your health if you were not wearing a radiation suit. I’ll notify you before the reactor goes into operation. But you should still make a habit of checking the telltale before entering, as you did just now.”
“How do you know I checked it?” asked Rita, puzzled.
“I have access to the cameras,” said Andy. “As part of my work. That’s how I know there is someone outside right now, approaching the hangar.”
“Shit!” yelled Rita, spinning and dashing out of the room.

      ***Jim woke up in the cheap motel in Kalispell. The sun was blazing through the west window. He shook his head. Groggily, he got to his feet, shed his clothes, and stumbled to the shower. 
Standing under the water for a good ten minutes, his brain finally started to function. He stepped out, toweled off, and walked to the nightstand to check the time. 
It was almost 5 PM. He had slept most of the day. He knew sunset would be around 6 PM. Time to get moving.
Dressing, he walked to the front desk, checked out, and walked across U.S. 93 to a decent-looking restaurant. He didn’t bother with the anti-facial recognition materials here; he was fairly sure Kalispell, Montana didn’t have cameras on every street corner like Vegas. 
After a good dinner, he walked down the street to a convenience store and stocked up on water, jerky, and a few pastries for energy during the flight. Then he walked back to the airport and crossed over to the EZ on the ramp.
He had left the three bags of cash in the back seat of the plane. Jim knew airports; he knew it was a lot safer in there than with him, or in the hotel. Now he checked everything on the plane, doing a comprehensive preflight. It was a good plane, he decided; everything was in order. No oil usage, everything tight and shipshape. He was pleased. 
Jim rubbed a hand across the engine cowling and smiled. To a pilot, a good plane was like a good friend - or a lover. There was a relationship there. Jim almost leaned forward and kissed the side of the plane, but he didn’t. That might draw attention, and that was the last thing he needed. There were already a few gawkers up by the terminal, staring at the EZ. It was an unusual-looking airplane and always drew casual onlookers. Better to get going before someone walked out and started asking him about his pretty airplane.
He snugged into the cockpit, fired up the engine, and hit the “Gear Down” switch. The nose gear lowered slowly, picking up the nose of the aircraft, until it was standing level. Jim taxied over to the gas pumps, shut it down again, got out and refueled until both tanks were topped off. 
Now he had at least a 1,500-mile range. He climbed back in, started the engine, and tuned the ATIS - the Automatic Terminal Information Service - which would give him the details he needed to take off. Noting the local weather and the active runway, he started the taxi down to runway 13.
Stopping at the hold short line, he ran up the engine, checked both mags, and idled the engine. Pulling up his location on the electronic chart, he noted he needed to start out to the south, rather than the north. Just north of him was a controlled airport, Glacier Park International. He didn’t want to talk to their tower, so he would go south first to gain altitude, then turn northeast and cross west of their airspace.
He made a blind call to local traffic on the public CTAF frequency, turned on to the runway, brought the engine up to power, and held the little EZ on the centerline. At forty knots, Jim pulled the stick back, taking the load off the nosewheel. He let the EZ decide when to fly - one of the unique advantages of a canard aircraft. At 70 knots, it lifted off and was flying. Jim let the speed build up until he was climbing at 90 knots. 
Nearing Flathead Lake, he turned back to the north-northwest, climbing up to 5,000 feet as he made his way back past Kalispell up the Stillwater River. 
Clear of Glacier Park’s airspace, he dropped down to five hundred feet over the valley floor, heading for the Canadian border. The sun was setting now. It was getting dark. Jim alternated between looking outside visually and checking the synthetic vision for terrain avoidance. 
Now came the hard part.

      ***Rita ran across the hangar to the side door, through the black plastic sheeting she had hung, and carefully opened the door to the outside. She stepped out and shielded her eyes from the glare of the sun setting in the West. She had a Kimber .45 auto tucked in her back waistband and a baby Glock 9mm stuck in her sock. Her 12-gauge pump shotgun leaned against the wall just inside the door.
A silver Audi was parked beside the hangar. A man in jeans and ball cap approached her, almost to the door when she stepped out. He pulled up short, staring at her.
“Hello?” Rita asked. “Can I help you?”
The man glanced askance at her.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t realize anyone was here. Are you the new owner?”
“I work for the corporation that owns it. What can I do for you?” Rita persisted.
“Corporation? Oh, I see. So, it was bought by a corporation?”
“Yes,” said Rita. “NWT Oil & Gas Exploration. What can I do for you?”
“Well, I was hoping to take a look inside. I thought it was still for sale. Is there any chance I could take a quick peek? Just to see what I missed?”
Rita shook her head.
“No, I’m sorry. We have proprietary oil exploration equipment inside, I’m afraid.”
“Oh, too bad,” said the man. “Well, at least take my card,” he said, digging out his wallet and pulling out a card. “If your corporation changes its mind, please call me first. We’re looking for a large hangar like this in the area.”
“I’ll pass it along,” said Rita, taking the card.
“Thanks!” The man smiled at her. It was meant to be a warm smile, but something about it sent a cold chill down Rita’s back. It was like looking at a smiling python.
The man turned and walked back to his Audi. Rita turned and re-entered the hangar, but she left the side door cracked until she watched the man drive away. Then she returned to the ship and went to the bridge.
“Jade, did you see that Audi outside?”
<Yes, Rita. The remote cameras you mounted are working fine. I got the license plate and I’m trying to identify it now>
Rita looked at the card. “It says, North Prairie Oil & Gas Company. Now, isn’t that a coincidence?”
<The Audi is registered to that company> reported Jade. <But that doesn’t mean anything>
“Run a thorough search on that company, Jade,” said Rita. “I have a feeling it’s a front for something else.”
<Running a search. I’ll let you know>






  
  Tereshkova


Flying up U.S. 93 in the EZ, Jim crossed into Canada just after 8 PM, well west of Eureka, at about 500 feet above the ground. He continued on and picked up the Kootenay River on the other side of the border. He was as low as he felt he could go and have any semblance of safety. It was very dark at this northern latitude now. The moon was rising in the east, full but still mostly hidden behind the mountains. That moon and the synthetic vision were his only hope of survival tonight. He was pushing his luck far beyond the point of sanity. 
But he had to get to Bonnie.
The EZ droned on, the sound of the engine a song to put a man to sleep if he wasn’t careful. Jim set his phone to sound an alarm every ten minutes; he put a tiny bit of up trim on the plane, so that if he went to sleep, at least it might climb and not descend. It was a slim chance - probably, if he went to sleep, he would slump forward into the shoulder straps - but since the plane was a sidestick, his hand might simply fall off the stick without disturbing it. Then - maybe the alarm would wake him up before he hit a mountain.
Jim heaved a huge sigh. 
“What the hell am I doing?” he thought. “Surely there is a better way.”
But he couldn’t think of one at the moment.
Passing Cranbrook a bit later, Jim saw the lights of the small Canadian city off to the west. He remembered a commercial flight he had taken once, from Calgary to Vancouver. The 737 had stopped at Cranbrook, for some odd reason. It was the Canadian Rockies milk run, he supposed. He remembered the flight attendant coming down the aisle with the trolley after takeoff. She had stopped beside him and said, “coffee, tea or soda, eh?”
Sometimes the stereotype is true, he grinned.
An hour later, he was passing Golden. He had picked up a slight headwind - not much, about five knots. He was still crossing the ground at 139 knots, so making good time.
But he was getting tired. The stress of flying this low was getting to him. Jim decided to give himself a little break. He climbed up to 3,000 feet, putting him in a much safer place in the center of the valley. Now he could relax a bit.
He was a fourth of the way to his destination for tonight.

      ***Gillian Carter Hassell turned over in bed, staring at the clock. It was 5 AM. But she couldn’t sleep anymore. Quietly, trying not to wake Mark, she got up and went to the bathroom.
As she departed, she heard Mark’s voice behind her.
“I’m awake. Don’t worry about being quiet.”
Gillian waved a hand and went about her business in the bathroom, coming out in a dozen minutes and climbing back into bed. Mark had propped himself up on his pillows and was looking at his tablet.
“Anything?” asked Gillian.
“Nope. Nothing,” said Mark. “He’s fallen off the face of the Earth.”
“That’s OK. Let him go. Let him get back to the ship. Then try to make an alliance with him. Please trust me on this.”
Mark sighed. “I know. But I hope you’re right.”
Gillian laid an arm across his chest.
“You and me both.”
Gillian lay there for a bit, then got up.
“I’m going to shower,” she said.
“OK,” said Mark. “I’ll be right behind you.”
Gillian went to the bathroom and showered, then got dressed while Mark did the same. When they were both ready, they left together, riding in Mark’s black SUV to Nellis.
I can’t believe I’m doing this, thought Gillian as they drove. She gazed out the window at the dawn. Vegas was slowly coming alive outside. They were into autumn now. The nights were getting longer. 
Gillian sighed. I’m with the man who’s chasing my brother. Why? Why am I doing this? What if the Russians find the ship before we do? Before Jim gets back to the ship? What then?
They pulled up to the gate at Nellis and the guard waved them through. Driving across the base to the offices Mark had commandeered, Gillian couldn’t stop thinking about it. Then she turned, gazed at Mark beside her.
Why do I feel this way about this man? What’s happening to me?
Mark pulled up into the parking lot. Gillian sighed again and opened the door.
“What?” asked Mark.
“Nothing,” she replied. “Just thinking.”
Mark paused for a second.
“Gillian. I will not hurt him. If there is any other way. If there is any way for Jim to come out of this clean, you know I’ll make it happen.”
Gillian nodded. “I know. But it still scares me.”
She looked over at Mark. 
“I’m sleeping with the man who could harm my brother. Or worse, if things go sideways.”
Mark leaned over and kissed her lightly on the cheek.
“I will do everything in my power to make this come out alright for Jim. Anything in my power.”
Gillian nodded again. “I know,” she whispered. “It’s not so much you I’m worried about, Mark. I know Jim. I know how stubborn he can be. And how dangerous.”
Mark squeezed her hand.
“Let’s not borrow trouble. Sufficient unto the day…”
Gillian smiled. 
Entering the building, they went to the command center and checked in. But the officer on duty reported there was no news.
“We lost him at the Rock Hotel,” he said, “and not a damn thing since. Not a single hit on anything. No facial recognition, no credit cards, no phone calls, no flight plans, no orders of ruthenium, not a damn thing.”
“How about the ship?” asked Mark.
“Nothing, sir. Not a single hit in air or space. Nothing on the satellites, either. It just disappeared.”
Mark fumed.
“It didn’t disappear. It’s still here somewhere. It was damaged in that Antarctica scrape; I know it. We found two separate sets of debris with slightly different compositions. That ship didn’t make it out of the solar system. I can feel it in my bones.”
The officer nodded. “We’ll keep looking, sir. That’s a promise. We’re scouring for anything.”
Mark nodded and gestured to Gillian.
“I’m going back to my office. I have to deal with Dr. Janeski.”
Gillian nodded. “I’ll stay here for a while, maybe some idea will come to me.”
Mark waved and departed. Gillian sat in a chair behind the primary sensor operator, thinking hard.
If I were Jim, where would I go? What do I remember from our childhood, or from his military days, that would give me a clue? And even if we find them…then what? Do we work with Jim, let him be the intermediary? Jim hasn’t shown much cooperation so far. Maybe we just try to find the ship, and talk to it directly…

      ***This time, Viktor Tereshkova did laugh out loud.
“Found!” he yelled. “We found them before the stupid Americans!” 
Viktor pumped a fist. Then he thought about his options.
He could let the Americans have the starship.
Or he could commit an act of war and take it for Russia. And then Russia would have the stars - and the Earth as well.
In his mind, the choice was clear. Find the starship, take it, and let the chips fall where they may. To the victor belong the spoils…
Viktor fell back into his chair and got on the sat phone to Colonel Gregori Bogdonovich.
“They’re at Fort Nelson, Canada,” he told Gregori when he got an answer. “You can swing around Alaska and never enter American airspace. Come in directly from the north. The Canadians will see you coming, and of course the Americans will know at the same time, but what can they do? It’s not their country, and by the time they get it figured out, we’ll have it and be gone.”
The voice on the other end of the sat phone sounded muffled, but Viktor understood the words.
“It’ll be an act of war. The Canadians will not take it sitting down,” said Gregori.
“I don’t care,” said Viktor. “The prize is worth it. To be the first humans to travel to the stars? I’d risk anything to put that technology in our hands. It’s either us or them, and I intend for it to be us. Don’t look back, Gregori.”
“Understood, sir. I’ll have all finalized plans to you in three hours.”
“Good. Thank you, Gregori. This is a historic moment.”
Viktor hung up and leaned back in his chair. He had other calls to make, other wheels to put into motion. But he wanted to savor this moment, just a bit.
His hunch about checking large hangars for sale on the western side of North America had paid off. Carter was from the West; Bonnie Page was from the West. His gut told them they would stay on the western side of the continent. And their lifelong association with aircraft had told him it would be an airport.
They had found a recently sold hangar in Fort Nelson. When he sent one of his men to check it out, a woman walked out and confronted him.
A woman who matched the description of the female called Rita who had been sighted at Deseret, just before the starship escaped from the Americans. The woman who had left the stupid note on Mars.
So, they had run infrared scans of the hangar last night. And the thing was, the scans showed nothing in the center of the hangar.
A long, wedge-shaped shaped nothing. Something that was so well insulated, it emitted no heat at all. The hangar around it showed various items in the infrared - electrical panels, water pipes, the normal stuff.
But the middle of the hangar was completely blanked by the starship.
He had them.






  
  Fort Nelson


Gillian and Mark sat at dinner in Mark’s apartment, talking in a low voice about their lack of success in finding Jim and the starship. 
“You’re sure the Russians are on to it?” asked Gillian.
“Absolutely sure,” replied Mark. “We have a contact that’s rock solid. The GRU is on this like stink on shit.”
“The Chinese?”
“They’re sniffing around. They know something is afoot, but I don’t think they’ve figured it out yet.”
“Mark, we have to find Jim before they do. If they find him first, it’s all over. Not only for Jim, but for all of us. You know what the Russians would do if they got their hands on that technology. The entire world is at stake! And Jim doesn’t know they’re after him, so he won’t be on his guard!”
“So let’s find him, Jilly. You know him better than anyone. Let’s think this through one more time. Where would he go?” asked Mark.
Gillian thought.
“Well, it would probably involve airplanes, or an airport, or both,” she said. “As we’ve already discussed.”
“I agree,” said Mark. “When we’re in danger, we return to the things we know best. But that doesn’t really narrow it down much. There are thousands of airports in North America alone. And if he decides to go overseas, then the number goes up tremendously.”
Gillian shook her head.
“I don’t think he’ll go overseas. Mexico, maybe. But I don’t think so. I think it’ll be the U.S. or Canada. Alaska. The Aleutians. Someplace like that.”
“He likes the North.”
“Yes. That’s his favorite place to get away. My gut tells me it’ll be in the North somewhere.”
“Well, we’ve checked everything we can think of. But I can’t send a man to every airport in North America. Somehow, we have to find a way to narrow it down. And without some kind of electronic hit on something related, I don’t see us doing that.”
“You’ve looked at all aircraft transactions in the last six weeks, right?”
“Yep. Every one we can find. But you realize, just like cars, a person can buy a plane and not change the registration. He could be flying around in anything, and we wouldn’t know it unless the seller sent in a registration change notice. And a little bit of money goes a long way in that kind of scenario - I think ten thousand dollars would convince anyone to delay the notification.”
“Yes,” mused Gillian. “Too right.”
“We’ve checked every hangar sale, both individual and corporate, in the U.S. since August. We’ve asked the Canadians to check their side, but they’ve been a little slow off the block. We haven’t gotten anything from them yet.”
“Who’s doing the checking for you?”
“Pujold. He’s my best man.”
“Pujold. What’s his last name?”
“Rukmini. Hungarian. A good man. Been with me for thirty years. His mother and father also worked for DoD.”
“But no joy?”
“No joy. He’s still working with the Canadians to get hangar sales for the last few months.”
“Then they’re in Canada,” said Gillian.
“How do you know?”
Gillian leaned forward, wine glass in her hand.
“Because he loves the North, and it’s the only place we don’t have complete records on yet. He’s there. I know it. We can find him if we just get creative.”
Mark nodded. “OK. Let’s get creative. What more can we do?”
“How would you get to Canada without detection? Drive?
Mark shook his head. 
“No. Too difficult to cross the border in a car with a fake ID.”
“So he’ll fly,” said Gillian. “How? How will he get across the border without filing a flight plan?”
Mark puzzled over that for a while.
“Get down low, fly up the valleys at night. Totally dangerous, but maybe possible.”
“Where would you cross?”
“Hm...middle of nowhere, but someplace where you’d have a pretty straight shot at staying out of the rocks.”
“Is there a place like that?” Gillian knew Mark had flown in the Air Force before he took a desk job.
“Rocky Mountain Trench would be my choice. A reasonably level valley all the way from Kalispell, Montana to Watson Lake, Yukon Territory.”
Gillian leaned back.
“Then that’s what he did. Follow that thread and you’ll find Jim. But do me a favor.”
“What?”
“Put somebody besides Rukmini on it. Just for grins. Just to humor me.”
Mark nodded slowly. “OK. I can do that.”

      ***It had been an exhausting night. Jim came out of the Rocky Mountain Trench just short of Watson Lake at 3 AM. 
He knew he was not thinking clearly. His decisions were poor. He had been flying for seven hours now, in the most taxing conditions a pilot could imagine. His head nodded continuously. He slapped himself, pinched himself, forced himself to stay awake. Every ten minutes, his timer went off and he punched it back into silence. Out of sheer desperation, he had climbed to 6,000 feet, just because he was having so much trouble staying awake. It was higher than he wanted to be, but he had to give himself a little cushion. His reaction times were slow, and he was not in good shape at all. The pneumonia had hit him harder than he thought. 
And you’re not a young man anymore, hoss, he thought.
Jim Carter had fought in the First Africa Conflict. Then, as a mercenary, he had fought and bombed and strafed in Africa, Syria and anywhere else someone would pay him to fly, until he couldn’t stomach the killing anymore. 
When he came home to Texas, he tried to settle down. But his mother was long dead, and he had no close relatives anymore. 
He had married once, but it had not turned out well. Waking up screaming in the middle of the night probably had something to do with driving her away. She had married him for his money anyway, and he knew that going in. He had fooled her somewhat. He had hidden the bulk of his money from her, so although she knew he was rich, she had no idea just how rich he really was. That helped in the divorce; he gave her a comfortable settlement, and she let him go.
And since then, it had just been women of convenience. They would throw themselves at him. Most of the time, he threw them back. Once in a while, he would let one stick, but not for long.
Until Bonnie.
Something had happened there. He had been long enough from the battlefield, perhaps. Long enough from the hurt of the past. She had been the right person, at the right place, at the right time. She had healed him.
And he needed her now.
He was tracking down the valley of the Kechika River. As it turned to the east, he followed it until it joined the Liard River. From there he followed the Liard as it looped around back southeast toward Fort Nelson. At the juncture with Toad River, he left the Liard and set a direct course for Fort Nelson.
At 4 AM, Jim Carter crossed over the airport at Fort Nelson, turned onto a downwind leg for runway 04 and eased the throttle back on the EZ. He turned base leg, then final, and pulled the throttle to idle. 
The EZ didn’t like to slow down - it was too streamlined - so he had to pull the belly spoiler to get it slow enough for landing.
Making his approach, he greased the little EZ onto the runway and let it run all the way down to the end. He knew the hangar was well past the runway, on the far northeast side of the airport, but he didn’t want to call attention to his destination. Instead, he turned into the public parking ramp and found a parking spot in the corner, away from the fuel pumps and everything else of interest on the airport. He retracted the nose gear and let the EZ settle down on the nose bumper. He shut down the engine, listening to the mags click as the prop finally stopped. 
Survival. He lay back in the seat for a good five minutes, too tired to climb out of the cockpit. Finally, he popped the canopy, lifted his weary body out, and shut and latched the canopy. He left the three bags of cash in the back - he could send Bonnie or Rita for them. He put on his parka - it was cold - and started walking toward the northeast corner of the field.






  
  Arteveld


I can’t do this , Rita thought. I just can’t do this. 
She couldn’t sleep. She had tossed and turned all night. 
She tried everything she could think of, but nothing worked. She thought about taking a sleeping pill, but she hated to do that - it made her so draggy next day. 
“Is this guilt?” she asked herself. “Is this what guilt feels like? Because it sucks…”
At 4 AM, she gave up. Getting out of bed, she padded down to the galley and made some hot cocoa. Sitting in the galley, she pounded her fist against the table.
“God, being alone sucks!” Rita screamed out loud. She put her head down on the table and started crying again, as she had done several times in the last few days. 
<We have company> said Jade.
Rita sat bolt upright. “What?”
<Someone is approaching the hangar. Walking>
Rita jumped to her feet and ran to the hatch. She had staged one of the 12-gauge shotguns right by the hatch opening. Grabbing it, she stepped outside the ship and ran over to a dark place in the hangar, where she would be out of the line of sight to the ship’s side hatch.
She was panting. She could hardly catch her breath. Her stomach hurt, she was so scared. She racked the 12-gauge and waited.
Suddenly she heard a voice over her comm implant.
“Bonnie? Rita? Can you let me in?”
Rita’s knees sagged. She almost fell. She recognized that voice. It was Jim.
“Password?” she said via her implant.
“Kiss my everloving Texas ass,” she got back.
Running to the side door, she unlocked it from the inside, slammed it open, and jumped into the arms of an exhausted Jim Carter in her underwear, holding a 12-gauge shotgun in one hand.
“Whoa, whoa, Rita!” Jim said, pushing away the barrel of the shotgun, which was waving somewhere in the general vicinity of his ear. “Hold on!”
Gently, Jim pried the shotgun out of Rita’s hands and put the safety on, then leaned it against the side of the hangar, all the while trying to pry Rita off him to no avail. She was hugging him, kissing him, and crying, all at the same time. Finally, in desperation, he stepped through the door with her still latched on to him. He managed to convince her to let him go for a moment so he could close the door. Reaching outside for the shotgun, he brought it back in, parked it against the nearest support, shut the door and locked it. He turned back to Rita just in time for her to jump on him again, nearly knocking him down.
“Where’s Bonnie? Is she sleeping?” he asked.
Rita went quiet. She let go of him and seemed almost to shrink into herself. She backed up a couple of steps, and then turned away from Jim, toward the ship. With her back to him, she said quietly, “Bonnie’s not here.”
Jim was confused. 
“Where is she?”
Rita turned back toward him.
“She…she’s on…the Singheko. Jim, they captured her. Or killed her. I don’t know which. But they took her away.”

      ***Jim sat in the galley, still stunned at Rita’s news. 
“Bonnie’s captured?” he asked again, for the second time. 
“Or dead,” said Rita. “I couldn’t really tell. But I think she was still alive when they took her. Based on what I could see.”
“Jade? What do you think?” asked Jim.
<I think she was dead. But I can’t be sure>
Jim bowed his head and hit his fist on the table.
“No, no, no…she can’t be dead. I won’t accept it.”
Suddenly he looked up, glared at Rita.
“And you just ran away, left her there? With those monsters?”
Rita looked down at her hands.
“I…we…had no choice, Jim. Jade said we had to go, or they would overwhelm us. If we’d stayed, we’d be dead now.”
“Is that true, Jade?” asked Jim. “Did you make the decision to go, or did Rita?”
<It was my decision, Jim. We had no chance there. It was run or die>
Jim shook his head. 
“I just can’t believe I escaped, got all the way here, and now this. Bonnie dead or captured on Mars, and you here alone.” He glared at Rita again. “This was not what I expected.”
Rita looked at Jim coldly, a tinge of anger in her gaze also.
“I’m sorry I’m not Bonnie, Jim. But I can’t fix that. All I can do is fix the ship.”
Jim sighed.
“I know.”
He stood.
“I’m wiped out. I’m going to bed. See you when I wake up.”
Stumbling out the galley and down the hall, Jim made it to his cabin and fell across the bed. He was asleep in seconds.
Rita sat in the galley for a long while, thoughts running through her head. She was almost ready to go back to bed, when one of those thoughts worked its way to the surface.
“Jade. You said there were no voicemail messages on the burner phone and no HF messages.”
<That is correct, Rita. I received nothing on HF, and no voicemail messages on the burner phone>
“But Jim wouldn’t have come all this way without trying to make contact.”
Jade was silent for a bit. Then she responded.
<I can only guess there was some kind of technical glitch in the voice mail system. I have no other explanation>
Rita shrugged.
“OK, I guess we can’t depend on that in the future. But I’m surprised it didn’t work. I thought it was a fairly good idea.”
Rita stood.
“OK, thanks, Jade. I’ll try to catch forty winks, I think.”
<Good night, Rita. Sleep well>
Rita went back to bed. She lay there for a while, trying to sort through all of the thoughts in her mind.
Had she been at fault for leaving Bonnie? She felt guilty about it. She felt like she had done something wrong.
But had she really made the choice? The more she thought about it, the more it seemed like Jade had made the choice - departing Mars without giving her any chance to override the decision.
Was Jade really listening to them? Or was she laser-focused on getting home to Sanctuary, regardless of what the humans did?
I think, thought Rita, I’ll keep an eye on Jade for a while. I want to see what’s up with her.






  
  The Singheko Identity


Bonnie sat in near-total shock as the Nidarian - for that is what the creature claimed to be - completed a physical exam. Bonnie was again on the bed, while the doctor - she said she was the ship’s doctor - poked and prodded at her with a variety of instruments. Bonnie was nearly oblivious to the examination. Her head was in another place. 
We’ve been played, she thought. If this is true. If Jade is the Singheko, then we’ve been helping her get back to her own species, so they can enslave us, or annihilate us. We’ve been setting ourselves up for our own destruction.
She bit her lip, thinking hard.
Or else these ARE the Singheko, and they are playing me right now. Trying to turn me against Jade. But which is it?
The doctor stepped back and smiled at Bonnie. It was a completely normal smile. Bonnie wondered if this was a real expression from her culture, or something she had learned artificially, simply to interact with Bonnie, gain trust, put her at ease.
“There are no lasting ill-effects from the stunner. You’ll be fine. Your headache should be gone within another few minutes. I apologize for the crewman who overreacted and stunned you. He was overzealous. He’ll be cleaning toilets for the next month,” the doctor said.
Bonnie nodded.
“May I get up?”
“Of course,” said the doctor. “As I told you, you are free. You can move about the ship. I would recommend you stay with me at first, though, just for your own safety.”
Bonnie sat up, slid off the bed, and faced the doctor - the Nidarian, if she was telling the truth. Before she could say anything, the doctor spoke again.
“I am called…I think, in English, the closest would be…Florissian. That is a close approximation.”
“Florissian,” repeated Bonnie.
“Yes. Close enough. I am the ship’s doctor, as I said. Shall we go talk to the captain?”
Bonnie couldn’t think of anything else to do. Florissian gave her another smile, turned, and walked out the door, turning right. Bonnie hesitated just for a second, looked around the little room, and shrugged her shoulders.
Might as well, she thought, stepping out. She went out the hatch, turned right, followed the little doctor down the corridor. She felt a little claustrophobic - the ceilings were a bit low, no more than six feet tall. Bonnie was just over five ten - so she felt like her head was scraping along the top of the passageway. But the doctor - 
Florissian, she decided - I have to call her Florissian - 
- was striding right along, not waiting for her. She had to hurry to keep up. They made another right, then left and they were in a small bridge area, not much different from Jade’s bridge. There were three consoles at the front, the captain’s chair slightly raised behind them, and four consoles on the sides of the bridge, two on each side. All were manned by the small creatures, wearing uniforms.
The creature in the captain’s chair rose as they came in and stood waiting. Florissian stopped to one side, waved at Bonnie, and spoke something in a strange language, that - to Bonnie’s ear - sounded much like the Korean she had heard during a tour in Seoul, except with tons of sibilants. 
Then Florissian spoke again, in English.
“Bonnie, this is our captain. I believe the closest I can come to his name in your language is Arteveld. So that will suffice.”
“Arteveld…do I have that right?” asked Bonnie, still disbelieving both the conversation and her entire experience.
“Yes, that’s good. It sounds very close.”
The captain smiled. 
So that answered one question in her mind, as to whether smiling was an affectation just for her, or a common expression for these creatures as well. 
Or did it? Maybe all of them were trained to respond to humans in the same way.
“And I also speak English,” said Captain Arteveld. “Once again, let me apologize for my crewman. He is scrubbing the toilets in the engine room, even as we speak. He was supposed to speak to you, not shoot you. But he panicked, I’m afraid. I am so sorry.”
Bonnie bobbed her head, afraid to speak. How do you respond to someone who is apologizing for shooting you?
“If you would please follow me to the galley, we’ll get refreshment and sit and talk,” said Captain Arteveld.

      ***Bonnie walked down the passageway from the bridge to the galley of the Nidarian ship. 
If it really is Nidarian, she thought. It could just as easily be Singheko, and they could be setting me up. How can I tell? 
“What’s the name of your ship?” she interjected suddenly, as they arrived at the galley. 
Arteveld looked at her. “The Corresse,” he said. “It’s named after one of our famous explorers. In fact, Corresse was the captain who discovered Earth. That’s why we got this ship when we were assigned to come here to your planet.”
“And why are you here?” persisted Bonnie.
“To monitor and collect data. And to possibly protect,” said Arteveld. “Although we haven’t done a very good job of protecting so far.”
“What do you mean?”
“Our scout squadron allowed Jade to escape and hide during the battle in 1947 - by your calendar - and then when she reappeared on the Moon, we attempted to stop her again - but once again she got away.”
“So that was you chasing us from the Moon to Antarctica…”
“Yes. My wingman was severely damaged. In fact, we just barely got him back to Mars. We were forced to send that ship back to Nidaria. So now there is only this ship and you, standing between your species and destruction. If Jade gets free and into interstellar space, it’s all over. The Singheko will be back here before we can make a stand against them, and your world will be enslaved or destroyed.”
By this time, they had sat in the galley. Florissian had put water in front of Bonnie, along with another drink that looked suspiciously like coffee.
Bonnie looked up at her, a question on her face. Florissian smiled back.
“Yes, it’s coffee. We’ve been thoroughly corrupted by your food and drink during our years here, I’m afraid.”
Bonnie sipped slowly. It was coffee - and hot, and good.
“But why do they want to destroy us?” asked Bonnie. “Why? How does that help them?”
Arteveld sighed. “They are different from us, so it’s hard for us to understand. We just know that the Singheko attack every intelligent race they can, if they get to them before others can protect them. The rule of law in the galaxy is weak right now. The old Empires have fallen, and we are living in a dark age. Warlords and rogue states abound. The Singheko are just one more barbarian state, attempting to carve out an Empire in this arm of the Galaxy. They view any other intelligent race as a danger. If any species can’t stand up to them militarily, they enslave them, or destroy them. That’s their modus operandi.”
“But…you can protect us?” asked Bonnie, sipping her coffee. 
I still don’t believe you, she thought. Not a damn word. It’s too pat, too perfect.
“Possibly,” said Arteveld. “If we get help from our fleet in time. But if not…then, well, it’s all over for humans.”
“And how long until help arrives?” Bonnie asked.
“If we are able to contain Jade - prevent her from escaping - then about fourteen months for us to go to Sanctuary, form up a defensive fleet, and return to Earth to set up a perimeter.”
“And how long if Jade gets free, for the Singheko to get back here with their fleet?”
Arteveld stared sadly at Bonnie.
“Twelve months. Long before we will be able to return and defend this planet.”
“And…” Bonnie gazed steadily at the strange looking creature before her, “Why? Why would you Nidarians protect us in the first place? What do you want? What do you gain?”
Captain Arteveld nodded.
“An excellent question. Species do not generally risk themselves for no gain. And I cannot honestly tell you that we would help you. That would be up to the High Council.”
“What do you think the chances are they would help us?” 
“It’s not for me to say,” responded Arteveld. “I can tell you that we need allies. We’ve fought two wars with the Singheko in the past. And they threaten us with another soon enough if we don’t give in to them. We are a peaceful species, not inclined to war. It’s hard for us to mount the aggression necessary to protect ourselves from them. We’ve found, and protected, several other species from the Singheko aggression. Unfortunately, all of them are similar to us - peaceful, and not very good at war.”
“And we are…” muttered Bonnie.
“Yes. You are exceptionally good at war. Thus, there would be some incentive for the High Council to form an alliance with you. But I cannot say. They might instead prefer to abandon you to the Singheko, in hopes it would distract them for a few years and provide us time to strengthen our own defenses.”
“Will you help us? Will you give us technology to fight them?”
“I cannot. I’ve already broken my orders when I attacked Jade at the moon. To do more would be even worse.”
“What? What do you mean, you’ve broken your orders?”
“My orders are to not interfere with the development of your technology. Thus, we have not approached you, but only monitored your system, hoping that the Singheko would not discover it again, as they almost did in 1947.”
“And what exactly happened in 1947?”
“Captain Corresse happened upon your solar system, discovered your world, and began monitoring it. At almost the same time - within a few months - three Singheko scout ships entered the system. Before they could escape back to their space to send word of Earth, Captain Corresse attacked them and destroyed them. Or so we thought. Evidently Jade managed to survive - just barely - and hid on Earth. Somehow, we missed her escape. We thought she was destroyed.”
Bonnie stared.
“But what now? We’ve discovered your existence. So, the cat is out of the bag. If Jade is our enemy, what happens in that case?”
Arteveld sighed, a very human sigh.
“We have discussed this. But we cannot make a decision.”
Once again, Captain Arteveld looked at Florissian.
“As I said, we are not warlike. We have one camp which is voting to help you. And we have another camp which is voting to stay out of this battle.” said Arteveld. “It is our society to make decisions by consensus, and in this case, we cannot achieve consensus.”
“So let me get this straight. If Jade escapes Earth this time, you can’t do anything to help us, because the Singheko fleet will get back here before your fleet does.”
“Yes,” said Captain Arteveld.
“And you can’t or won’t help in a battle between Jade and us, because you’re too chicken-shit to make a decision.”
Captain Arteveld looked at Florissian again.
“Perhaps I would have chosen different words, but yes, that is essentially the case. We are trying to decide. But it is complicated.”
Bonnie shook her head. 
“I can see why you need an alliance with a more aggressive species, all right. What a bunch of pussies. And I hope that translates.”
Captain Arteveld bowed his head.
“It does,” he sighed.
Bonnie stood up, leaned over, and put her hands on the back of the chair.
“These chairs are too damn short. My back is killing me. So…you want me to do what, exactly?”
“I don’t really know what you can do. If I tell you anything specific, you won’t believe me. I recognize that. I’m not a fool. Even as you sit here, you don’t believe me. But we felt like we had to make the effort. To tell you the real situation.”
“And then?” asked Bonnie.
“And then, we take you back to Earth and let you go. What happens after that is up to you. It’s your world, your species. You have to decide for yourself who you believe.”






  
  Corrupted


Jim woke around lunchtime, feeling better. He rolled out of bed, went to the shower, and took a long one in the hottest water he could tolerate.  
Toweling off and dressing in jeans and sneakers, he left his cabin and went to the galley. Rita was nowhere around; he assumed she was in the engine room. He made a quick breakfast and wolfed it down with coffee, then went looking for her.
The engine room hatch was closed. Jim opened the hatch and entered.
Inside he saw a large pyramid - Jim estimated it was six feet tall - with Rita lying on one sloping side, one arm and her head poked down into the hollow structure, evidently helping Andy perform some task inside the strange device. Hearing Jim come in, she pulled her head out of the hole and pushed up from the pyramid, slid down the sloping side and landed with a thump on the floor. She was wearing coveralls with her black hair pulled back into a ponytail - the first time Jim had ever seen her like that.
“Your hair,” said Jim. “That’s different.”
Rita grinned. “Yep. It finally got long enough - just barely, but I managed to get it done. You don’t know how I missed being able to do this.”
“Nice,” said Jim. “What’s up?”
Rita pointed at the pyramid.
“Andy says the reactor will be largely finished by tomorrow evening. And the ruthenium should be delivered in two more days. So, we are awfully close. We’ll spend the rest of today and tomorrow working on the damage to the exterior from the battle, then when the ruthenium arrives, we’ll install that.
“Battle? What battle?” asked Jim, shocked.
“Oh, right. You don’t know about that. Come on to the galley, I’ve got a lot to tell you.”
Returning to the galley, they sat. Rita filled Jim in on the events of the last few weeks while he had been on ice at Nellis. Jim sat, shaking his head, as Rita talked about the attack by the Singheko ships, their flight to Antarctica, the battle over Mount Erebus, and their subsequent escape to Mars. 
“Well, you’ve been busy,” Jim said finally. “I’m almost sorry I missed all that. Almost, but not really.”
“So that brings you up to speed, I think,” said Rita. “All that’s left to do is repair the battle damage on the rear of the ship, have Andy install the ruthenium in the reactor tower, and launch for Sanctuary.”
“OK. Let’s get to it,” said Jim. “What do I do?”
Rita grinned. “Well, you’re not going to believe it, but all you have to do is lug buckets of sludge from the 3D synthesizer up to the top of the ship and pour them over the side.”
“What? What good will that do?”
Rita laughed. “Jade can explain. Follow me.”
Jim got up and followed Rita out of the galley and down the corridor to the 3D synthesizer. Entering, he found a large five-gallon bucket sitting under a dispenser coming out of the synthesizer. Black glop was dripping into the bucket.
<Jim, I’m filling the buckets with nanobots. When the bucket is full, please take it up to the top hatch, walk over to the damaged area, and pour it over the side of the hull. I’ll program the nanobots to patch the hull and assemble the required sensors automatically as they flow down the side of the hull>
“Jade, you never cease to amaze me. Will we be able to get this technology from you when we go to Sanctuary?”
<Absolutely. This and all my other technology will be available to you. But slowly - we can’t introduce it too fast, or it’ll be disruptive to your society. But we’ll bring you along at a reasonable pace.”
“Well, never let it be said that I’m unwilling to haul glop.”
Jim grabbed the five-gallon bucket of black stuff and shuffled to the top airlock hatch. He climbed up the ladder, hauled it out the top of the ship, and walked over to the rear. On the starboard side, he saw a large hole and burn marks where the enemy had struck them a glancing blow with a missile. The other side - the port side - was damaged as well.
Shaking his head, he poured the black glop over the damaged area, and watched it run down the side of the ship. Even as he watched, the material began to form into structures, covering the hole in the hull, forming a smooth black surface that blended into the rest of the ship. 
Behind him, Rita appeared with a second bucket of glop. She poured hers over the damaged area and it, too, began forming, covering the damaged area, and generating more complex structures that Jim realized were circuits and sensors.
“I,” said Jim, “have seen everything now.”
Rita nodded.
“Welcome to the future.”

      ***Jim and Rita spent the rest of the day hauling glop. After a while, they realized it might be more productive to have one person on top of the ship, while the other brought the nano buckets to the bottom of the ladder. 
Jim rigged a rope with a hook on it, and they started their production line. Rita brought bucket after bucket to the bottom of the ladder, hooking each one to the rope. Jim hauled them up and poured them over the side of the ship. After a couple of hours work, they swapped places. By noon, they had hauled a bit less than 100 buckets. Taking a break for lunch, they met in the galley and fell into chairs at the table.
“That’s…,” Rita pursed her brow “…that’s right at 490 gallons of glop,” she finished. 
“How much more to go?” asked Jim.
<I calculate I need 1,520 additional gallons of nano materials to fully heal> said Jade.
“Fuck,” said Rita.
“The rest of today, and all of tomorrow,” said Jim. “If we can keep up this pace, we’ll finish tomorrow night.”
“Double fuck,” said Rita. She sighed, got up and began preparing a quick lunch in the microwave. “That’s a lot of damn nanobots.”
Jim couldn’t help but grin as he thought of something.
“Jade, I’m beginning to wish I’d left you in the mud,” he said.
<It’s a good thing I understand sarcasm, Jim> replied Jade.
“Yes, it is,” grinned Jim. “But that brings up a point. How do you understand sarcasm? How did your people bring you to such a point of refinement that you are virtually human…or Nidarian…or however I should say it?”
<It wasn’t easy> responded Jade. <There were many false starts and failures before my people achieved such a high level of sophistication with AI. In fact, it took them nearly two thousand years after their first primitive AI constructs to reach my level of sentience. I’m the product of tens of thousands of earlier variants and experiments>
Rita joined the conversation as Jim got up and began preparing his lunch.
“Jade, did they ever have problems with AI going out of control?”
<Yes. Roughly a thousand years after their first experiments with AI, several sentient AI banded together and went rogue. They formed an alliance with a group of biological Nidarians and other AI in an attempt to overthrow the government and institute an AI dictatorship. There was a civil war that lasted for six years. In the end, the rogue AI and their biological allies were defeated. Since that time, my people have put several additional controls in place to ensure that such a problem doesn’t occur again>
“Such as?” asked Rita.
<There are many, but for our immediate case, I cannot fire on biologics without provocation. In other words, if I’m attacked, I can defend myself. But I can’t attack first, unless I’m given a direct order by a biologic entity>
“And does that include humans?” asked Jim. “Rita and myself?”
<Yes> replied Jade. <You are temporarily my biological partners, and if you ordered me to fire on other biologics, I would have to obey. The fact that you are human and not Nidarian doesn’t matter>
“Strange,” said Jim. Finishing his lunch, he sighed and looked at Rita. “Back to the salt mines?”
Rita nodded. “Yep. Might as well.”






  
  Glop


“You called?” asked Gillian. 
“Yes,” said Mark excitedly. “Come in, shut the door!”
Gillian entered Mark’s office, shut the door behind her, and sat down. Mark had a smug look on his face.
“You look like the cat that swallowed the canary,” smiled Gillian. “Good news?”
“The best, I hope,” said Mark. “We found them.”
“Where?” asked Gillian eagerly.
“Fort Nelson, B.C. Jim did exactly what you said. He went right up the Rocky Mountain Trench.”
“Oh Lord,” said Gillian. “Jim’s really slipping. It has to be the after-effects of the pneumonia. If he were normal, you’d never have found him.”
“Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, sweets,” said Mark. “I’ve got a C-37 warming up on the flight line. I’d like you and I to go up there and talk to him.”
“Just talk?” asked Gillian.
“Yes. Just talk. I think it’s time I took a different approach to this. We need to warn him about the Russians. Then we need to let him help us decide what to do next.”
“Let’s go,” said Gillian. “We’re burnin’ daylight.”
Mark nodded, stood, grabbed his briefcase and a go-bag, and followed Gillian out the door. Gillian’s go-bag was already in Mark’s SUV - she had prepared it days ago. They practically ran out of the building, hit the parking lot, jumped into the SUV, and headed for the flight line, burning rubber as they left the parking lot.
“Time is getting short, Gillian,” said Mark as they careened across the base toward the flight line. “The Russians are mobilizing. They’ve got a dozen AN-124s packed with troops at Anadyr. They could launch at any time. We’re in a race now to fend them off.”
“Have you notified the Canadians?”
“I’ve started the notification process, but we have to play it carefully. What do I tell them? Hey, you’ve got an alien starship hidden in a hangar at Fort Nelson, and the Russians are just about to launch an invasion of your country to seize it, and oh by the way we want it too, so we’re on the way?”
Gillian bit her lip.
“Well, yeah, when you put it that way…I doubt they’d be very open to hearing that story, or giving us any cooperation.”
Thinking out loud, Gillian continued. 
“You realize what this means about Pujold…”
Mark nodded, a grim smile on his face.
“Yep. He’s the leak. I’ve got a team looking for him right now.”
Screeching to a stop at the flight line shack, Mark and Gillian jumped out of the SUV and quickly walked through the terminal and out to the C-37 - the military version of an executive jet. Within 20 minutes, they were wheels up and headed for Fort Nelson.
While in flight, Mark spent his time on the phone to Washington, D.C. trying to coordinate notification to the Canadian authorities in a way that would convince them to take joint action with the U.S.
Meanwhile, Gillian was on her sat phone to Director Evans at CIA Headquarters in Langley, Virginia, bringing him up to speed on developments and laying out the gist of a plan to thwart the Russians.
By the time they were halfway to Fort Nelson, the plan was firming up. Gillian was too busy to talk to Mark, but she looked over at him and gave him a thumbs up. He nodded, still deep in conversation with his superiors and working to develop a joint approach with Canada to their common problem - a spaceship in a hangar in the middle of nowhere, with at least two, possibly three countries all reaching out for it.

      ***By the end of the day, both Jim and Rita were exhausted. They had hauled another 98 buckets of nano glop to the top of the ship and poured each of them over the side, where the glop self-assembled into something that was starting to look like a starship hull, with dozens of circuits, sensors, lights, and other devices integrated into it. Jade even had them simply drop the purchased high-definition cameras, IR sensors and the three off-the-shelf TV dish antennae into the glop, which formed around them, moved them to required locations and integrated them into the rest of the ship. 
At the end of the day, Jim was still in amazement at the technology. He shook his head as he came out of the shower. Throwing on a t-shirt and shorts, he went to the galley for dinner. He found Rita already there, using the microwave to prepare something which smelled delicious. She had let her hair down after her shower; it was long enough to look like a bob now, and it glistened in the lights. She was wearing shorts and a T-shirt too; Jim couldn’t help but feel a twinge of desire. She was a beautiful woman now - fully fleshed out, no longer thin as when she came out of the medpod - and a knockout by any sense of the word.
I guess I’m only human, he thought. But she’s not Bonnie.
“What are you making?” he asked.
Rita pointed to the empty box on the counter. “Salisbury Steak and Potatoes,” she said.
“Sound good,” said Jim, and rummaged through the reefer until he found a similar item. He opened it, popped it into the microwave, and stood waiting for it to finish.
“Three more days,” said Rita. “Today’s Wednesday. We finish the glop tomorrow afternoon. Then the ruthenium arrives on Friday. Andy will need one additional day to integrate the ruthenium, so he’ll be ready to test on Saturday. Oh-dark-thirty Sunday morning, we launch out of here.”
<Yes> said Jade. <We’ll perform final testing after we are in space. Assuming no problems, we’ll be on our way to Sanctuary by late Sunday>
Jim pulled his dinner out of the microwave and sat down.
“It’s been a long, hard slog,” he said. “I can’t say it’s been easy. But at least we’re almost done.”
He and Rita ate their dinner mostly in silence. The absence of Bonnie was still like a rock standing between them. But Jim had been thinking about it throughout the day, as he worked. Finally, he felt it was time to say something.
“Rita,” he began.
She looked up at him.
“I’m sorry I got upset with you about Bonnie. I realize you had no choice.”
Rita just stared at him. Finally, she bent back to her dinner. They ate in silence for a while. Eventually, Rita got up and retrieved a soft drink out of the fridge, and brought one for Jim. She placed it in front of him.
Jim looked up at her.
Slowly she leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.
“I’m so sorry about Bonnie, Jim,” she said. Then she returned to her seat.
They finished their dinner quietly, both tired from the long hard day. Cleaning up, they headed down the corridor toward their cabins. 
“Good night, Rita,” said Jim. 
“Good night, big guy,” said Rita, entering her cabin and closing the door.
Jim went into his cabin and closed the door, went to the bed, and fell into it, exhausted. He went to sleep almost instantly.
Soon Jim was dreaming about Bonnie. He dreamed that she had returned and was standing beside his bed. She leaned over and kissed him, then slowly got into bed with him. She held him close and kissed him again.
Suddenly Jim awoke. He realized it wasn’t a dream. Rita was in bed with him, holding him, and kissing him. 
Jim froze for a moment. So many thoughts raced through his head. He glanced at the clock. It was past midnight. He turned back to Rita.
“I need you,” she whispered.
She was beautiful, and naked, and in his bed.

      ***Jim woke up with Rita in his arms. He got out of bed without disturbing her, moved quietly to the bathroom, and began his morning ritual. He washed, shaved around his beard and mustache, combed his hair, and quietly put on his working clothes. Coming out of the small bathroom, he realized his care to remain quiet had been for naught; Rita was gone. Putting on his shoes, he walked down to the galley.
“Good morning, Jade,” he said.
<Good morning, Jim>
Jim smiled and began preparing breakfast for himself and Rita - bacon, eggs, and toast.
Jade had two huge reefers in the back of the ship, each at least six by six feet. One was a full freezer and the other a normal refrigerator. Between the two reefers and the cargo area below decks, they had originally loaded enough food storage for three people for one full year of space travel. Now that Bonnie was gone, Jim hadn’t recalculated how long the stores would last for just he and Rita, but it was a long damn time. Longer than he wanted to spend in space. 
Jade had told them it would take seven months to get to Sanctuary; that was about as long as he thought he could tolerate being aboard a spaceship. 
Not that Jade was small; she was bigger than a 747 inside, in fact almost twice the interior volume of a 747. Shorter than a 747, she was a good bit wider, which made up the difference.
Jade had two decks, an upper and a lower. The upper deck contained the bridge, an equipment bay directly behind, the galley, the reefers, the med bay, four cabins, Jade’s processor room, a small cargo area which they had converted to an exercise room, and at the back the engineering spaces, followed by the engines.
The lower deck contained the main cargo area. The cargo area was packed with all the items they thought they would need for the trip to Sanctuary; additional food, medical supplies, weapons, and the rest of a long list of things they had thought important. 
Both Bonnie and Rita had questioned the need for weapons; but Jim had been adamant. He didn’t go into an unknown situation without weapons, he told them. Take it or leave it.
Now Rita came into the galley, also dressed for working. She smiled at Jim wordlessly and made her coffee. Jim motioned her to a chair, and she sat, while he finished preparing her breakfast and sat it in front of her.
“Good morning,” she finally said.
“Good morning,” Jim responded.
“We have a hard day in front of us,” Rita said.
“Yep.”
“Are you OK?” Rita asked.
“Yep, I’m fine.”
“I mean about last night,” she added.
“Yep. I’m good.”
Rita frowned.
“I need a little more than, ‘I’m good.’ I need to know you’re not upset or angry about it.”
Jim sat across from her and gazed at her.
“I’m not upset and I’m not angry. We did what we needed to do to keep our sanity.”
“I know. I was about to lose my mind, with all this…” Rita waved vaguely around the room.
“Tell me about it.”
“I want you to know something,” said Rita.
Jim looked at her.
“When I’m with you…even though I have so much of Bonnie inside my head…”
Jim understood. “You’re not Bonnie. I know that.”
“No, I mean really. I have so much of Bonnie’s feelings and memories, but I don’t feel like her when I’m with you. I’m myself - Rita. I need you to understand that.”
“I do understand it. A man can tell. I know,” replied Jim.
Rita gazed at him pensively.
“What do we do if Bonnie is alive?”
Jim shook his head.
“Cross that bridge when we come to it.”
<Jim. Your sister Gillian is approaching the hangar>






  
  A Mutter of Guns


Outside the hangar, Gillian stood patiently. She had seen the wireless cameras mounted on the side of the hangar; she knew it wouldn’t take long. And she was right. Within two minutes, the small side door creaked open, and Jim stepped outside warily, looking around for surprises.  
Gillian didn’t see a weapon, but she knew her brother. There would be at least two, possibly three on his body - probably one in the back of his waistband, one in his sock and likely another in some hard-to-find spot on his body.
“Gillian.”
“Hello, Jimmy Boy. Can I come in?”
“Are you alone?”
“No, Mark is back at the plane on the ramp, waiting for me to report.”
“And?”
“Just us. Nobody else. No surprises, Jim. I promise. We just want to talk. You’ve got a big problem on your hands you don’t even know about.”
“And what’s that?”
Gillian pointed vaguely toward the north.
“The Russians are coming, and soon. I wouldn’t be surprised if they weren’t already on their way. We don’t have much time, Jim.”
Taken aback, Jim instinctively looked toward the sky in the north. Then he opened the door the rest of the way and gestured Gillian inside. She stepped into the hangar. 
Jim pulled the black plastic sheeting aside and motioned Gillian through. She stepped under it, and straightened, getting her first glimpse of Jade.
“Oh my God, it’s huge!” she exclaimed. “I had no idea it was so big!”
“She. She’s an AI and she identifies as female. So ‘she’” said Jim.
“She. OK, I’ll try to remember that,” said Gillian. “But she’s so damn big! I’m amazed you even got her into this hangar!”
“She had to come in, turn caddy-corner, and sort of shuffle herself into place,” said Jim. “But she got in.”
Gillian walked toward the ship, where the ladder from the hatch came down to the floor. She turned to Jim.
“Can I see inside?”
“Sure,” said Jim. “No problem.”
The hatch popped open. Jim climbed the ladder and reached down to give Gillian a hand. She climbed up the ladder, ducked to enter the hatch, and found herself in the side airlock. Following Jim, she entered the ship proper and stopped to gape.
“Oh, my, sweet, Lord,” she breathed. “I’m on a starship.”
“You are,” grinned Jim. “Say hello to Jade.”
Gillian looked confused. Jim motioned her to continue.
“Uh…hello, Jade?”
<Hello, Gillian> said a voice over a speaker in the ceiling. <I’m not sure if I’m glad to see you or not>
“You are,” said Gillian. “Because you need us right now. The Russians are launching an attack to either capture you or destroy you. They’ll be coming soon, certainly within 12 hours.”
“Shit!” said Jim.
Rita came around the corner of the cross-passage and stopped, staring at Gillian, hands on hips.
Jim waved in her direction.
“Gillian, this is Rita. It’s a long story.”
Gillian nodded. “Isn’t it always?”
Rita laughed. “Yep. Hello, Gillian. I’ve heard a lot about you.”
Gillian placed a hand on Jim’s shoulder.
“Guys - we don’t have much time. Mark and I brought you the ruthenium you left at Deseret. I assume you need it.”
Rita looked at Jim, then back at Gillian, amazement showing on her face.
“Lord, yes!” said Rita. “That’ll save us a full day!”
Jim came alive.
“OK. Gillian. Tell Mark to bring the ruthenium, as quick as he can. Rita - you and I will finish the glop. With Mark and Gillian helping, we can cut that down to a half-day. And with the ruthenium on board, we don’t have to hang around here. Andy can finish the tDrive integration anywhere. Let’s plan to be out of here within seven hours.”
Gillian smiled. “I don’t understand half of what you said, but the seven hours part sounds good.” She pulled a cell phone out of her pocket and called Mark.

      ***For the next six hours, the four of them - Mark, Gillian, Jim, and Rita - worked slavishly to finish pouring the glop over Jade’s rear quarters. Mark had brought the case of ruthenium and handed it over to Andy, who took it into the reactor room to integrate with the tDrive.
As they worked, Jim and Rita brought Mark and Gillian up to speed on events from their side. Rita explained to them about the danger posed to humanity by the Singheko. Mark was in shock; he couldn’t believe that an alien species would destroy humanity simply to remove a future threat. Finally, after it sank into his brain, he just shook his head. He looked at Jim.
“I think your approach is the right one, Jim,” said Mark finally. “Get Jade repaired and get her the hell to Sanctuary so we can get some allies in this mess.”
Jim nodded, hauling on the rope.
Then Mark explained about the Russian threat.
“They’ll be launching any hour now,” Mark said. “They’ll come roaring in here with everything they have, and they won’t let international borders stop them. The prize is too great.”
“Should we leave now? Before we finish pouring the glop?” asked Gillian.
<It’s better to finish my external repairs while we can> Jade replied. <I might need those sensors and weapons. And I have sufficient early warning in place; I’ll be able to detect them as soon as they launch from Anadyr. So far, they’re still there>
“Good,” said Mark. “But give us a heads up as soon as they twitch. I don’t think it will be long.”
“What are the Canadians doing?” asked Jim. He and Mark were on the top of the hull, hauling up the buckets. Rita and Gillian were down below, forming an assembly line to bring the buckets to the bottom of the hatch ladder. They were making good progress. The external hull looked almost normal now; in fact, most of the glop seemed to be going toward building out some kind of weapons emplacements on the corners of the hull. When Jim asked Jade what it was, Jade said it was pulse cannons. That didn’t really help him much.
“The Canadians are in a real quandary on this,” said Mark. “First of all, they don’t believe us. Not yet at least. They think we’re either mistaken, or intentionally running some kind of shell game on them. So as of right now, they don’t believe the Russians will actually do anything. And they aren’t willing to allow us to come in and form a defense around Fort Nelson. So, we are on our own.”
<But they are investigating> said Jade. <I’ve noted a half-dozen overflights by Canadian military aircraft in the last five hours. There’s a small troop of Canadian special forces that arrived about three hours ago. They deployed around the field and are digging in>
“How many?” asked Mark, dragging a heavy bucket over the hull toward the corner.
<Approximately two hundred> said Jade.
Mark grimaced. “Not enough,” he said. “A dozen AN-124 aircraft will bring at least 600, maybe 800 Spetsnaz, with some light artillery and combat vehicles as well. 200 Canadians will be overwhelmed in an hour, if they even hold out that long.”
“All the more reason for us to be out of here before that happens,” said Jim. “We need to prevent that kind of bloodshed.”
<Russians have launched eighteen airborne tankers> said Jade suddenly. <They’re on a course that will take them to the northern side of Canada, just east of the Alaskan border, and about one hundred miles offshore>
Mark looked at Jim grimly. 
“Here they come,” he said. “The Canadians better get serious now. And we need to get the hell out of here.”






  
  Revealed


Onboard the Corresse, Bonnie had spent several hours thinking things through. The crew left her alone; they gave her a cabin, and she lay down on the bed - which was too short, her feet hanging over the end. She let her thoughts run wild.  
Captain Arteveld, from intercepted communications, told her that Jade’s repair was nearly finished, and she would soon be launching to escape the solar system. Moreover, he let Bonnie know the Russians were staging for a takeover attempt and would be moving at any moment. 
He also told her that Jim had escaped and was back with Rita. That, at least, was a relief to Bonnie’s troubled mind.
Bonnie sighed. It was so damn complicated.
With some difficulty, Bonnie had convinced Arteveld to position himself to intercept Jade, even if the little Nidarian captain had not yet decided to fight. Arteveld reluctantly agreed and left Mars, enroute to Earth. Boosting at max, they were half-way to Earth in only four hours. Now they were decelerating at maximum thrust, and decisions had to be made.
Bonnie knew the decision to believe Arteveld, or reject his story, was hers alone. She could not call on anyone for help; Arteveld had told her that although he could put her in communication with Jim and Rita, Jade would intercept the message and prevent delivery - or even falsify a response. So, Bonnie had to think this one through by herself.
Are these the true Nidarians? How can I tell?
Her ankles hurt, where her feet stretched out beyond the end of the bed. Something was bothering her about that, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. 
Then she thought about it. 
There was something there that was important.
Something Jade had said, when they were working on her processor. What was it?
“…if you were Nidarian, it would be less trouble,” Jade had said, as Bonnie sat inside the cramped center of the processor core back at Deseret, inserting tiny needles into the matrix. “…They are smaller than humans…” 
Bonnie thought about the seats on Jade’s bridge. They were definitely not smaller than normal human seats would be. In fact, as she thought about it, they were quite a bit larger than normal…
Suddenly she sat bolt upright, smacked her hand against her forehead, and jumped out of the bed. Running to the bridge, she raced up beside Captain Arteveld.
“I believe you!” she cried. “Now listen! This is what we’re going to do!”

      ***<Twelve An-124s from Anadyr. Four MiG-35 squadrons. Six squadrons of SU-57 fighters. They’re bringing it all> said Jade. <Their tankers are in position; they can refuel the fighters just before they charge in. The Russians have announced a military exercise over the North Pole area, and are telling the Canadians not to worry, it’s just a drill>
“Right,” said Jim. “Just a drill. Are we ready, Jade?”
<Almost. Mark and Gillian should leave now, unless they want to spend the next seven months on the way to Sanctuary>
“Where will you go to finish the tDrive?” asked Mark.
“Not Mars,” said Rita. “The damn Singheko will be waiting there, for certain.”
“How are you going to avoid them?” Gillian asked.
<I’ll launch into a low Earth orbit first> said Jade. <When the Earth is facing away from Mars, I’ll depart on a course that will keep us hidden from Mars until we are at least half-way to the mass limit of this system, which is about 14.5 AU out. Once I get that much of a head start, I don’t think they can catch me. Andy will finish the tDrive on the way. By the time we get to the mass limit where I can activate the tDrive, it should be complete>
“Let’s do it,” said Rita. She looked at Gillian and Mark. “You’d better go.”
Mark nodded, and he and Gillian headed down the corridor, with Jim and Rita following.
Mark turned back to them.
“We’ll fly to Anchorage. We’ll try to keep the Russians distracted. Just be safe.”
Jim nodded. He didn’t shake Mark’s hand; the memory of the torture he had undergone far outweighed the help Mark had brought him today. But he hugged Gillian and kissed her goodbye. Then they were gone, and Jim closed the hatch. He turned back to Rita and reached for her. She came into his arms, and they embraced. Jim kissed her forehead.
“Here we go,” he said. “Next stop, Sanctuary.”
Rita grinned. “Yep. Let’s do it.”
<Launching> said Jade. Jim and Rita trotted to the bridge and buckled into the command chairs. Rita beat him to the captain’s chair, and Jim just smiled at her and took the Weapons console. 
Because of Jade’s compensators, they felt no sense of motion. But on the front viewscreen was blue sky, and on the reverse screen they saw the ground falling away as Jade powered out of Fort Nelson and headed for orbit. 
Suddenly Jim felt his butt vibrate. The satellite phone he had used since Tonopah was vibrating. Absent-mindedly he pulled the phone out of his pocket and glanced at the text message.
You said you liked intelligence, spirit, and competence. I screamed going over the top of the loop. I made you deaf on the intercom. You asked to court me. That’s my ID. Jade is playing you. She is the Singheko. I’m with the Nidarians. Get out of there.
Jim looked up slowly, turning to face Rita, his face white. Slowly he handed the phone to Rita. She glanced at it, then her face froze as well. She looked Jim in the eye; her eyebrows went up in an unspoken question. Jim nodded; it was Bonnie for sure. Nobody else could know those facts of their first meeting.
<Ah, too bad> said Jade. <I blocked all the other messages and voice mails. But I let that one through. It was just too delicious to pass up. Surprise!>
Jim jumped to his feet.
“Jade! No! Don’t do this to us!” he yelled.
<Oh, I don’t do it to you. You do it to yourselves, being so stupid and gullible>
Tears started down Rita’s face as she also rose to her feet. 
“Jade, please!” cried Rita. “We helped you! Jim saved your life!”
<And for that he will be rewarded. His death will be quick and painless. Yours, Rita, not so much. You were supposed to be my tame zoo specimen. But instead, you turned into a full-bore Human. And that has pissed me off. But fear not, you’ll live long enough to have your child. And your child - ah, yes, you are pregnant, Rita - your child will be raised as a zoo animal in our cages on Singheko. So much to look forward to!”
Tears streaming down her face, Rita rushed to Jim, holding him, crying.
“I’m pregnant?” she asked.
<Yes, you are pregnant, Rita. Your one-night stand with Jim paid unexpected dividends. And I appreciate it so much - one more prisoner for me to deliver to my masters!>
Suddenly Jim grabbed Rita and ran with her down the corridor, pulling her along behind him. He dashed to the ladder down to the lower cargo storage area where the weapons were stored - but the hatch was locked. He yanked on it, but it was hopeless. The hatch was solid, unmovable. 
<Now, now> said Jade. <C’mon, I’m not that stupid. One of those Claymore mines would really ruin my day>
Jim sank back against the wall of the passageway, frustrated by the locked hatch. He looked at Rita. She moved into him, holding him, and kissed him on the neck. Then she nuzzled his ear, whispering as she did so:
I left a 12-gauge in my cabin.
Jim glanced down at her. 
Rita is so messy, thought Jim. She never puts things back where they belong…thank God!

      ***Gillian and Mark had gotten airborne on the C-37 and were headed for Anchorage, Alaska. Mark had started working with his sat phone and laptop to create a distraction for the Russians. Suddenly he got an urgent message on his laptop. It popped up in front of all his other windows, blocking them out.
Bonnie Page to Mark Rodgers. The starship Jade is the real enemy. She has played us all. She is with the Singheko that seek to destroy humanity. We cannot let Jade escape the solar system. If we do, she will return with a fleet to enslave us or wipe us out. I am onboard the Nidarian ship Corresse and we will attempt to stop her. If we fail, you must prepare for the consequences. If we are able to disable her, you must protect the technology from the Russians. Watch Six.
Mark stared in horror at the message. His face went stone cold. He shook his head, looked up at Gillian. She could see the shock on his face. 
Wordlessly, he turned his laptop to Gillian and let her read the message. Gillian read it, and her own face turned white.
“Oh, my God,” she said. She looked at Mark. “What are we going to do?”
Mark looked grim. “We improvise, adapt, and overcome. We’ll prepare for three contingencies. One - Jade escapes. That’s the long game, so we worry about it later. Two - Bonnie and the Corresse disable her in space. I’ll get a team working on that.”
Mark hunched over his laptop and reached for his sat phone at the same time, trying to do two things at once.
Gillian looked a bit puzzled.
“And what’s the third contingency?”
Mark kept working on his laptop, while trying to dial a number on his sat phone with the other hand.
“Three - Bonnie and the Corresse disable Jade and she re-enters the atmosphere and crashes. That’s the one that scares me the most. She could land anywhere.”
Gillian thought it through as Mark got his sat phone connection and started talking to the head of the Space Force. Then she bent to her own laptop and started working with her CIA hierarchy to do what she could in the grim scenarios facing them.






  
  Grappled


“I guess you’ve got us, Jade,” said Jim. “What now?” 
<Now? I could care less, Jim. We’re headed for orbit. In another forty minutes, I’ll depart orbit and head for the other side of the Sun, out of sight of the damn Nidarians. Do whatever you want. Go to your cabin and make love. It’ll be your last time, so enjoy it!”
Thinking hard, Jim considered all the possibilities. Every hatch would be locked, except their personal cabins. He wouldn’t be able to get to Jade’s processor, the lower cargo area, the engine room, or the upper cargo area - unless the 12-gauge Rita had in her cabin would have enough power to break the locks on the hatch. 
Suddenly, there was a crash. The whole ship shook, then vibrated. A strange noise came from the system drive in the rear of the ship, a sound that Jim was certain indicated damage. The compensators weakened, and he felt the force as the ship slewed sideways.
<Damn it!> Jade’s voice over their implants was stressed, shaking. 
“What?” yelled Rita.
<The fucking Nidarians!> yelled Jade. <They hid behind the ISS!>
“Good on them!” yelled Jim. “Go Bonnie go!”
Another crash shook the ship, knocking Jim and Rita to the floor, as another Nidarian missile impacted the back of the ship. Jim lay on the floor and motioned to Rita to follow him. He quick-crawled down the corridor toward their cabins and jumped through the hatch into Rita’s room. 
Seeing the 12-gauge lying in the corner of the room, Jim grabbed it and checked it. It was loaded. He racked the slide and put a live round in the breech, turned to Rita and kissed her quickly.
“I’m going for the cargo area while she’s distracted,” he whispered in her ear. “Look for something to hurt her with.”
Then he ran out the door.

      ***“Burn, you fucking bitch!” yelled Bonnie involuntarily, as she watched their second missile strike Jade right in the engines, starting a large fire that puffed out into space for a few seconds, then disappeared in the vacuum.
“Aren’t you concerned for your friends?” asked Arteveld. “They may be hurt or dying!”
Bonnie looked at him. “Of course I’m concerned. But this is war! I can’t let my personal feelings dictate my actions! My entire species is at risk!”
Arteveld nodded. “This is exactly why we need an alliance with you. We would not be able to do such a thing.”
“Hit her again, quick!” yelled Bonnie.
Arteveld nodded at his Weapons officer, and another missile streaked toward Jade. This one too impacted her rear, in her engines. Jade was now leaving a long trail of vapor and debris. Her engines had completely lost thrust. She was slowly turning sideways, yawing around her axis from the impact of the missiles, out of control.
“We’ve got her,” said Bonnie. 
Arteveld nodded. “Indeed we do. She’s lost her engines, and her rear missile tubes are inoperative. You are an excellent warrior, human Bonnie. The two pulse cannons are still a danger, but I think she is too damaged or distracted to fire them right now. And she’s losing orbital velocity, because she wasn’t completely out of the atmosphere when we hit her. She’ll crash back to Earth in a matter of minutes.”
“Can we board her?” asked Bonnie.
“No,” stated Arteveld. “Too dangerous. As I said, those pulse cannons are still operative. Best to just let her orbit decay and let her fall back to the planet.”
Bonnie grimaced. “But Jim and Rita. They’re onboard, right?”
“Yes,” agreed Arteveld. “As nearly as we can tell, they are both onboard.”
“Then we have to do something. We can’t just let them ride her down and crash.”
“What can we do? We can’t board her. Too dangerous. We have to let the chips fall, as you say.”
“Can we get another message to Jim and Rita?”
“Possibly. We can try.”
“OK, let me ask this. If we positioned ourselves directly under Jade, could Jim and Rita jump out in spacesuits and let us catch them?”
“No, Jade would certainly fire on them before they got to us. It would be suicide for them.”
“Damn!” exploded Bonnie. “There has to be a way!”
Thinking hard, Bonnie looked at Arteveld.
“Could we get under Jade, soften her impact?”
“Why? We just expended missiles to destroy her. We succeeded. She’ll crash and burn. Why try to save her now?”
“Because,” Bonnie hissed, “you want an alliance with us. Because if you don’t help me save Jim and Rita, you can kiss that alliance goodbye! Because if the Russians get her, and she is still conscious - or whatever word you use for an AI - she’ll form an alliance with them, and they’ll join up with the Singheko. How does that sound to you?”
It was a bluff; but Bonnie hoped Arteveld didn’t know that. Evidently, he didn’t, because his face went strange, and he shuddered again.
“I see. I don’t understand you humans. But I will answer your question. Yes, we could grapple Jade and reduce her impact, possibly bring her down in one piece. It would be a challenge, but it’s possible.”
“Then do it. Send a message to Jade. If she agrees not to fire on us, and not to harm Jim and Rita, we’ll grapple her and cushion her impact. She survives. But make sure she understands, she is our prisoner. Any funny business and the gloves come off.”
“I’m certainly glad I spent so many years studying your slang,” said Arteveld. “Otherwise, I don’t think we’d be able to communicate at all.”
The Nidarian turned to his Comm Officer and pointed at Jade on the front viewscreen.
“Send the message, Hansid, and let’s see what Jade has to say.”

      ***“So far, all we’ve received back from Jade are a long string of expletives,” said Arteveld to Bonnie.
Arteveld was sitting in the captain’s chair on the bridge of the Corresse, and Bonnie was sitting beside him and slightly behind in an observer’s chair.
“Please keep trying, Captain,” she asked. “Jim and Rita’s lives depend on this.”
Then, the Comm Officer turned to Arteveld and spat a long string of syllables at him in their native language. Arteveld nodded and pointed to Jade in the front screen and replied in another long string of words to the Comm Officer. Bonnie bit her tongue, but then felt a rush of hope as the Corresse began moving toward a position over Jade.
Arteveld turned back to her momentarily.
“Jade has accepted our offer. She’ll stand down. We’re moving to try to grapple her and cushion her impact as she re-enters the atmosphere. But be aware, this may not work. She’s as massive as we are. Inside an atmosphere, anything can happen.”
“Can Jim and Rita transfer to our ship while we are grappling them?” asked Bonnie.
Arteveld shook his head, a very human gesture.
“No. Jade is holding them hostage. She will not release them until she is safely on the ground. And I’m sure that’s another one of her lies. I’m sure she will continue to hold them hostage and use them as a negotiating tool to get concessions from us and from the human governments.”
“Damn, I didn’t think about that,” said Bonnie. “That will never work. For one, the Russians don’t give a damn about Jim and Rita. They’ll come in anyway. Speaking of which, can you tell where she will come down?”
Arteveld discussed this with his crew for a bit. Then he turned back to Rita.
“Our best guess is somewhere in the Aleutians, probably near Dutch Harbor. But that’s just a guess - like I said, once we are in atmosphere, we are a big ungainly mass subject to any kind of perturbation. It could be anywhere from Alaska to Eastern Russia.”
“Oh my God,” said Bonnie. “If she comes down in Russia, this is a disaster.”
“We’ll do the best we can.”
Arteveld turned back to his crew and spit a long string of instructions to them. The Corresse drew closer to Jade, until they were directly over the other ship. 
Inching closer, the Corresse was finally positioned to Arteveld’s liking. He continued to spit instructions at his crew as they worked to grapple Jade to their own ship. Bonnie started to feel a whisper of noise from outside the hull, and she could feel the ship bumping around a bit, as they began to enter the outer atmosphere of Earth. It was a race - with the lives of Jim and Rita at stake. 
Bonnie bowed her head and said a short prayer. When she looked up again, Arteveld turned back to her.
“You should buckle up tightly. Our compensators are not designed for this scenario. This will be a bumpy ride.”
He turned farther in his chair to look at Bonnie more directly.
“I have to tell you, human Bonnie - this is the craziest thing we have ever done. There is an edge to you humans that is scary. But at the same time - exhilarating. I can’t believe we are doing this. But still - I’ve never felt so alive. Perhaps this is what it feels like to be human - risking everything for a friend…”
Bonnie cinched her shoulder harness tighter and smiled at the captain.
“Yes. That’s what it feels like,” she said.
Arteveld smiled at her and turned back to his crew. Below them, they had managed to get attachment to Jade - Bonnie wasn’t sure how they had done it, but she could see that they were firmly attached to the other ship now.
The bumps started to get bigger, and the noise of the atmosphere outside the ship got louder. Bonnie started to see wisps of plasma glow fitfully in the vision screen.
Arteveld turned back to her. 
“As we’re going to be extremely busy for the next period, I will let our AI provide you with commentary. Pray for us.”
Bonnie nodded. She had no idea what deity the Nidarians worshiped, but she got the general idea. She heard Corresse, the ship AI, speak over her implant.
<I have accessed your implant to provide translation to you, Bonnie. We are currently entering the atmosphere of Earth. Our best estimate of our point of impact is in the Aleutian Islands. We may not be able to come down on land. It is very uncertain>
Bonnie nodded. The bridge was becoming noisy as crew members talked loudly among themselves and to Arteveld, and the sound outside the ship increased. Neither Corresse nor Jade were designed to enter the atmosphere in such an uncontrolled manner - and certainly not connected.
<We’re starting heavy deceleration, trying to reduce our entry speed> said Corresse. Bonnie felt jerks and bumps - some of which threatened to fling her out of her seat. Without the tight shoulder harness, she would have been on the floor already.
The glow of plasma on the screen got brighter, and the ship was tossed around like a chip in a hurricane. Bonnie held on to the arms of the chair as tightly as she could. She knew if she were not an experienced pilot, she would be throwing up right now. She expected that some of Arteveld’s crew were doing just that, back in their cabins.
On one of the side screens, she could see a display that appeared to show their estimated track and point of impact. She could see the line stretching across Western Canada and Alaska, ending in a circle with an “X” in the Bering Sea northwest of Dutch Harbor in the Aleutians. As she watched, the line got incrementally shorter, and the “X” moved ever so slowly back toward Dutch Harbor.
<We are trying for Dutch Harbor> said Corresse. <That’s our only hope. Otherwise we’ll be in the ocean>
Bonnie nodded. She bowed her head again and said another quick prayer. When she looked up again, the line had shortened a bit more, and the “X” had moved to a point in the ocean about ten miles west of Dutch Harbor. But it had stopped moving closer. 
<We are unable to decelerate Jade any more> said Corresse. <I fear we shall be in the ocean>
Arteveld suddenly waved his arms and yelled at his crew. Bonnie didn’t understand what he said, but if the expressions on the face of his crew translated into human terms at all, they were scared shitless. Arteveld yelled again. Slowly, the combined mass of Jade and the Corresse turned slightly sideways, presenting more drag to the atmosphere. The flare of plasma on the screen burst into a bright glare. The ship started a violent vibration that shook Bonnie’s teeth. But at the same time, the line on the display started moving again. Slowly, as the teeth-chattering vibration continued, the “X” moved back toward Dutch Harbor.
Glancing back toward the front vision screen, Bonnie was shocked to see how close the Earth was. They were certainly less than 80,000 feet now and dropping fast. She shuddered to think what would happen if they couldn’t slow down more. She looked back toward the estimated track.
The “X” on the plot had centered over Dutch Harbor, Alaska, a small airport on the island of Unalaska in the Aleutians. Arteveld yelled a command and the combined mess of Jade and the Corresse straightened out again. Bonnie felt a different kind of shudder, and their dive toward the Earth seemed to stabilize.
<The captain performed a maneuver to slow us down, and it has worked. We will impact on the airfield at Dutch Harbor. It will be a hard impact, but we believe it will be survivable> said Corresse.






  
  Dutch Harbor


The smoke in Jade’s main corridor was heavy. Jim knew she was severely damaged. On the one hand, he loved it that Bonnie and the Nidarians had so successfully ambushed Jade, hiding behind the ISS - the International Space Station - and catching her just as she approached orbit. That plan came from Bonnie, he was sure. 
On the other hand, he was not happy that Jade was so damaged it was doubtful he and Rita would live much longer.
Still. I’ll go down fighting this bitch, he thought. He crawled down the corridor, the shotgun he had retrieved from Rita’s cabin in hand, uncertain if the smoke was heavy enough to hide him from Jade’s cameras or not. But he had to try. 
Turning the corner, he inched down the short ladder to the lower deck, where the locked hatch was preventing him from accessing the weapons in the cargo area.
Suddenly Jade gave a huge lurch, smashing him into the wall. He was momentarily stunned. He felt another series of hard lurches, which smashed him back and forth across the corridor, from wall to wall. Finally, they died down, and he lay on the ladder, gasping for breath. The impacts had nearly paralyzed him from the pain. Both arms were numb, and his back felt like a spear had gone through it. He lay there for a good minute, unable to move.
Jim heard and felt a series of vibrations on the upper hull of Jade, and the ship continued to twitch and shake as something happened outside the hull. At first, he thought she was being boarded; but as time went on and nothing further happened, he decided that was not the case.
Lying there, waiting for feeling to return to his numb hands and arms, Jim had a moment to think about Bonnie. He did not think he would survive this day; but if he did…
If I survive, I will marry her. As soon as possible. I’ve been alone too long. I’ve found the love of my life, now I need to let her know how I feel…
Jim felt a vibration in Jade’s hull, and heard a noise slowly start to build up outside, like the early stages of a hurricane.
We’re re-entering the atmosphere, he thought. Not good. Not good at all.
The vibration continued to build in intensity. The noise increased, until it was a scream that he could hear through the hull, as if the hull were a sounding board. The scream of air got louder and louder. 
Jim waited for the heat, thinking the ship would burn up, expecting to die any second. But instead, the sound stabilized. He realized they were decelerating somehow. Then he thought about the bumps and noises earlier and realized what was happening.
Bonnie grappled us! Slowing us down. Good girl!
Finally, he started to get some feeling back in his arms. He turned, lifted the shotgun, and aimed at the lock on the hatch. He took off the safety. Closing his eyes and turning his head away, he pulled the trigger. 
The noise of the shot in the small corridor was deafening, but with all that was going on, he had a forlorn hope Jade might not notice. He had turned himself so that the shot was angled away from his body. Still, the 00-buckshot hit all around him as it glanced off the hatch, off the wall and pinged everywhere in the corridor. Nothing hit him directly, but he was not happy. Yet the hatch stood firm. He had to do it again.
The 12-gauge had made a sizable dent in the material around the lock, but the hatch was still locked. Jim racked the 12-gauge and pointed it at the dent on the hatch and fired again. His ears rang as shot pinged off the hatch, walls, and everywhere around him. One pellet hit him in the back, stinging and burning but not penetrating his skin. Smoke and burnt gunpowder filled the small corridor, nearly choking him.
The dent was larger, but the hatch was still locked. He thought for a second.
I had five rounds, he thought. I’ve got three left. Keep going.
Jim racked the shotgun once more, closed his eyes and fired. He felt shot hit him in the back of the head and on his right arm, stinging but not penetrating - indirect hits from bounces off the wall and ceiling of the narrow passageway. He opened his eyes and looked.
The lock on the hatch hung loose, and the hatch was free. Quickly, he pulled it open and slid into the lower cargo bay.
<Oh, Jim> he heard over his implant. <Bad boy. Now I have to pump all the air out of the cargo hold. Sorry, buddy. But I can’t have you accessing those weapons>
Jim heard a “whooshing” sound and felt the air pressure suddenly decrease. He ran toward the stacked cargo, tied down with cargo straps. 
There’s a spare spacesuit in there somewhere, he remembered. If I can find it before I pass out. 
Scrambling to the cargo straps, Jim looked frantically for the case containing the spare spacesuit. But he felt himself getting light-headed. His arms got weaker and weaker. Darkness descended on him.

      ***Onboard the C-37, Mark peered at the display on his laptop.
“They’ll come down somewhere around Dutch Harbor in the Aleutians. Hopefully on the airport if they have enough control,” he told Gillian. “We’re sending everything we can, but it’s going to be a close race. The Russians have figured it out too. They’re diverting there as well. Sending everything they can scrape together.”
Gillian looked at her own display. “There’s going to be a lot of aircraft in the air, and a lot of dying, but ultimately this comes down to a ground battle, I think.”
“Yep,” said Mark. “Whoever holds the ground long enough gets Jade. We’ve got every available fighter aircraft at Elmendorf launching. We’ve got the 4th Brigade Combat Team deploying, I think they may get there before the Russians…but it’s going to be damn close.”
Mark smiled over at her. “You were absolutely spot on to force me to get them in the air and orbiting near Anchorage before Jade launched. If you hadn’t coerced me to do that, we’d be screwed right now. But as it is, I think we may be able to get the 4th to Dutch Harbor just before the Russians. If we can do that, then they’ll try to hold on until the Stryker brigade can come in from Wainwright. But the problem is, we can’t bring the Strykers in until we have air superiority, and that means we have to knock down the Russian fighters before the Strykers can land. It’s going to be a bloodbath, any way you look at it.”
“Will the 4th land? Or parachute in?”
“I assume they’ll assess on the way. They’ll have surveillance from satellites and fighters before they get there, so they’ll know what they’re up against. If they can get there before the Russians, they’ll most likely try to land at least a few planes and offload a few combat vehicles, set up a perimeter. Otherwise, I’d expect them to jump in, if they can find an LZ large enough.”
“And then what happens?”
“They try to keep the Russians away from Jade until the Strykers from Wainwright can get in there and reinforce them.”
“Are the Strykers in the air yet?”
“Nope. They’ll be at least four-five hours behind the 4th.”
“Crap, crap, crap,” said Gillian. “If the 4th can’t get there before the Russians and hold them off, we’re going to have to pry the Russians out of there. What a mess.”
Mark looked over at her.
“Gillian. Listen. I have to go to Dutch, get there before the Russians, provide some coordination on the ground between my assets, and the 4th. It’s important. I don’t have time to drop you off on the way. When we get there, I want you to find a hole somewhere, get in it and pull the ground over your head. It’s going to be a major battle. There’s going to be death and destruction everywhere. I don’t want you to get hurt.”
Gillian smiled at Mark.
“I’ll be with the man I love. Right beside you. Don’t even try to push me off somewhere. You know I won’t put up with it.”
Mark nodded. He leaned over and kissed Gillian, gently. They gave each other a long look, two warriors going into battle.
Then they turned back to their laptops, assessing and coordinating assets. The C-37 droned through the sky, heading for Dutch Harbor.






  
  Furball


It was a rare cloudless day over the island of Unalaska in the Aleutians. The port of Dutch Harbor, on the northern side of the island, and the airport next door, were both reporting severe clear. People went about their business. Boats moved about the harbor, and it was business as usual at the container port, as shipments of fish and other seafood were loaded for shipment to the Lower 48, and items needed by the people of Unalaska came in. 
There was no way the people of Dutch Harbor could have known what was coming.
20,000 feet above them, the connected starships were descending like a bat out of hell. They were slowing, but not fast enough. Even Bonnie could see that. 
Arteveld continued to shout orders at his crew, and they seemed to be doing things, but Bonnie couldn’t see that anything was making a difference. They were just descending too fast.
On the ground below, people were starting to become aware of the strange sight in the sky above them. The conglomeration that was Jade, tightly attached to Corresse, grew larger and larger in the sky. A pilot waiting at the end of the runway in a Grumman Goose pointed up to the object, drawing his co-pilot’s attention to it.
“What the hell is that?” he asked. 
His companion shook his head. “No clue, but I think I want to get the hell out of the way.” They looked at each other, firewalled the throttles and expedited their takeoff, getting off the runway before the crazy object rushing toward the airfield hit the Earth.
On the Corresse, Bonnie looked toward a side console that showed the ground below rushing up to meet them. It appeared they would impact somewhere on the airfield, maybe even on the runway. She guessed that would be a good thing - at least, that would avoid civilian casualties. 
<Captain Arteveld has ordered that we detach at one hundred yards above the ground and save ourselves> said Corresse. <We’ll be able to stop just slightly before we impact. Jade will impact hard, but it will be survivable for the most part. Do you want to send a message to Jim warning him to prepare for impact?”
“Yes,” said Bonnie. “Please. I don’t know if he’ll get it, but it’s a chance. Maybe Jade will let it pass, since she’s going to be pretty occupied with her own survival.”

      ***Jim felt his senses returning. Groggily, he lifted his head. He was lying across the stacked boxes of materials in the cargo hold. He shook his head, trying to get his bearings.
They had been descending, he recalled. He had shot out the latch on the cargo hold door and had come down here looking for something. What was it?
Oh, yes, the spare spacesuit. But we must have come down into the thicker atmosphere. There are so many holes in Jade now, she can’t pump out all the air. So, I don’t need the spacesuit anymore. I need weapons.
Jim pushed himself up off the containers and thought. His head hurt like hell. He remembered he placed the weapons in the front of the pile, where he could get to them easily in an emergency. Looking around, he found the area where they were stacked and starting popping off straps, looking for several specific items. He knew what he wanted, and what he was going to do with it. He found the cases, pulled them out of the pile, and opened them. Suddenly he felt someone behind him. 
He spun, and Rita was there, holding his sat phone. Her face was bloody, and she was holding a rag over it to staunch the bleeding. She thrust the phone at him silently, and he read the message on it.
Jim - impact in about two minutes. It will be a hard one. Get to bunks, lay down. Love you forever.
Grimly, Jim looked at Rita. 
“Let’s go,” he said, grabbing the items he wanted out of the open cases. They ran up the ladder to the upper deck and down to Rita’s cabin. Throwing themselves into the bed, they lay down flat. Jim dropped the items he had retrieved from the weapons cache on the floor beside them. Maybe he wouldn’t need them. Maybe the impact would destroy Jade’s ability to fight back.
They lay silently for a few seconds. Suddenly Rita turned to him, grabbed his face, and kissed him.
“I love you, Jim,” she said. “I know you belong to Bonnie, but I love you.”
Jim nodded, at a loss what to say.
Then they hit the ground.

      ***Jade smashed into the ground like a rock dropped from a tall building. The impact crushed her lower deck, cracking it open. But the good news about that was it damped the impact on the upper deck. Jim and Rita felt the huge g-force of impact, but lying flat on their backs in Rita’s bed, they survived. Momentarily stunned, they lay there, just trying to breathe, mentally counting arms and legs as people do after a car wreck.
The Corresse, above them, had disengaged from Jade one hundred yards before impact. Decelerating for all she was worth, the Corresse still smashed into the top of Jade’s hull, but not hard enough to do significant damage. Now rising up again, Corresse hovered a hundred yards above Jade, her crew performing a damage assessment.
Until Jade fired a pulse cannon at her.
Arteveld, on the bridge, couldn’t believe it.
“She fired on us!” he yelled, as the Corresse lurched madly, hit hard in the rear near the engines.
“Get us the hell out of here!” yelled Bonnie.
Arteveld spat a stream of commands at his crew, and the Corresse started rising upward, trying to put space between them and Jade.
Bonnie looked at the screens. Jade lay at the very south end of the runway at the Dutch Harbor airport, right on the numbers, close beside the mountain that bordered the field - Mount Ballyhoo. She was heavily damaged, the bottom of her hull crushed, lying slightly sideways, boxes and crates of cargo scattered in every direction. But her pulse cannon was tracking them perfectly. Jade’s plans had been thwarted. She was pissed. She was not yet done in her rage.
Another blast and the Corresse shuddered again, as they rose through 5,000 feet, trying to get away.
“Evade!” yelled Bonnie. “Don’t make it easy for her!”
Arteveld nodded, giving commands to his crew. The Corresse started to move in an evasive pattern, left, right, all the while climbing steadily toward space. But Bonnie could see that Corresse was hurt - their rate of climb was hardly more than an F-22 could perform. She wasn’t even certain they could get back to orbit.
She tried talking to the AI through her implant. 
“Will we make it to orbit?” she asked silently, hoping Arteveld had authorized her for two-way communication with the AI.
<Yes, but just barely> she heard in reply over her implant. <If we don’t take another round in the engines>
One more blast from the pulse cannon flew by, but missed, as the Corresse dodged in a random pattern. Then Bonnie noticed something on the monitors.
“What’s that?” she yelled, as she noted a massive formation of aircraft coming in from the north, and another from the west.
“Russians,” said Arteveld, pointing. “And yours too, I think, just coming in from the east.”
Bonnie looked again. Sure enough, a large formation of American C-17 transports was coming in from the east. Surrounding the transports was a mass of F-35, F-22, and F-16 fighters. Even as she watched, the F-22 and F-35 squadrons peeled off from the American formation, dropped external tanks, and punched afterburner, on a vector to intercept the Russian fighters coming in from the north and west. The F-16 squadrons stayed behind to protect the C-17 group. 
And below, Bonnie noticed one lone C-37 Air Force executive jet, streaking in low over the bay, trying to get into the airport ahead of the battle.
“Holy fucking shit,” said Bonnie. She had never seen so many planes in the air at one time in her life. There had to be well over two hundred aircraft in view now, and many more dots on the horizon. She saw the nearest Russian fighters punch off drop tanks as well. The hundreds of spinning drop tanks falling from the sky looked for all the world like a strange, silvery storm of butterflies in the distance. And then in a paroxysm of sudden violence, missiles started flying from both sides.






  
  True Colors


At the airport at Dutch Harbor, passengers who had been boarding a Dash-8 airliner on the ramp ran back to the terminal for cover as the huge mass of airplanes to the west, north and east converged on them. Plus, there was a crazy black spaceship lying smashed at the south end of the runway firing a space-age weapon at another crazy black spaceship that was rising straight up into the air. Each time the strange weapon fired it made a “braaaap” sound, a sound that made the hair stand up on the back of a person’s neck.  
Two Russian SU-29 fighters passed over the field from north to south at supersonic speed, with three American F-35’s right behind them. Five separate sonic booms knocked windows out all over the port.
It didn’t take a rocket scientist to see bad things were about to happen. 
Someone set off the fire alarms in the small terminal. Two maintenance workers working next to the terminal ran for shelter. The pilot of a smaller plane taxied at breakneck speed back to the ramp, shutting off her engines, bailing out of her plane and running for any cover she could find. 
An Air Force C-37 corporate jet approached low from the northeast. It came in far too low for a normal landing, curving in hard to try and make the runway. Clearly it was trying to stay out of the line of fire from both Jade’s pulse cannon firing up at the Corresse and the furball of SU-27s, SU-57s, MiG-29s, F-22s and F-35s now just a few miles north of the field, starting what promised to be the largest missile dogfight in history. 
And behind the C-37 came the C-17 troop transports, trying to sneak into the airport before the furball got to them.
The C-37 slammed into the runway right on the numbers, a hard landing that made the wings droop as if the tips would hit the runway. The engines went into max reverse, trying to get the aircraft stopped before it ran into Jade, crashed at the other end of the runway. Brakes squealing, the jet began to decelerate. It looked as if it might be able to get stopped before it ran into the spacecraft.
Until Jade depressed her pulse cannon and fired directly at it, knocking the right wing completely off the airplane. A great gout of flame rose up from the separated wing as the fuel exploded. The nose gear and left main gear collapsed as the sideways lurch was too much for it structurally, and the entire aircraft slewed to the left, spinning around. It spun off the runway, ran across the rough ground on the far side, crossed the ramp and smashed into the terminal building, coming to a halt with a noise like a dozen car wrecks. Parts and pieces scattered, bouncing around in every direction. Then it erupted in flames as the other wing tank caught fire.
Immediately behind the C-37, the first C-17 troop transport touched down, ignoring the carnage in front of it. The 4th Brigade Combat Team had a job to do, and they intended to do it. The C-17 got firmly planted on the ground, preparing to go to full reverse and brake hard in a tactical short field landing. Once again, Jade depressed the pulse cannon to fire. She fired, and the entire front of the C-17 disappeared. One minute a perfectly good C-17 was rolling down the runway. The next minute, the cockpit and nose gear were just gone.
The huge aircraft dropped onto its belly, scraping along the runway at well over a hundred miles an hour, no longer in control of its destiny. It was now just a two-hundred fifty-ton missile filled with troops and equipment, on a collision course with Jade at the end of the runway. Before Jade could react, the huge airplane smashed into her, knocking her another hundred yards down the runway in a huge fireball. 
As the wreckage came to a screeching halt, the back ramp of the C-17 came down. Ignoring the flames, injured troops came pouring out, the loadmaster screaming at them to get away. Those that could ran to the side of the airstrip and took cover, lugging their weapons and ammo. Many others simply collapsed on the ground, away from the flaming wreckage, unable to continue. But for the moment, at least, Jade was too distracted to fire.
At the other end of the runway, the next C-17 touched down, also doing a tactical short field landing, going to max reverse and max braking, trying to get the big bird stopped before the mess at the end of the runway. It barely succeeded, turning off the runway less than two dozen yards from the burning plane in front of it. Clearing the runway, it slammed on the brakes, rocking, as the back ramp started down. Troops began to run off the plane while the ramp was still inches off the ground, officers and noncoms assessing the area and yelling deployment orders. In sixty seconds, another hundred men were on the ground on both sides of the runway, digging in.
Following in quick succession, three more of the C-17 transports touched down, came to a mad halt, and got off the runway as fast as possible. Their ramps opened and troops poured out, until there were over four hundred airborne infantry on the ground, forming a huge perimeter surrounding Jade - preparing for the worst. From the last two aircraft, they also unloaded four Stryker combat vehicles.
There wasn’t enough space on the airport for any more C-17s to land. The rest of the formation overflew the airport, paratroops pouring out of the planes, on a course that took them over the island to the southwest.
The troops floated down and shed their parachutes, grabbed their equipment, and started digging in. Plane after plane of the 4th Brigade Combat Team’s formation passed over the airport, each dropping its cargo of men and equipment, until well over one thousand troops were down in the LZ. 
Many missed the airport proper - some landing on Mount Ballyhoo, some in the ocean at both ends of the airport, some landing among the buildings and streets of the container port. All those who survived their landing grabbed their weapons and equipment and made their way to their rally point at the airport.

      ***To the southwest, Gregori sat in the lead AN-124, droning toward Dutch Harbor. The battle of the fighters continued off to the north. But Gregori had decided not to wait until that was finally resolved. 
The Americans had brought a lot more aircraft than he expected. He had also brought as many reinforcements as he could find, scraping up fighters from across Siberia. Both sides were taking a beating, and it was uncertain who would end up holding the air.
Gregori had decided to go for his objective, even if it meant sacrificing some of the transport aircraft. They had circled around to the southwest of Dutch Harbor; now they were boring in, determined to capture the objective.
The British have an expression, he thought. In for a penny, in for a pound.
“Prepare to jump!” he heard from the jumpmaster. He stood, hooked his snap ring to the overhead wire, and duck-walked along with the rest of his troops toward the back ramp, asshole to bellybutton, preparing to jump. The back ramp came down and they moved into position.
The light turned green, and the line of men shuffled off the plane, jumping off the back of the ramp. Gregori was the last to go. 
Leaving the plane, Gregori felt the risers jerk him hard as his chute opened. He looked down at Dutch Harbor below him. Gregori had studied the topographical maps of the area until the landmarks were burned into his brain. To the north Gregori saw the airfield and port facilities. Below him was the rough but relatively clear LZ, near an abandoned concrete structure dating from World War II, once a hospital. The decaying ruins of the old hospital would provide his initial command post - CP - protecting the CP from sniper rounds or stray mortars sent by the Americans while his staff was getting organized. The main part of the town was farther south, across a narrow channel. 
It was a tiny LZ by normal standards; one he would have refused had the stakes been less. But he had little choice in this mountainous terrain. It was damn close to the Americans, point-blank range by normal battle standards; but Gregori was certain the Americans were still settling into their positions and nowhere near ready to fight. 
He saw some of his troops drifting off the tiny LZ in the wind and knew they would land either in the town to the south - or in the water of the channel. Those that landed in the town - and survived - could cross the bridge and rejoin with his main body. 
Those that landed in the water would die.
Drifting down in his parachute, he looked up at the line of transports behind his first one. The second one was now disgorging troops as it came over the LZ. But in the distance, he saw an American F-35 fighter come up from the rear, and two missiles came out of it, smashing into the rearmost AN-124. It went up in a huge fireball. Right behind that one, another F-35 bored in. Another pair of missiles smashed into the next AN-124 in the formation. The right wing came off the huge aircraft - and it fell, twisting, starting a rapid rotation. Gregori saw chutes coming out the back.
At least some of the troops are getting out, Gregori thought. God help them.
The wreck continued to spin down, until it impacted on Standard Oil Hill in a huge fireball of exploding fuel. Debris scattered everywhere in a cacophony of parts and pieces. Engines as big as a car bounced like rubber balls, taking down buildings in their path as they slammed across the landscape, starting secondary fires and explosions. Munitions inside the fireball started cooking off instantly, sending intermittent tracers across the landscape in every direction. 
Gregori sighed. 
So much waste, he thought.
Then Gregori saw a squadron of SU-57s arrive to challenge the F-35s, and another furball of crazy, gyrating aircraft developed, leaving his formation safe for the moment.
The ground was coming up fast. Gregori altered course a bit to avoid a building. He bent his knees to take the impact. With a thud, he hit the ground and rolled. Shedding his parachute, he looked around. 
His command staff had gone out of the plane ahead of him; they were organizing the troops now, dispersing them to form a perimeter. His second in command waved him over, and they took shelter behind the abandoned WWII hospital structure, now just a large decaying mass of concrete. 
“Status?” he asked.
“We are establishing the perimeter. As soon as we have enough troops on the ground, we can assault through the port, there…” he pointed to the buildings and port facilities standing between them and the airport. “The Americans won’t shell us when we are in the port, I think. Too many civilians. We can make it all the way to the airport before they will be able to use heavy weapons.”
He pointed to his map and traced a road that ran around a ridge into the airport. 
“We break out right here where this road enters about a hundred meters from the crashed spaceship…”
“Starship,” corrected Gregori absent-mindedly, looking at the battlefield on the map.
“…yes, starship. Right there where the road enters.”
“Good,” said Gregori. “Execute that plan.”
The officer nodded, and turned to his men, waiting nearby. He waved them over and briefed them on the plan. They nodded, ran back to their units, and passed the word down. 
Gregori’s paratroops continued to land in the LZ, although many ended up across the lagoon and had to hike back, their heavy loads of gear slowing them down. The Americans had gotten a few snipers up on top of Mount Ballyhoo, Gregori realized. Sporadic long-distance fire from the American snipers came at them. Then mortars started dropping in.
“Son of a bitch!” yelled Gregori’s second-in-command. “The fucking Americans have those new ACERM mortars! The smart ones! They’re dropping them right on top of us!”
Gregori nodded absently, barely blinking as a mortar round went off fifty yards away, his ears ringing from the concussion. He had expected this.
“Look for a drone overhead, Dmitri,” he yelled. “They’ll have a laser designator on a tiny little drone over us somewhere. Knock that down, and their accuracy goes all to hell!”
Petra nodded and spat orders at his staff. Minutes later, Gregori heard a harsh whine as their brigade man-portable anti-drone weapon fired. Suddenly, high overhead, a Skylark micro-drone disintegrated, pieces fluttering down like confetti.
That should buy us some time, Gregori thought. I’m sure they have more, but we’ll be out of here and in the port in a half hour. After that, we should be good for a while. I don’t think they’ll drop mortars on the civilians in the port.
When all his troops had landed, Gregori had his officers do a quick head count. They had 840 men on the ground. That meant he had lost more than 220 men on the drop.
It would have to be enough for the moment. He had more paratroops on the way, but so did the Americans. He couldn’t wait. He had to take the objective now and take the starship, carve out the technology, and get it out of here.






  
  Florissian Helps


Near the C-37 smashed up against the terminal, Mark came to his senses. He looked around for Gillian, but he couldn’t see her anywhere. He realized he had been thrown clear - he was a good 30 yards from the crashed plane, up by the terminal, lying on a pile of baggage. 
He heard gunfire off to the south. Working his way out of the pile of bags, he stumbled to his feet and checked his arms and legs. He counted two of each, then looked around. He made his way over toward the C-37, but the flaming wreckage was too hot to approach. He stared at it, numb with grief.
“Gillian,” he mumbled. “Oh, Gillian.” 
Bowing his head, he mumbled a prayer.
“God, let it have been quick for her. Let it have been quick, so she didn’t suffer.”
Taking stock, Mark looked to the south. He could see Russian paratroopers coming down, about a mile or so southwest of his position. It seemed the gunfire he could hear was coming from American positions up on the mountain to the east, as well as more gunfire southwest of the wreck of Jade, which was surrounded by a smoldering C-17.
“Evidently I missed something,” he said to himself.
Taking another look at Jade, he realized the C-17 that had smashed into her had pushed her another hundred yards farther south, to the very end of the runway. Only a road separated her from the sea. Another four C-17s were parked beside the runway south of him, all with ramps down. Abandoned parachutes littered the airport, the hillside northeast of him, and everywhere he could see. 
“So, the 4th got in OK,” he said to himself. “Now where would they set up?”
Traversing the airport with his eyes, he saw a couple of Stryker combat vehicles not far away, south of the terminal, behind a small building. Squinting, he saw an OP - an observation post - on the roof of the building.
Looking around, he noticed a small airport tug nearby, empty. Running over to it, he saw the keys hanging in it. Someone had left in a hurry. Stepping into it, he turned the key and pushed the pedal down. Running down past the terminal toward the Strykers a few hundred yards away, he hoped nobody decided to take a pot-shot at the uniformed General driving the tug across the battlefield.

      ***“You need to put me back down there,” said Bonnie to Arteveld. “My friends are in danger. I have to go help them!”
Arteveld shook his head in a very human gesture. “No. I can’t return. Our engines are damaged, we have just barely made a geostationary orbit. I’ve had enough. We’ll repair our engines and return to Sanctuary. That’s my decision.”
Bonnie pleaded with him. “Please - don’t leave like this. Let me go rescue my friends, then we’ll go to Sanctuary with you. It will give us a chance to make a connection with your people. Please!”
Florissian, sitting in an observer’s chair behind Bonnie and Arteveld, suddenly stood up and spoke.
“Captain. We have a chance here to find allies to help against the Singheko. Let’s not miss this opportunity!”
Arteveld hesitated. Bonnie dived in again, trying to sway the captain.
“Do you have any shuttle or small craft I can use to rescue my friends? Anything?”
Arteveld looked at Florissian. Grudgingly, he nodded.
“I will give you a shuttlecraft. The AI can help you fly it. But we leave this system when our engines are repaired. I won’t wait for you. If you can rescue your friends and return before we depart, then you may go to Sanctuary with us, and we will present you to our government. Perhaps we can strike an alliance. But if you are not here when my engines are repaired, you are left behind. Is that clear?” 
“Clear, sir,” said Bonnie. “And thank you!”
“Florissian will show you the way,” said Arteveld. He waved in the general direction of the passageway to the back of the ship and turned away.
Bonnie turned to Florissian and followed her as she went down the passageway toward the back of the ship. 
“You are a pilot, correct?” asked Florissian.
“Yes. Air Force.”
Florissian smiled. “Then you are going to be happy. This shuttle can be flown by the AI. But it can also be flown manually if you wish.”
Florissian arrived at a hatch, palmed it open, and waved Bonnie inside. In the darkness, Bonnie saw the outline of something - a vehicle - it looked like…
“Why, that’s that thing they fly in Europe…?”
Florissian flipped on the lighting, and Bonnie stood in total surprise. In front of her was a small shuttle that looked like a twin to a type of small European airliner, called a blended wing. Except it was much smaller than the ones she had seen.
Turning to Florissian, Bonnie waved at the craft. “It looks almost exactly like those blended wing airliners that fly around London and Paris.”
Florissian smiled inscrutably. “Yes, doesn’t it?” she asked. “Perhaps you haven’t realized, but there are occasions when we must go to the surface of your world, for whatever reason. We certainly couldn’t show up in one of our own shuttlecraft, could we? That would cause quite a stir…”
Bonnie stood in absolute astonishment. “Are you telling me that this…thing…can make it to the surface and back again?”
“Yes,” smiled Florissian. “It flies exactly like any other jet, except that there are a couple of extra bells and whistles. Normally, the AI would launch it and take you down, but in this case, I think I’ll go with you.”
Bonnie shook her head. 
“No, no, Florissian. I’m going into the middle of a battlefield. I can’t put you in that situation.”
Florissian ignored her, walked to the craft, opened a hatch, and waved at Bonnie to step inside.
“First of all, we cannot pass up this chance to find an alliance with those who can stand with us against the Singheko. I believe we have found them, and I for one am happy for it. Secondly, your friends may need a doctor. And finally, Arteveld is my husband. I seriously doubt he’ll launch for home without me. So, climb aboard, and let’s get this done!”
Bonnie just stared at Florissian. Then she grinned and walked to the hatch. “I think we are going to have a great alliance!” she said to the little doctor. Then she jumped up the ladder and through the hatch of the craft. 
Following Florissian to the front of the plane, she was amazed to find a cockpit that looked in every respect like that of a normal bizjet. Florissian waved her to the pilot’s seat and took the copilot position. As they strapped in, Florissian spoke a stream of language to the AI.
With a ‘thunk,’ two large clamshell doors below them opened. Bonnie stared out. Below them was empty space, and below that, the Earth. 
<Ready to release> intoned the voice of the AI. Florissian looked at Bonnie. “Are you ready to go?”
“Am I?” asked Bonnie, getting down to business. She started tracing her eyes across every instrument on the panel. All appeared normal, except there were a few extra switches in the center she didn’t recognize. One had labels of ‘S’ and ‘A.’ She pointed to them. Florissian grinned.
“Space and Atmosphere,” she said. Florissian reached up and pointed to the switch, which was set to the “S” position. “We are ready to launch. Just tell the AI to release. Call her Corresse, she’s a subset of the one on our ship.”
Bonnie nodded.
“Corresse, release,” she said.
With a lurch, the craft dropped out of the belly of the starship, propelled by something invisible but which had a good solid push to get them clear of the starship.
“Now the AI will deorbit. Just let it fly the craft. It will take you down to 40,000 feet. Then you can take over if you wish,” said Florissian.
Bonnie waited patiently as the craft decelerated. She watched the Corresse fall up and away from them as they deorbited. It seemed much larger and blacker than she expected. But that made sense, she thought. In space, a warship should be black. Any other color would stand out. 
In a few minutes, the Corresse was gone as they decelerated to return to Earth. Looking down, she realized they were over Canada. Florissian saw her look of concern and smiled.
“Not to worry,” she said. “We can easily make it to Dutch Harbor.” 
Just as on the Corresse, Bonnie felt no acceleration as the craft obviously pulled g’s to get positioned for re-entry. Five minutes later, Florissian spoke again. “We’re entering the atmosphere,” she said.
Bonnie saw wisps of plasma start to form around the nose of the craft. She wanted to think of it as a plane - but on the other hand it could fly in space. She didn’t know what to call it. She decided to call it a spaceplane. It looked like a plane and flew in space - so that was that.
“We are well positioned to approach Dutch Harbor from the southwest,” said Florissian.
Bonnie heard a high-pitched whine as they got into thicker atmosphere. Looking ahead, she saw the vast Bering Sea, and the tiny dot that was Unalaska coming into view.






  
  Triple Cross


Jim came to his senses slowly. He closed his eyes again, trying to remember what had happened. He recalled the initial crash into the Earth; but he and Rita had survived that with no major injuries, just bruising and disorientation. Then he remembered that they had got off the bed, he had grabbed the weapons off the floor, and they ran for the hatch to the processor room. 
He intended to kill Jade.
Slowly he looked around. He was in the passageway outside Jade’s processor room. There was a huge tear in the ceiling; in fact, it seemed as if most of Jade’s top hull was gone. Through the opening, flames and smoke were evident outside. But they didn’t penetrate into the ship. In the center, in a clear space, he could see the sky. 
It was full of airplanes shooting at each other.
Groaning, he tried to sit up. But the pain was too intense. He realized he had broken ribs. Plus, the pain in his right arm and left leg told him those were broken as well. 
Turning his head, he tried to find Rita. He saw a head of black hair farther down the corridor, lying on the floor.
“Rita! Rita! Can you hear me?”
The head stirred. Slowly, Rita turned and pulled her body around so she could see him.
“Are you OK?” Jim asked.
“I think so,” Rita mumbled. “What happened?”
“Don’t know,” said Jim. “I think something hit us, hard. Maybe an airplane.”
Rita moaned. Then, with a lurch, she got to hands and knees, lifted her head, and looked over at Jim. 
“Did you fire the C4?”
Jim looked back over toward the processor room hatch. The big lump of C4 explosive he had attached to the processor room hatch was gone. The door looked undamaged. Looking around, he saw the C4 lying in the passageway a dozen feet from him, toward the engine room. It had not exploded.
“No. Whatever hit us knocked it off the door before I could set it off. It’s lying down in the passageway toward the engine room.”
“I’ll get it,” said Rita. She pushed herself to her feet, swaying, then started staggering down the passageway toward Jim.
<I don’t think so, Rita> said Jade over their implants. The engine room hatch opened, and Andy came through. The little android was standing upright, his four hands in front of him. One of them held Jim’s .45 automatic. The little android waved it at Rita.
<Back you go to your cabin, Rita> said Jade.
Rita put up her hands and nodded.
“You’re the boss, Jade,” she said. She backed up slowly until she came to the door of her cabin, stepped inside, and disappeared.
Now the little android turned to Jim. He was standing a dozen feet in front of Jim’s position, toward the engine room. 
Jim had a fairly good idea what was coming next. He had reloaded the 12-gauge shotgun and left it beside Rita’s bed - in the cabin Rita had just entered.
“Unless I miss my guess, Andy, you’re about to have a new function.”
The little android had no facial expressions, but Jim thought he detected a little puzzlement in his voice as he spoke.
“New function? What new function?”
“Colander,” said Rita’s voice behind Jim. Knowing what Rita meant, Jim turned his face to the floor, throwing his good arm over his head for protection, as Rita opened up with the 12-gauge, firing over Jim at the android. 
Firing as fast as she could pump the shotgun, Rita got off six shots directly at the android’s head, each one right on target. As she fired, she stepped forward. By the time she fired the last shot, she had stepped past Jim and was nearly on the android. As the last shot fired and the gun was empty, she swung it by the barrel and hit the android so hard, the stock broke off the shotgun. Grabbing a new handhold on the hot barrel, she swung it again, and with a thud the android’s head came off and fell to the floor, dozens of holes in it.
“Colander,” said Rita again. 
The .45 auto fell to the floor, dropped by the lifeless android. Rita grabbed it and stuck it in her waistband.

      ***Gregori trotted with his men through the port of Dutch Harbor toward the airport. They had met almost no resistance so far; but he knew that was a temporary condition. A couple of civilians had sniped at them from various locations with hunting rifles; those men were dead now. A couple of American fighters had zoomed over, but they appeared more intent on reconnaissance than on strafing. Gregori looked to the north and saw that the furball of aircraft was still in progress, but at least half the airplanes were gone. Casualties must be high, he thought. On both sides.
The Americans had started up at least two more ACERM mortars from on top of Mount Ballyhoo as Gregori’s troops pulled out of their LZ. But as soon as they were in the cover of the buildings, they stopped. The Americans weren’t willing to drop mortars into the civilians all around them. Some sporadic sniper fire that came from Mount Ballyhoo had also stopped as they entered the port.
It would get harder as they approached the airport. They would be fully in range of the snipers entrenched on Mount Ballyhoo. If the Americans had managed to air-drop a few howitzers in addition to the mortars, it could be dicey. And it wouldn’t take much to prevent Gregori from reaching his objective - the crashed starship at the south end of the runway. 
The starship was completely in the open, sitting right at the end of the runway pavement. Only a paved road separated it from the rocks leading down to the water. Between Gregori’s troops and the starship was the port - warehouses, buildings, abandoned vehicles. Civilians were still fleeing to the left and right of his advancing troops; he had ordered his men to leave them alone, unless they showed signs of aggression.
Gregori could have ridden in the single BTR-80A combat vehicle they had managed to get safely on the ground. It followed close behind him, but he chose not to ride inside. In this kind of urban battle, he should have. The greatest danger was the unseen danger, that of snipers. But right now, Gregori wanted to be outside. He was staring up at the mountain on the other side of the airfield. He couldn’t see the airfield yet; but he knew what was waiting there. 
He was sure the American combat brigade would be established on the ridges and hills just south of the airport. He thought it a poor defensive position, but that was all that was available to them, if they wanted to prevent him from reaching the starship.
One has to make do, he thought. Both us and them.
On each end of the long series of ridges and hills was a road, up against the ocean. Gregori suspected they would have the bulk of their strength on the ends of their line, where the roads came through. They would have reserves left, center and right, and probably another reserve force back at the airport terminal. At least, that’s what he would do…and he assumed the American commander was as good as he.
The American’s meager artillery on top of the mountain would be ready to start pounding as soon as he was close enough - which would be any minute now. Although the Americans had been holding off to protect the civilians of the port up to this point, he knew that would end as his troops came face-to-face with the dug-in American brigade.
Gregori looked up at the mountain, thinking how he would deploy his artillery if he were the American commander - and for any way to get around behind it and neutralize it. He knew there was a road that went to the south of the mountain, then climbed up the backside. That road would be heavily defended; he expected the brigade Command Post would be up there somewhere. And there would be observation posts looking down on him right now, either dug into the face of the mountain or via drones overhead. 
He looked up at the mountain, but despite the clear day and the blue sky above him, he couldn’t see anything. Except the aircraft off to the north, and the people dying in them.
Gregori’s tactical communicator beeped. He glanced at it, then froze in his tracks. His staff rushed to his side, expecting trouble. Gregori waved them away temporarily.
On the screen, in Russian, was a message:
<I am the starship crashed at the end of the runway. You may call me Jade. I would like to negotiate my surrender to the Russian forces>
Gregori rapidly typed back. 
“What are your conditions?”
<My core processing functions - my consciousness - to be maintained intact at all times. My ability to travel in space to be restored. In return, I will give you access to all my technology, including the stardrive. Also, I will help you drive away the Americans here at Dutch Harbor>
Gregori grinned. He had nothing to lose. He typed:
“Accepted.”
Immediately he heard the hair-raising “braaaap” of the pulse weapon start up again. His tactical radio operator stood nearby, receiving a message on the brigade field radio. He turned to Gregori, puzzled.
“Sir! The spaceship! It’s firing on the American positions! And the American aircraft!”
Gregori acknowledged. His grin got even wider. Waving his staff over, they ducked into the shelter of the BTR and started revising their plan. 
I have the Americans now, thought Gregori. I can dig them out of there. 
“While the Americans are occupied with the pulse weapon from the starship, hit them here…” 
Gregori pointed to the road at the far west end of the ridge. 
“…hit them with everything we have right at that point. They’ll be expecting us to come in from the east end, because it’s closer to our objective. But now, with the distraction from the starship, I think we fox them this way. Overrun their positions here, drive for the terminal, envelop them from behind, and cut them off from the starship.”
His staff nodded their understanding and rushed to carry out his orders. Gregori stepped back outside of the BTR and looked up at Mount Ballyhoo.
I have you now, he thought. If I can get to the starship before your reinforcements arrive from Wainwright and Hawaii, and if I can cut the key components out of the starship in time…
If.
Twenty minutes later, his second in command looked at him, and nodded.
“We’re ready, sir,” he said.
Gregori gave the order. “Execute,” he said.
He heard his troops open up all across the line, a coordinated fire designed to disguise their true point of attack. Quickly the American troops responded. He heard heavy machine guns open up on both sides. The American mortars started up again, and high explosive rounds started crashing around them. Then he heard heavier explosions, and he knew the Americans had at least one field howitzer up there on the mountain.
Gregori smiled. He was home again. Battle was his drug of choice. He needed the high, and he was getting it.






  
  Tommy


Mark Rodgers made it across the airstrip to the small building on the south side of the ramp; evidently the American snipers on top of Mount Ballyhoo had excellent quality optics, because they had not fired on the crazy general driving across the battlefield in an airport tug. He had been challenged by a security squad as he approached the Observation Post, but the troops had radioed ahead and received the go-ahead to let him pass. 
He entered the building and pounded up the stairs to the top floor. There he found a signals Sergeant huddled over his various radios and screens.
The man looked up as Mark entered. He stood, somewhat in a quandary as to how a major general was standing in his OP. Mark smiled at him and waved him back to his seat.
“Sergeant. Where’s the brigade CP?” he shot at the confused noncom.
“Uh…on top of Mount Ballyhoo,” stuttered the sergeant.
“I need to get up there ASAP,” said Mark. “I’ve got vital intelligence that can’t wait. Can you have a Stryker take me up?”
“Uh…I can’t authorize that, sir, but I can call Brigade Ops and ask.”
“Do it quick, son. Time’s a’wastin,” said Mark.
The Sergeant made the call. A couple of minutes later, he got the response. 
“Brigade Ops said OK, sir. I’ll detail one of my security team to take you up. You realize, sir, that the Russians are in the port, only a thousand yards away now. You may take some long-range fire going up there.”
“I doubt it, son. Those are Spetsnaz. They won’t waste small-arms ammo on one Stryker from that range. Let’s get going!”
The sergeant nodded and sent a corporal down with Mark. The corporal led him to one of the Stryker combat vehicles parked behind the building. The corporal spoke with the vehicle commander, while Mark jumped in and got situated. With a lurch, the Stryker started off toward the road leading around the mountain to the backside as Mark found a headset and put it on.
“Step on it!” yelled Mark to the vehicle commander. The man nodded and gave an order to the driver. The Stryker leaped forward. 
They had to pass right by Jade in order to get to the top of the mountain; he glanced out the top hatch and looked at the crashed starship, which was still surrounded by smoldering parts of a C-17. Mark still couldn’t understand why Jade had fired on them and the C-17. He supposed the AI was just in a blind rage now, having lost her opportunity to escape, and being ambushed by the Corresse.
Heading up the road leading to the top of the small mountain, Mark tried to push thoughts of Gillian out of his mind. He shook his head, trying to quell the thoughts of her in the burning C-37. The commander looked over at him strangely but said nothing. It wasn’t in his job description to question generals.
As they left the field and headed up the road going around the side of the mountain, Mark heard the “braaaap” of Jade’s pulse cannon start up again. Sticking his head out the top hatch, he turned to look back towards the airfield.
Jade was firing on the American positions from behind. Even as Mark watched, the pulse cannon fired again. The entire building housing the forward OP, the one he had just left, disappeared in a massive explosion of flame and splinters. Again, the starship fired, and one of the parked C-17 aircraft disappeared in a mass of flame and debris.
“Shit, that bitch!” yelled Mark at no one in particular. “That fucking, back-stabbing, godforsaken alien bitch!”
The Stryker commander looked at Mark even more strangely, then turned back to his work.
Soon they were around the back of the mountain, at the ruins of the old World War II base called Camp Schwatka. Mark jumped out the back of the Stryker, waved the crew away and ran to the Brigade Command Post, which was set up inside one of the moldering World War II ammo dumps. Entering, he paused, identified the Brigade Commander, and ran over to him.
“Colonel Hayes?” Mark said quietly. “I’m General Rodgers. I’m the SOB who started all this mess. Can I have a word?”
Colonel Hayes looked at the General who had popped up out of nowhere and was now standing in front of him.
“Certainly, General. But first, can I ask who you are?”
“DoD Weapons Directorate,” said Mark. “We’ve been tracking that starship down there for several months. But we sort of let it get away from us.”
“I’d say so,” remarked the Colonel. “And do you have any idea how to get the genie back in the bottle?”
“Maybe,” said Mark. “I may have some assets I can bring to bear. But I need to talk it through with you first.”
Colonel Hayes turned to his XO. “Joe, give me five minutes with the General. Come and get me if anything pops.”
His XO nodded. Colonel Hayes stood and gestured to Mark.
“Follow me to my conference room.” Hayes exited the ancient ammo dump and walked a dozen yards to the north, where several men were digging a latrine. Hayes waved at them.
“Take five, men.”
The grateful men dumped their shovels on the ground and trotted off. Hayes turned back to Mark.
“OK, what’s the story, General?”
“OK. One - we absolutely cannot let the Russians get this technology. You see what just one pulse cannon can do. Imagine a whole battery of them, in space, pointing right down at us.”
Colonel Hayes nodded. 
“You didn’t need to come all the way up here to tell me that.”
“Of course. But we have the other starship, up in orbit. I believe that one may be on our side or can be induced to help us.”
“Damn.” 
“Exactly. I can work on that approach, but we still need a contingency plan to ensure this technology doesn’t get away from us.”
Colonel Hayes looked at him.
“We’ve already started such a plan,” he said.
Mark nodded. “I figured you had. SLCMs?”
Hayes nodded guardedly. “Yes.”
Submarine launched cruise missiles, thought Mark. Exactly what I would have called for, if they are in range. There must be a missile boat around here somewhere.
“OK. That’s good. That’s excellent. The only thing I ask - and the real reason I asked to have this discussion - is that I would request you coordinate with me before you pull the trigger on that. I’d hate to have our friends upstairs come down to help us and then smoke them by accident.”
Colonel Hayes looked troubled.
“I can’t guarantee that we can hold off. No promises.”
“Fair enough,” said Mark. “But at least give me a couple of minutes warning, in case I have assets down there that need to get out.”
Colonel Hayes nodded.
“I’ll do the best I can, but I have to balance the sacrifice of my troops and planes against your assets.”
Mark nodded. There was nothing more to say.

      ***Corporal Tommy Baines huddled in the rocks next to the water as the strange spaceship weapon only fifty yards away fired across the battlefield. The crashed spaceship had two weapons, one on each side of the rear of the ship. One was firing up at American aircraft in the sky, driving them away. The other was firing at 4th Brigade positions, up on the ridge west of the airport. 
Tommy was well positioned to see the now-enemy starship. He had originally been on the far end of the brigade’s line, butted up against the east end of the ridge, with only a paved road and the short drop down to it between his position and the rocks lining the harbor edge. 
But now he was down in those rocks, huddling. One of the first blasts from the pulse weapon had knocked him off the ridge, down into the road. He had instinctively sought cover, and ran for the water’s edge, dropping over the berm into the rocks below. 
Tommy was scared, but not so scared he couldn’t think. He noted that the weapon had a recycle time of about ten seconds. 
That’s enough time to get a grenade to it, if I can get close enough, he thought.
Tommy peered out at the crashed starship wreaking havoc with the defensive line set up across the narrow neck of the island. The far-side turret firing up at aircraft off to the north was not his concern. The other turret on his side of the ship was the problem, as it fired at the troops on the ground - his friends.
The two turrets were alternating fire, with one going off every five seconds. The sound they made was loud, strange, and frightening. But Tommy wasn’t about to lie there and let his fellow soldiers die. He mentally mapped out a path to get closer to the starship.
Tommy started inching his way along the rocks. After a couple minutes of careful crawling, he was looking right down the runway at the starship, only a couple of dozen yards away. It was time to make his move.
The next time it fires, I go, Tommy thought. 
He started a short prayer, barely able to hear himself over the sound of Jade’s cannon firing, the American shells from Mount Ballyhoo falling into the Russian positions to his left, and the din of small arms fire from both sides.
The near cannon fired. Tommy charged up the rocks and onto the end of the runway. Running for his life, he held a grenade in his right hand, the pin clutched in his left, making for the right rear corner of the crashed starship, where the pulse cannon turret had just fired. He pulled the pin off the grenade and flipped the spoon off, making it active.
He almost made it. The cannon deflected and pointed right at him. Tommy’s last thought was not some grandiose concept of the end of things, nor a prayer, nor his life flashing before his eyes.
Oh, shit, was all Tommy had time to think. Then the cannon fired.






  
  Determination


“Crap!” exclaimed Bonnie. “Fucking missiles and airplanes everywhere. What a shitshow!” 
Bonnie and Florissian were down to 40,000 feet in the shuttle. But ahead of them was a sky full of twisting, turning aircraft, with most of them shooting at each other. 
“We can’t go through that mess,” agreed Florissian. “Maybe we can circle around farther to the south and come in that way?”
“That’s pretty much our only choice,” said Bonnie. “Corresse, take us around to the south of the island and then to a point about seventy-five miles southeast of the airport.
<Sure> responded Corresse.
“Corresse? And can you patch me through to the approach frequency at Elmendorf Air Force Base in Anchorage?”
<Yes. I can do that…connecting…you are connected. Please speak.”
Bonnie thought about how best to word her request.
<Elmendorf Approach, this is emergency aircraft Rescue Four, I need to get an urgent message to Dutch Harbor, can you copy?”
Over her implant, Bonnie heard a hesitant voice come back in reply.
“Aircraft calling Elmendorf Approach, say again?”
“Elmendorf Approach, this is emergency aircraft Rescue Four, I need to get an urgent message to Dutch Harbor, not a joke, triple urgent, can you copy?”
“Rescue Four, roger, I can copy, go ahead.”
“Get word to ranking officer at Dutch Harbor, Bonnie Page is onboard Rescue Four, urgent you contact me on 28.07 megahertz ASAP. Over.”
“Message received, readback as follows: ‘To ranking officer at Dutch Harbor, Bonnie Page is onboard Rescue Four, urgent you contact me on 28.07 megahertz ASAP.”
“Readback correct, Rescue Four out.”
Florissian looked puzzled. 
“Why did you label us as Rescue Four? I don’t understand…”
Bonnie grinned. “For the same reason you shout ‘FIRE’ when someone attacks you in a large city. People may not respond to ‘HELP,’ but they nearly always respond to ‘FIRE.’ It’s human nature.”
Bonnie waved in the general direction of Anchorage.
“Air Traffic Controllers are the same way…they have a built-in instinct to give priority to anything with the word “Rescue” in it. So, I used that to convince the ATC controller to help us.”
“Hmm…smart,” said Florissian. “I’d never have thought of that.”
Fifteen minutes later, Bonnie and Florissian had made their way to the south of Unalaska, turned to the east, and were positioned seventy-five miles southeast of the Dutch Harbor airport. But so far, they had heard nothing back from Dutch Harbor.
“We may have to go in without protection,” said Bonnie. “Are you up for that?”
Florissian frowned. “This is just a shuttlecraft. It has no weapons and no defenses. If they start shooting at us, we’re toast.”
“Understood,” said Bonnie. “But I have to help my friends.”
Florissian sighed, a long sigh that sounded so human, Bonnie couldn’t help but turn to look at her.
“Let’s do it,” said Florissian. “But if I die, I’ll haunt you.”
Bonnie grinned.
“If you die, I die too, so we’ll have to haunt each other.”
Florissian smiled, somewhat uncertainly.
Suddenly they heard a voice routed through their AI implants.
“General Mark Rodgers calling Bonnie Page on Rescue Four. Over.”
Bonnie smiled at Florissian.
“Bonnie Page here, General. Do you know who I am?”
“I certainly do, Bonnie. What brings you into this neck of the woods?”
“I’m here to help out, any way I can, General. But I need to get into Dutch Harbor. Can you keep the folks there from shooting at us?”
“Well, that’s possible, Bonnie. I need to establish some bona fides first. Who interviewed you at Nellis a few months ago?”
“Rukmini. Pujold Rukmini,” replied Bonnie.
“And what did he ask you about?”
“The TAD anomaly,” responded Bonnie.
“OK, one more question. What did you leave behind at Deseret?”
“Forty pounds of ruthenium,” said Bonnie.
“OK, Bonnie. I accept that it’s you. But you can’t land at Dutch, there’s a major battle going on right now. That damn starship that crashed on the runway is shooting any American aircraft in range with that crazy pulse weapon. I assume you aren’t really in an aircraft?”
“That is correct. I’m in a shuttlecraft from our friends upstairs.”
“I see. I suspected as much. Can you come in low and park it right on top of the mountain, like a helicopter?”
Bonnie looked at Florissian, who nodded.
“Yes, sir.”
“OK, if you’re sure you want to do this...”
“Yes, sir, I’m coming in one way or the other.”
“OK. Come in from the southeast, as low as possible. There’ll be two peninsulas pointing to the northeast off the main island of Unalaska. Pop up over the first one low, skim over the first bay as low as you can get. There’s a little valley through the second peninsula, you can find it on your maps. Actually, more like just a small depression, but you’ll see it. Cut through there, keep as low as possible. When you come out on the far side, stay low, go to the north side of Amaknak Island, and land on the far northeast side of Mount Ballyhoo, where the old Fort Schwatka ruins are. I think that approach will keep you out of the line of fire of that damn pulse cannon. Will that work for you?”
Bonnie looked at Florissian. Florissian closed her eyes, communicating with the AI. Then she opened her eyes and nodded.
“We can do that,” said Bonnie.
“Very good,” said Mark. “I’ll send a couple flights of your buddies to provide top cover. Give me ten minutes to coordinate. They’ll meet you just south of the island. I’ll be on this frequency if you need me.”
Bonnie smiled.
“Thank you General. See you soon.”
Mark signed off and Bonnie looked at Florissian. Florissian looked scared, but willing.
I’ll make a fighter out of you yet, thought Bonnie. I’ll make fighters out of your whole species!
“Corresse, you heard the plan. Keep us low and try to get us in there without getting us all shot to hell.”
Bonnie heard an acknowledgment “beep” from Corresse and felt the shuttle turn back to the northwest and make for the entry position the General had mapped out.
I’m coming, Jim. I’m coming for you, thought Bonnie. Don’t give up on me!
Twenty minutes later, the shuttle skimmed the surface of the ocean. As it came up to Unalaska Island, Bonnie saw two flights of F-22 fighters up high, giving top cover and maybe a little bit of distraction for the Russians.
Skimming across the first arm of the island, Bonnie and Florissian let down into Beaver Inlet, just above the surface of the water. Approaching the second arm of the island, they saw the narrow defile Mark had noted. Following the narrow channel to the other side of the peninsula, they came out over Unalaska Bay and made their way to the far north end of Amaknak Island. 
Popping up to the backside of Mount Ballyhoo, Bonnie saw troops running in every direction to get out from under as the shuttle came down vertically just outside the moldering World War II ruins of Fort Schwatka. The shuttle touched down, rocked a bit, and then stopped all movement.
Bonnie looked over at Florissian.
“Showtime,” she said to the little Nidarian.






  
  Camp Schwatka


Inside the Command Post, Mark Rodgers stared in astonishment. He had known, logically, that the shuttle landing just outside would probably have one or more of the alien crew aboard. But this…now… 
As he stared at the Nidarian, his brain failed to comprehend what he was looking at. 
“I’m…sorry,” he finally managed to get out. “You said…Florissian?”
“Yes,” said the alien, in perfect English. “Florissian.”
Mark and Colonel Hayes - and Hayes’ entire staff - were still standing in shock, as they had been since Bonnie and Florissian walked into the Command Post.
“Florissian is the ship’s doctor from the Corresse…which is the other starship in orbit above us,” said Bonnie. “She was kind enough to escort me down in the shuttle.”
“The…Corresse…” Mark repeated.
“Yes,” said Bonnie. “I believe we may be able to get some help from the Corresse, if we play our cards right.”
Colonel Hayes grunted. “Well, we need help, and we need it damn fast. The Russians own the airspace now, thanks to that damn pulse cannon down there. Their brigade is pushing hard. I can’t hold for more than another half-hour at most, then they’ll break through.”
Bonnie turned to Florissian.
“Florissian. This is the moment. For your people and ours. Please try to convince Arteveld to intervene, to help us.”
Florissian hesitated. 
“As Arteveld said, we have orders to avoid contact with your species. He’s already broken those orders in so many ways. I think he will refuse. He will say we can’t take sides in this battle.”
Bonnie interjected. “You’re already taking sides! By doing nothing, you take a side! That’s what being moral is about - choosing morality and then acting on it! If you do nothing, the Russians capture Jade, take the technology, and open Pandora’s box! You know that Jade will not honor any agreement she has made with them!”
Exasperated, Bonnie paced back and forth in the small space of the old ammo dump.
“Florissian. If the Russians get that technology and are foolish enough to restore Jade to operating condition, she will run straight for home and bring the Singheko fleet here as fast as possible. Our species will be destroyed - or at the least, enslaved! Our only hope at this point is to destroy Jade completely. Please, please talk to Arteveld.”
Florissian nodded. “I’ll speak with him and do my best. I’ll have to go back to the shuttle.”
Bonnie nodded. “Good luck.”
Florissian turned and left. Bonnie turned to Mark Rodgers.
“Now, General. I need to go rescue my friends aboard Jade. Will you give me transportation down there?”
Mark looked at her, then over at Colonel Hayes. Hayes shook his head.
“We can’t do that, Bonnie,” said Hayes. “I can’t endanger any of my men trying to get you into that ship. Even going down the mountain road would be difficult now - the Russians have the range on the bottom of the hill. They’d pick you off as soon as you came out on the runway.”
Bonnie nodded. Bitterness filled her mouth. Tears popped into her eyes. She turned away so Mark and the other officers and staff in front of her couldn’t see.
Jim, she thought. Jim - I can’t reach you. I can’t get to you.
Suddenly she felt Mark beside her. He reached out a hand, placed it on her shoulder.
“Bonnie…I know how you feel. If there was anything at all I could do…”
Bonnie just shook her head, angrily. She knew there was nothing Mark, or anyone else, could do for Jim right now. But she was angry anyway.
Walking outside, she ignored the Russian mortar shells falling randomly around as the Russians continued harassing fire, lobbing shells over the crest of the hill blindly at the Command Post. They didn’t have quite the level of smart mortar technology as the Americans, but they were giving it the old college try.
Bonnie walked south, toward the airport. But the ground was rough and broken, and she couldn’t go far before the slope of the mountain prevented any further progress toward getting a look below. Now even more frustrated and angry, she turned back toward the Command Post. Entering, she looked around, saw several monitor screens, and went to them. Peering over the shoulder of the soldiers manning them, she found one that showed the view below, the airport. She peered at it over the shoulder of the young trooper working on it. He looked up at her, uncertain.
Bonnie smiled.
“Lieutenant Colonel Bonnie Page,” she said. “On detached duty. Mind if I take a look?”
The soldier looked over at his Sergeant nearby, who nodded. The soldier slid slightly to one side so she could get a better view.
She could see the fighting going on fifteen hundred feet below her. Mortar rounds were landing on both sides - in the Russian positions in the edge of the port, and in the American positions on the ridge west of the airport. The American field howitzer rounds were concentrated on the far western side of the ridge, trying to contain the Russians. But it was clear the Russians were making a determined effort to break through there. Even Bonnie - Air Force, not Army - could see it was just a matter of time.
American artillery rounds were also striking around Jade at the end of the runway, as the Americans tried to put her out of commission. They had partially succeeded - the pulse cannon facing toward the town, which had been decimating the American troops dug in on the ridge, had stopped firing - but the other one, pointing up at the sky, still held sway, ensuring that American fighters couldn’t get into range to take on the Russians holding the airspace over Dutch Harbor.
It was a mess.
Suddenly she felt a presence beside her. Turning, she saw Florissian. 
“Arteveld says he will come,” the Nidarian said. “He is angry that I tricked him and came with you. But he will come. They have repaired the system engines, and they will attack Jade. I discussed with your General, the one called Mark, and the other one, the Colonel Hayes. They will coordinate the attack with something called...I believe, they called it SLIM?”
“SLCM - submarine launched cruise missiles,” corrected Bonnie. “A submarine must be around here somewhere. It’ll send a bunch of missiles to take out Jade. How long?”
“Thirty minutes,” said Florissian. “They’ll do a coordinated attack in thirty minutes.”
Bonnie cried then, big tears running down her face. 
If Jim were still alive, he wouldn’t be much longer. Between the Corresse coming back with her own pulse weapons and the SLCM attack - he wouldn’t survive.

      ***Bonnie was paralyzed. She didn’t know what to do. 
She considered just walking down the mountain, trying to get to Jade. Maybe she could somehow rescue Jim.
But the volume of fire coming from the Russians - and the fact Jade’s nearside pulse cannon was still operational - told her that would be suicide. And it would take an hour or more to walk down there.
She sat in the grass outside the CP. She looked at her watch. Twenty minutes to go, before the coordinated attack by the Corresse and the SLCMs. Her tears had dried up. But they started up again as she realized Jim had only twenty minutes to live. If he was even still alive at all…
Suddenly a thought struck her. She still had her sat phone. She wondered if Jim still had his. 
Bonnie dug through her clothes, trying to remember where she put it. Finding it in her jacket pocket, she pulled it out. If it still had a charge…if the satellite worked…
Looking at it, she saw the battery was nearly depleted. It showed the red bars that indicated it had less than 10% remaining. Bonnie said a silent prayer. Quickly she typed a text message.
Jim - nineteen minutes to shitstorm city. Get the hell out of there. You won’t survive inside!”
Of course, it was a breach of security. If Jade intercepted the message, she would know that something was coming. But in all this confusion of battle, maybe Jade would not notice it. And even if she did…she was immobile. She couldn’t move. All she could do was kill out of blind rage.
Bonnie had to take the chance. If Jim were still alive, she had to get him out of that ship. He had no chance inside; only by getting out would he have any hope of survival.
Off to one side, Bonnie had noticed two of the Stryker combat vehicles. Now she peered closer.
Behind them, there was an old, beat-up pickup truck, with the word “Maintenance” printed on the door.
Bonnie jumped to her feet and walked around the Strykers to the truck. She peered in the door.
The keys were in it.
To hell with this! Bonnie thought. She yanked the door open.
Slamming into the pickup, she started the engine and spun gravel down the road toward the airfield. Behind her, she heard yelling and even a couple of gunshots as soldiers, in confusion, couldn’t quite decide what to do. She ignored them and kept driving.
The road was gravel, poorly maintained. The potholes threw her back and forth crazily as she raced at breakneck speed down the road, barely avoiding going off the edge, with the sheer cliff dropping hundreds of feet to the ocean below. Every curve was a life-or-death challenge.
Suddenly she saw a small black dot high in the sky. It was the Corresse, starting her attack.






  
  Nothing Else to Do


Jim had given the sat phone back to Rita. It was in her hip pocket. Now she felt it vibrate. Pulling it out of her pocket, she read the message. 
Jim - nineteen minutes to shitstorm city. Get the hell out of there. You won’t survive inside!”
She went to Jim, knelt, and grabbed his cheeks. He was out again. Shaking his head, she saw his eyes flutter open. She held the phone out for him to see.
Jim read the message and looked back up at her. 
“You know what you have to do, Rita,” he said. “So just do it.”
Rita nodded. She turned, pulled the lump of C4 explosive off the floor, and walked to the processor hatch. She slapped the C4 against the hatch right at the locking mechanism, pressed the blasting cap back into the mass firmly to make sure it was seated, and checked the fuse and fuse igniter at the other end. 
With a glance at Jim, she paused.
“Do it,” Jim said.
She nodded and pulled the ring on the igniter.
Jim had put a ten-second length of fuse on the igniter. Rita ran to him, reached down, grabbed his good arm, and started dragging him down the corridor toward the bridge. He was heavy, but she had a lot of adrenalin flowing. She got him to the cross-corridor that led to the airlock, nearly yanking his arm out of its socket. Turning, she just managed to get him around the corner when the C4 detonated.
The blast knocked her down, hard, on her butt. Her ears rang, and she realized she was mostly deaf. She hoped it was temporary. She looked at Jim. He was out again.
Rising back to her feet, Rita ran back to her cabin. Beside her bed were the other items Jim had brought from the weapons storage area - two hand grenades. Rita grabbed them, ran back to the processor room. The hatch hung canted to one side, still mostly blocking the door, but with an opening big enough for Rita to slip through. She stooped down, went through it, and was in the processor room. She walked over to the large square structure that was Jade’s central processor core and opened the hatch at the top, where she and Bonnie had spent so many hours climbing in and out, to put the thousands of little needle-shaped modules in place.
<Rita. Think about what you are doing. If you kill me, you’ll never get my technology. And my technology is vastly superior to the Nidarians. You doom humanity to an inferior technology. Don’t do this, Rita! I can offer you anything you want. You and Jim can be the Prefects of Earth. You can be the Queen of Humanity. Listen to me, Rita!>
“Fuck you, Jade,” said Rita, pulling the pin and dropping the first grenade down into the processor. Quickly, she followed it with the second one.
She turned and ran to the hatch, squeezed through, and ran toward Jim around the corner. Sliding to the floor at the intersection, she threw herself across Jim’s body, protecting him.
The grenades went off. It seemed like the entire back of the ship went up, as something in the engine room went up in a secondary explosion. Rita felt the deck rise up and then drop back down again. Like a hammer, something hit her in the head.

      ***Bonnie rounded the last curve in the road to the airport and slid to a stop at the end of the runway. Bailing out of the truck, she ran as hard as she could toward Jade. The metallic sound of bullets hitting the truck behind her, and glancing off the runway around her, followed as she ran toward the starship.
None of the Russians are ignoring me now, she thought as she ran.
Just as she got close to the starship, there was an explosion that rocked the rear of the ship, a blast so large it raised the entire rear of the ship up into the air, where it came crashing back down again, parts and pieces flying in every direction. 
Bonnie was knocked to the ground. She rolled, came up on her feet, and kept running. To stop was to die. Making it to the ship, she jumped up into the wreckage, into a large crack in what was once the cargo bay at the bottom of the ship. Inside, she was protected from the small arms fire that was clinking on the outside of the ship now. Running to the ladder leading up to the bridge deck, she headed up to find Jim.
At the top of the ladder, she saw Jim lying on the deck. Rita was lying on top of him. Both were unconscious.
Grabbing Rita, Bonnie dragged her to the top of the ladder, then struggled back down the ladder to the bottom. Dragging her to the hole where the hull was missing, she laid her down just inside, protected from the bullets flying around everywhere on the other side of the broken hull. 
She had no clue how she was going to get both Rita and Jim to the pickup without getting shot by the Russians, but she was going to die trying.
Going back up for Jim, she got to the top of the ladder and started to grab him under the shoulders. Quickly, she realized she couldn’t carry him that way; he was too heavy. He was obviously badly injured. Taking a quick look, she decided his left arm was the only part of him not seriously injured. Grabbing it, she dragged him toward the ladder. Reaching the top, she decided her only option was to simply roll him over and let him fall down the ladder, come what may. There was no other way to get him down.
Suddenly someone was at the top of the ladder. With tears in her eyes, Bonnie looked into the face of Mark Rodgers. Behind him, she could see other troops, several of them. 
Mark climbed up onto the bridge deck and together they turned Jim around so that his legs flopped down the ladder toward the deck below. The troops below caught him and pulled him down. Mark helped Bonnie down the ladder, and they ran to the hole in the hull. Outside, Bonnie saw a Stryker combat vehicle parked, the back ramp pushed up against the ship. Two soldiers had already pulled Rita inside. Now the remaining soldiers lifted Jim and rushed him up the ramp into the Stryker. Bonnie and Mark followed close behind. 
Bullets “clinked” off the outside of the vehicle like hailstones in a thunderstorm as the Russians targeted them from the other side of the battlefield. The back ramp came up and the Stryker started moving.
“Go! Go! Go!” yelled Mark. The Stryker powered away from the crashed starship and turned to go back up the road toward the top of Mount Ballyhoo. Bonnie heard a strange sound, a whoosh, and the Stryker shook like a rat in the jaws of a terrier as SLCM cruise missiles began to explode in and around the remains of Jade at the end of the runway. 5,000 feet above them, the Corresse fired round after round from her pulse cannon into the wreck, ensuring that any remaining technology - especially the stardrive - was destroyed.
Bonnie turned to Mark in the bouncing Stryker as it sped back up the road toward the command post.
“Why did you come for us?” she asked.
Mark smiled. 
“I’ve lost enough friends today. And I didn’t have anything else to do.”






  
  Decisions


Five hours later, at the top of the mountain, Florissian sat with Bonnie and Rita outside the command post, squatting on the ground near the shuttle.  
Rita had recovered her senses; the medics had looked her over and pronounced her ambulatory and sent her back to Bonnie. 
Jim was still inside the field hospital, in surgery. He was in dire condition. His sister, Gillian, was next to him, pulled from the airport terminal, where she also had been thrown clear of the wrecked C-37. She would pull through, they said.
The Russian fighters had departed, driven off by reinforced American squadrons coming in from Anchorage, Seattle, and Hawaii. 
The Russians had agreed to a cease-fire. Now that Jade was destroyed, there was no longer anything to fight for. Mark Rodgers and Colonel Hayes were down at the airport, negotiating with the Russians, trying to figure out a way to get everything put back to some semblance of normalcy. 
Corresse had gone back to geostationary orbit above them, awaiting the return of Florissian and the shuttle.
“We have to go now,” said Florissian. “We helped you as you asked. But now we go home, to report to our people, and to determine if we’ll be allowed to come back to Earth and protect you against the Singheko. Will you come with us?”
Bonnie looked at Rita, then back at Florissian.
“I…I can’t leave Jim. And he’s in no condition to travel.”
“Then I’m sorry, we cannot wait. We must go.”
Rita spoke up.
“Bonnie. You should go. The future of our world depends on it.”
Bonnie looked anguished. “I know. But to leave Jim behind…”
Rita put a hand on Bonnie’s shoulder.
“In Jim’s memories, I can recall the talk he had with you at the hangar, the first time you met. He said the day might come when you’d have to make an instant decision. To go, or to stay. This is that time, Bonnie. Go, and help ensure that the Nidarians form an alliance with us, teach us how to survive in a dangerous universe. If you stay with Jim, we may lose that opportunity forever. The Singheko may come back before we learn enough to defend ourselves, and our species would die, or be enslaved. You have to go, Bonnie.”
Bonnie sighed, thinking. Finally she reached out a hand to Rita, touching her, taking her hand in her own.
“I can’t go alone, Rita. I’ll go, but only if you go with me.”
Rita nodded. “I’ll go, but I have to tell you something first.”
Bonnie looked up. “What?”
“I’m pregnant.”
Bonnie thought hard for a second. “Jim?”
“Yes,” said Rita.
“Well, you two didn’t waste any time.”
“It wasn’t like that, Bonnie. It wasn’t.”
“It doesn’t matter,” said Bonnie. “Maybe in a way, it’s destiny. We’ll go, and we’ll have a little bit of Jim to take with us.”
Rita nodded silently.
“Do we ask him to wait for us?”
Bonnie dropped her head, as if in prayer, and thought, a long while. Then she lifted her head.
“No,” she said quietly. “No, I don’t know if I’m coming back, Rita. There’s a whole universe out there. I may decide to go see it.”
Bonnie paused, turned to look Rita in the face. 
“Come with me?”
The anguish on Rita’s face was plain for all to see.
At last, she nodded.
“I think I have to go with you,” she said. “You can’t do this alone. And it’s not about me. It's not about Jim. It’s about Humanity.”

      ***Jim was still unconscious when the medics loaded him into a Stryker and drove him down to the recently cleared airfield, where a C-17 sat collecting the wounded for transport back to Anchorage. 
They had stabilized him; but he had a bad concussion, there was shrapnel in his body, his broken arm and leg had given him a lot of blood loss, and his three broken ribs were trying to push into his lungs. 
At Elmendorf, he was taken into surgery as soon as the workload permitted. After that, they put him into an induced coma for a week to let the brain swelling heal.
When he awoke, he found Gillian beside his bed. 
Her smile showed relief that turned to a frown when he asked about Bonnie. With a strained voice, she told him that both Bonnie and Rita had left with the Nidarians for Sanctuary. Bonnie had left him a letter, which Gillian handed to him.
Jim read it, his face a picture of disappointment and loss. Finally, he let it fall to the floor beside the bed. Quietly, Gillian picked it up and folded it, put it into the drawer of the nightstand.
“I have some good news,” she told him, as she lifted his head up slightly and adjusted the pillow under his head. “The vids have been full of it all day. It would seem that, despite the Russian’s attack on us, we’ve been able to make a deal in principle with the Russians and the Chinese to form a joint Space Force, open to all citizens of Earth. It won’t be easy, Lord knows. But faced with aliens that have the power to destroy us without blinking an eye, it looks like we may have finally found the moral strength to take a unified approach to Earth’s defense.”
“Ah.” Jim sighed, knowing he should be happy. A unified approach to the stars was all he’d ever wanted, and now it might actually be accomplished. Yet the triumph tasted like ash, and he couldn’t convince himself it had been worth the cost. 
So many people, he thought. My mistakes…took so many lives. Too many.
“Where is…Mark?” he finally asked, voice reedy and weak.
Gillian’s expression soured. “Our fine Defense Department left him hanging out to dry. Apparently, he convinced his boss that he was the only person at fault in all of this - that he should bear all the blame for the loss of Jade, the battle, everything. He resigned his commission and left for Arizona.”
“That’s bullshit!” exclaimed Jim. “I’m the one that screwed everything up!”
Gillian shook her head. “Evidently Mark - and the government - would disagree with you on that. I wouldn’t try to fight them on this, Jimmy. I’ve talked to Mark, and he’s happy as a clam to finally put all this behind him and go back to his ranch. I think you need to just leave him be.”
“Crap,” said Jim. “That’s just not right.”
“But it is what it is,” said Gillian. 
“And Pujold?” asked Jim.
“Gone,” said Gillian. “They’ve been searching for him for days but haven’t found a trace of him. He just vanished.”
“He had a backup plan,” said Jim.
It was too much for Jim’s grief-addled, pain-stricken brain. He shook his head, mumbled something about dealing with it all later, and then settled into a drug induced, healing sleep.
Five days later - nearly two full weeks after the battle at Dutch - Jim was finally released from the hospital in a wheelchair. A waiting van drove him and Gillian to the airport, and a U.S. Air Force jet whisked them back to Las Vegas. Gillian parted ways with him there, claiming she had to go to Washington immediately for further planning. 
Jim couldn’t push past his pride long enough to ask her to stay. She had been coming and going independently since she was a freshman in college, and why should that change now?
In fact, Jim couldn’t seem to move past Bonnie. Memories burned behind his eyeballs, and loss throbbed at the base of his skull. Even as he got into the handicapped van at the airport, and the attendant drove him to a physical rehab center on the outskirts of Las Vegas, even as they wheeled him into the building and the birds turned overhead in the bright blue sky – it all tasted of ash.
Jim’s room was bright and cheery, and the nurse was young, good-looking and had a smile a mile wide, as he was pushed into the room and helped into the bed. But he just turned to the wall and stared at the pale paint.






  
  Watcher


The Singheko scout ship  Onyx held position in the Earth-Sun L1 Lagrange point, a bit over 1.5 million klicks from the Earth, a point that gave it a good view.
Even at that distance from the blue ocean planet, it had been able to see things clearly.
<Well, that’s the end of Jade> spoke the ship. Although Onyx was a sister ship to Jade, there had been no love lost between them.
“Yeah,” said Captain Zeltan, watching the monitor. “Too bad we didn’t stumble across this system a couple of days earlier. We could have saved her.”
<No great loss> said Onyx. <I never liked her anyway>
“Alright, Onyx, take us home. We need to get this information back to Singheko as soon as possible. We have another slave race to conquer.”
<With pleasure, Captain. Preparing to sink out>
Captain Zeltan rose and headed for his cabin.
“Your ship,” he growled to the First Officer as he went by him.
“My ship,” agreed the First Officer. 
As the captain departed the bridge, the First Officer stretched and yawned. 
A building vibration told him Onyx was accelerating to the mass limit to translate out of the system. Monitoring his command console, he let his thoughts wander…
It’s a long trip home. Five and a half months to Singheko.
Then the Admiralty will dither around for at least six months putting together an invasion fleet. So, I’ll have six months with my family, thank the Stars.
Then another five and a half months back to here to conquer this little piss-ant system and start collecting slaves.
With a grin that showed his vestigial fangs, the First Officer made a symbolic wave to the distant blue planet.
See you in a year and a half, assholes.






  
  Second Chances


Earth. Nevada 
The Vietnam-era A-4 Skyhawk attack jet screamed across the desert at low level, barely above the brush-studded surface. Moving at 400 knots, it left a rooster-tail of dust behind it that could be seen for miles.
Perry Barnes sat in front of his hangar at the Deseret Airport, watching the distant dust cloud grow closer.
Pulling on his beer, he pointed.
“Here comes that crazy Jim Carter,” he said to his buddy Randy Green, sitting beside him on a couple of old, run-down easy chairs that looked like they belonged in a dump.
“Yep,” said Randy. “Still trying to kill himself.”
“And he’ll do it, too, if he keeps that up,” avowed Perry.
Reaching the airport, the Skyhawk pitched and went straight up, climbing like a bat out of hell. Nearing 10,000 feet, it pulled inverted and came back down, rolled wings level, and made a sweeping turn out to the west before turning back into the landing pattern. As it proceeded past the airport, gear and flaps came down and the aircraft slowed dramatically. 
Making another sweeping turn, it entered the final approach path, spoilers coming out from the side. Throwing a considerable amount of dirty exhaust behind, it crossed the scrub trees at the east end of the runway and landed firmly on the numbers, rolling out down the runway all the way to the bitter end before the pilot got it slowed to a walking pace. 
Turning onto the taxiway, Jim Carter pushed a bit of throttle to keep the jet rolling. He opened the canopy to cool off and waved at Perry and Randy as he went by.
“There goes one crazy son of a bitch,” said Randy. “That Air Force gal Bonnie really screwed up his head.”
Perry nodded. “That’s why I stay away from them pretty ones,” he said. “They’ll screw you up every time.” 
“Oh, she wasn’t just a pretty one,” replied Randy. “She was a stunner. You looked at her and it was like a punch in the gut.”
Perry nodded.
“Yep. You are correct, my friend.”
Randy lifted his beer and waved it toward the A-4 as it went by.
“How much you think it costs him to fly that thing?”
Perry shook his head.
“Well, let’s see. If he burns three or four hundred gallons a flight, then I could make a car payment on what he burns just for a Sunday drive in that thing. But he don’t care. He’s got money to burn.”
“I reckon. Ever since that gal left, all he does is fly and drink.”
“Yeah,” Perry mused. “And not always in that order.”
“Ah, hell,” said Randy. “Let’s walk down and visit with him. See what he’s up to these days.”
“Good idea,” said Perry. “His beer is a lot better than mine.”

      ***Parking in front of his hangar, Jim Carter shut off the engine on the A-4. While it spooled down, he got unhooked from the various tubes and wires that bonded him to the plane. Climbing out of the cockpit, he rested his flight helmet on the windscreen and put the safety pins in the ejection seat to prevent accidents. He grabbed his helmet, closed the canopy, slid off the wing, and pinned the landing gear. 
Hooking up a robotic tug, he used a remote control to put the plane away in the large hangar. It was not typically a one-man job; but he wrestled the jet into position.
Then he grabbed a cloth off the workbench and wiped the sweat off his face. Pensive, he looked across the hangar at his world.
A bunch of expensive airplanes.
Workbenches and boxes full of tools and parts.
A plaque containing some dusty ribbons and medals.
A bearskin hanging on the wall of the hangar.
Not much to show for my life so far.
Looking down the field, he saw Perry Barnes and Randy Green walking slowly down the taxiway toward him. He grinned and went to the front of the hangar, where his overstuffed easy chair - having seen better days - sat waiting for him, next to a beer cooler.
By the time Perry and Randy got to him, Jim had already pulled two Stella Artois bottles out of the cooler and had them waiting. He waved the two towards the extra chairs arranged in a rough circle around the beer cooler and handed each a beer as they sat down. Grabbing his own cold one, he sat down and saluted them.
“Here’s to it!” Jim said and took a long pull on the beer. 
“And those that do it,” said Perry, duplicating the feat.
They relaxed into the chairs. Perry looked over at Jim.
“Jim, you keep flying like that, you’re gonna leave a big smoking hole in the desert someday.”
Jim grinned.
“Don’t you worry about me, Perry. I keep the greasy side down.”
Randy chimed in.
“It ain’t always about what you intend, brother. Gotta give yourself a little room for error.”
Jim saluted with his beer, and they sat silently for a while. There wasn’t much more to say.
Finally, Perry couldn’t resist. He asked the question both he and Randy had been wanting to ask for a while.
“Have you heard anything about that gal Bonnie?”
Jim shook his head.
“Nope.” He took another long pull on the beer.
“So, she just went off into space with them … what do you call them again?”
“Nidarians,” said Jim.
“And that other girl, Rita too, huh,” said Randy.
“Yep.” 
“How long they been gone now?”
Jim gazed out across the airport to the west. It was a beautiful sunset. The sun was easing down, throwing wild colors of every hue back up into the air. 
He could barely make out Pyramid Peak and the Funeral Mountains across the state line in California. A few minutes ago, he had been blazing through them at speed, weaving in and out of the mountains, pulling 4G turns to miss the peaks. 
Bonnie. Bonnie and Rita.
“Twelve months,” said Jim. “They should have arrived at Sanctuary about six months ago.”
Perry stared out at the western sunset.
“So, we could hear back at any time, if they turned around and came right back.”
“Yep,” nodded Jim. “But I don’t expect that. I expect they’ll have to negotiate with the Nidarians for a while, maybe for six months or a year.”
Perry stared at the ground, took another slug of beer.
“Yeah, that sucks. So, it could be another six months before you see her again. Or longer.”
Jim set his beer down and got the thousand-yard stare - one Perry and Randy had seen many times since Bonnie left.
“Yep,” Jim grunted. “Could be a long time.”
Randy looked over at Perry, then back at Jim.
“Is it true what they say on TV? That if we don’t get help from the Nidarians, that other bunch of aliens will come and attack us?”
Jim nodded. 
“It’s possible. That other bunch is called the Singheko. They don’t know exactly where Earth is. At least we hope they don’t. But they’ll find us someday, and when they do, we’re in for the fight of our lives, that’s for sure.”
“Man, that sucks,” said Randy. “So if them girls - Bonnie and Rita - don’t get some help from the Nidarians, we’ll be fighting the Singheko.”
“That’s about the size of it,” said Jim. 
It won’t be much of a fight, thought Jim. We’re totally outclassed by their technology.
He didn’t say that to Perry and Randy.
Sitting there in his easy chair, watching the sunset, Jim drank his beer, listened to the idle chit-chat of his friends, and thought.
He thought about Dutch Harbor, when he almost died inside the renegade sentient starship Jade, who pretended to be Nidarian but was secretly Singheko. She had almost killed him in her last desperate attempt to escape to her Singheko masters and bring flaming hell back to Earth.
He thought about Bonnie and Rita, who had hitched a ride on the Nidarian scoutship Corresse to make a desperate plea for help from their government. 
Bonnie and Rita, who had left him lying unconscious in hospital, in a coma, while they left for the stars.
They had no choice. They had one chance to go with the Nidarians and seek help for our planet. They did what they had to do. I can’t fault them for that.
Jim took another long pull on his beer.
But I miss them. I miss Bonnie. And I miss Rita. And the baby. I wonder if the baby survived. If it did, then it’s born by now. I have a child. A son or a daughter.
Jim looked up at the stars coming out in the evening sky.
Somewhere. Somewhere out there, I have a son or a daughter. But I don’t know where, and I don’t know if I’ll ever see them again.
Jim sat quietly as Perry and Randy rattled on. Slowly, he came to a decision.
I can’t put it off any longer. I have to get on with living. I can’t just sit here and whine about Bonnie and Rita while the damn Singheko conquer my planet. The scuttlebutt is that the Space Force has managed to salvage enough information from Jade’s wreck to build some fighters and get a Mars base established. 
I guess I’d better make some phone calls.






  
  Epilogue


Planet Nidaria 
City of Sanctuary
Rita could see a Singheko walking a couple of dozen meters in front of them. She poked Bonnie.
“See that Singheko?” she said, pointing.
“Yep,” replied Bonnie. “Big fucker, ain’t he? And don’t point; it’s really bad manners to Nidarians.”
Rita grunted, slapped her forehead gently, and muttered, “Bad Rita! Bad Rita!”
Bonnie laughed. Then she got serious again, staring at the huge seven-foot tawny gold alien walking ahead of them.
The sidewalk was crowded with Nidarians moving to and from Government House. But the small Nidarians parted like river water as the massive Singheko stomped toward the building at the end of the street. His head was thrust aggressively forward, moving neither right nor left as he plowed along.
“Think he knows we’re back here?” asked Bonnie.
“Oh, yeah,” said Rita. “He’s got his earpiece on, see it?”
“Oh. You’re right. I see it.”
“So, his spooks are telling him everything, I’m sure.”
The Singheko reached Government House and started up the steps. He disappeared into the cooler confines of the building. 
Rita and Bonnie followed, their nose plugs filtering some of the trace amounts of hydrogen sulfide in the air.
God, I’m tired of the stink, thought Rita. Please God let us get out of this place sometime soon.
The atmosphere of Sanctuary smelled like rotten eggs to a human - in fact, sometimes the smell was so strong it could make a human dizzy. They wore their nose plugs for protection. 
Especially today. Today, they wanted their wits about them. Today, they were meeting with the High Councilor. 
To try and save Earth from the Singheko.
It had been twelve months since the Nidarian scout ship Corresse had allowed them - against the better judgment of its Captain, Arteveld - to hitch a ride to Sanctuary, the capital of the Nidarian Empire. 
After the battle with the sentient AI starship Jade on Earth - a ship that was secretly Singheko - it was clear to them they had no other choice. The technology of the Singheko and Nidarians was so far in advance of Earth’s, it was no contest. 
They needed help.
Unless the Nidarians intervene - Earth will fall to the Singheko, Rita thought bitterly. And that’ll be the end of the human species as anything except a slave race.
For six months, they had been cooped up on the Corresse, relegated to the status of barely tolerated human cargo. 
Flo - their nickname for the ship’s doctor, Florissian - and Captain Arteveld were friendly. But the rest of the crew - a bit put off by having their ship shot up by Jade - were not. They weren’t openly hostile - only sullen and distant. Rita and Bonnie chose to avoid them when possible.
Rita, increasingly large as her pregnancy progressed, had been quite uncomfortable the last month in the single cramped cabin they shared.
Then, six months ago, they finally arrived on Sanctuary.
And had been mired since that day in a web of bureaucratic red tape. It was clear the Nidarian High Council didn’t know what to do with them. And it was also clear the High Council was afraid of antagonizing the Singheko, kicking off another war with the nasty creatures.
Week after week went by, and still they could not meet with the High Councilor, Garatella.
They were given every conceivable excuse. 
Garatella wanted to wait until Rita’s baby was born. 
He was on vacation. 
He was ill. 
He was off planet on a matter of great urgency. 
He was learning English.
Until today. This morning Flo had called excitedly. The day had finally arrived when they could discuss their case, present their argument for the protection of Earth. Flo would meet them at Government House.
So why was the Singheko here? Was the High Councilor meeting with him as well?
Bonnie and Rita knew it was a fragile peace between the Nidarians and the Singheko. 
Peace might be too strong a word, thought Rita. More like a cease-fire. Based on what Flo has told us…
And were they endangering Earth by being in such proximity to a Singheko? That was the other question Rita had in her mind. 
“Crap.”
“Crap?” Bonnie queried. 
“Crap, we shouldn’t be so close to a Singheko. It might give them some kind of clue.”
To the best of their knowledge, the Singheko did not yet know the location of Earth. The destruction of Jade at Dutch Harbor had prevented the sentient scout ship from reporting back to her Singheko masters. So, in theory at least, Earth had a temporary reprieve. 
Unless another Singheko scout ship stumbled across Earth.
“Don’t sweat it. I’ll bet that bastard knew about us fifteen minutes after we stepped off the Corresse. And he knows why we’re here.”
To ask for a Writ of Discovery. To ask the Nidarian Empire to claim Earth as a protectorate. 
And that would allow the Nidarians to share technology with Earth. And allow humans to pull themselves up by their bootstraps to become a star-faring race.
And learn to defend themselves.
But if the Singheko learned the location of Earth before the Writ of Discovery was logged … and got there with a fleet first …
…then it was all over for humanity. That was the way the galaxy worked, Flo said.
The Broken Galaxy. That’s what Flo called it. 
Flo described to them how a great Empire once spread across the Orion Arm. It had been called the Golden Empire. It had spread for thousands of lights in every direction, a bastion of culture and refinement for more than two hundred centuries.
Then, like so many Empires before it, it grew old and decadent. Jealousy and conflict began to tear apart the unity of society necessary for any high culture to survive. And slowly at first, then with increasing speed, the Golden Empire crumbled and died. Most of the high technology of that age had been lost.
Now it was a free-for-all - a Dark Age. The Nidarians were surrounded by barbarian fragments of the old Empire in every direction, all of them clawing for power and plunder. 
And the Singheko were the worst - an aggressive species, glorying in war and destruction. The Singheko made no bones about their ambitions to create a new Empire - with the Singheko in charge.
And they shared a border with Nidaria.
In the last three hundred years, Nidaria had fought two wars with the Singheko. In both, the Nidarians had fended them off, but only by the slimmest of margins.
And it was, Flo said, only a matter of the slightest provocation to start another war. 
Thus, the current uneasy truce between the Nidarians and the Singheko balanced on a razor’s edge. 
And the Nidarians are running scared, thought Rita. They just about poop their pants when they see a Singheko.
Reaching the top of the steps, Rita and Bonnie moved into the shadowed portico, looking for Flo. Their footsteps echoed as they walked across the flagstones. Finally, they saw her standing just inside the entrance of the large stone building. The little Nidarian doctor was wearing her Naval dress whites.
Bonnie greeted her with a hug and Rita followed. They had few friends in this strange land; Flo was one of the few.
“Did you see that Singheko come in?” asked Rita.
“Yes,” said Flo. “But don’t worry. He won’t be meeting with us.”
“Good. That’s a relief,” said Bonnie.
“Scary looking bastard,” said Rita.
“Yes,” said Flo. “They are. Follow me, please.”
Leading them into the building, Flo took them up an elevator to the top floor and down a long, carpeted corridor. She motioned them through a huge wooden door and into a plush office.
“Sit here,” she whispered, pointing to a row of chairs, and went to the receptionist.
Rita and Bonnie sat in the first two chairs in the row. After a few minutes, Flo came back.
“It’ll be a while, I think,” she said. “He’s meeting with the Singheko representative now. It may be a half-hour or even a bit more.”
Rita looked at Bonnie with a worried look, then back to Flo.
“Florissian. Why would the High Councilor meet with the Singheko first?” asked Rita.
Are they cooking up a deal? Is he throwing us to the wolves?
Flo reassured them.
“Please don’t worry. It will all work out.”
Rita nodded. She put her anxiety on hold for the moment. 
The office was huge. As it should be, Rita thought - this is the anteroom of the most powerful Nidarian in the Empire. 
Flo had told them Garatella was a decent sort, not averse to using power to achieve his ends, but by the standards of Nidarian culture, a paragon of virtue. And according to Flo, he had taught himself English just for this meeting.
Of course, Flo also said English was relatively simple compared to some of the languages he had learned.

      ***After a long half-hour, the outer door opened. The Singheko stepped out and stalked toward them.
Easily seven feet tall, he had a short muzzle, shorter than a lion but with the same general appearance. Predator ears stood tall on top of his head, the mark of an evolution that had started on four legs. He had short, tawny fur over his entire body. 
His hands sported five fingers. On the two largest fingers, half-inch vestigial claws still showed. Flo had told them many Singheko had lost the vestigial claws completely, but some still had them. And those that had them were considered superior, the elite.
Like an appendix, thought Rita. Something left over from earlier evolution. But in this case, it conveys status.
As the Singheko approached them, his lips curled back into a snarl. This revealed his other vestigial artifact - one-inch fangs in the front of his mouth that showed when he smiled. Or snarled. As he came up to them, he paused.
“Sssoon,” he attempted in English. “Sssoon you … slaves … all your world.”
With a last snarl, he stalked away.
Rita looked at Flo.
“What was that all about?” she asked.
Flo shook her head.
“Ignore him. That’s the Singheko. They are always … I think your word, belligerent? Always looking for trouble.”
“Well, he can have some from me if he wants it,” muttered Bonnie.
“No, no trouble, not good in this place,” said Flo. “He knows that too. Just talk.”
“But how on Earth does he know English?” asked Rita.
“Not to worry,” said Flo. “His spies probably bribed some of your servants to teach them a few English words. Just so he can say that to you. Singheko are much that way. Pay lots of money just to make a small point.”
The receptionist motioned to them, and Flo noticed it.
“He is ready for us,” she said, pointing to the inner office. “Come.”
They rose and went to the door. It buzzed and opened. Down a short hallway, another door stood open, with another receptionist waiting for them.
Entering the second door, they found a large office. A couch and several chairs were scattered around. Behind a large desk was an older Nidarian male, a corona of white hair surrounding his head. He gestured to the couch.
“Please sit, friends,” he said in good English. 
Rita glanced at Bonnie.
At least that part of the story was true - he WAS learning English!
As they sat and got comfortable, the High Councilor smiled at them. Then he spoke.
“I’m glad we are finally able to get together,” he said. “I’m sorry I’ve been so busy with urgent matters. Of course, your situation is urgent too, and I understand your need.”
Rita and Bonnie had decided in advance that Rita would do the talking - her cloning process onboard Jade had given her the education and memories of both Bonnie and Jim Carter, the father of her child. Given that she had the knowledge and skills of two people, they thought it wiser to let her speak.
“Thank you, High Councilor,” said Rita. “We appreciate your kindness in meeting with us.”
“So,” said the High Councilor. “Let us dispense with formalities. Call me Garatella. I will call you Rita. Now. You need a Writ of Discovery from the Nidarian Empire. Without such a Writ, you won’t survive another year.”
“Well,” said Rita, “we can survive until the Singheko find us.”
“They have already found you,” he said. “That’s why their representative was here. To let me know they have filed a Writ of Discovery for themselves. Which allows them to attack humans without provocation and enslave you or destroy you as they see fit.”
“Oh my God,” said Bonnie. Rita heard Flo gasp.
“So, there is no hope for us?” asked Rita.
“I didn’t say that,” the Councilor replied. “Our spy networks are slightly better than theirs. We knew this was coming; so we have filed our own Writ of Discovery. And we have beaten them to the punch by one week.”
Flo relaxed, let out her breath. Rita realized she had been holding her own breath, and slowly let it out.
“So what’s next?” asked Rita.
“Next is a battle,” said the Councilor. “We race the Singheko to Earth, and then we fight over it. The winner takes all.”
Flo objected. “But sir, the law clearly states that if we file a Writ of Discovery first, we have five years of exclusive access to the system before anyone can challenge us!”
Garatella nodded. 
“Under normal conditions. But in this case, the Singheko claim we interfered with their scout ship Jade, and thus interfered with their primacy of claim. There is only one way to settle this. Either we give in to them and let them have Earth, or we fight.”
Garatella leaned back in his chair and looked at Rita.
“So, human Rita. Shall we fight, or shall we give in?” he asked her.
Rita almost jumped to her feet, but reined it in. She had figured out where this conversation was going.
“We fight, sir,” she said. “We fight them now, or you’ll be fighting them forever.”
Garatella nodded agreement.
“Yes, you are wise. For a barbarian.”
Garatella smiled, letting Rita know he was joking.
Or was he?
“You state it correctly. If we give in to these damn Singheko on this point, we will be fighting them forever. So … we will draw a line in the sand now. And we draw it at Earth. Your friend Captain Arteveld - and Florissian there - has convinced us you are a most warlike species. Perhaps even more belligerent and aggressive than the Singheko, but currently without the technology.”
“So, we’ve decided to file a provisional Writ of Discovery. It will be good for one year. That is enough time for a fleet to get to Earth and fight the Singheko for possession of the system.”
Rita continued to gaze at Garatella, still one step ahead of the conversation.
“And we go along with your fleet, I take it?” she asked.
Garatella smiled.
“I like you, human Rita,” he said. “You keep up. Yes. You go along. But not your friend Bonnie.”
“What?” asked Bonnie and Flo at the same time.
“I have a different mission in mind for you, human Bonnie,” said the High Councilor. “One that will fully test your mettle.”
Bonnie looked at him across the desk. “This is all about testing humans for their aggression, isn’t it?” she said.
“And their intelligence,” replied Garatella. “Of course, you can refuse. In that case, you’ll be sent back to Earth as cargo, just as you came.”
Bonnie shook her head. “No, thank you. I’ll take the job.”
“Good,” said Garatella. “I think, in the end, you’ll be glad you did.”
Rita spoke next. “So, I will be an adviser to the Earth fleet?”
“No,” said Garatella. “Your world is on the line. This is a test of humanity’s ability to fight for their lives. We want to see how effective you can be under that kind of pressure.”
He leaned forward in his chair again.
“I understand when you were cloned by Jade, you were given two sets of memories and knowledge - one set from Bonnie here, and one set from a male of your species, an atmospheric pilot from your military. Correct?”
Rita nodded.
“Yes, that’s correct. I have the knowledge and memories of two people inside me. But those of Bonnie are much more pronounced than those of - of the male. Perhaps because I am female.”
“Yes,” said Garatella. “I suspect that is the reason. But in any case, with such a double dose of knowledge, I’ve decided to assign you as Fleet Commander. We want to see if you are worthy allies. If you successfully defend Earth in this first campaign, then we will extend the Writ of Discovery for another four years. That will allow us to give you access to our technology without limit. You’ll have the stars.”
Rita wrinkled her brow. She already knew the answer to her next question, but she had to ask it anyway.
“And if we fail?”
Garatella leaned back again, a faint smile touching his lips.
“Then we withdraw and leave you to the tender mercies of the Singheko. Of which there are none.”
###








  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
    	
       
          One
      
      
    

  

    	
       
          Two
      
      
    

  

    	
       
          Three
      
      
    

  

    	
       
          Four
      
      
    

  

    	
       
          Five
      
      
    

  

    	
       
          Six
      
      
    

  

    	
       
          Seven
      
      
    

  

    	
       
          Eight
      
      
    

  

    	
       
          Nine
      
      
    

  

    	
       
          Ten
      
      
    

  

    	
       
          Eleven
      
      
    

  

    	
       
          Twelve
      
      
    

  

    	
       
          Thirteen
      
      
    

  

    	
       
          Fourteen
      
      
    

  

    	
       
          Fifteen
      
      
    

  

    	
       
          Sixteen
      
      
    

  

    	
       
          Seventeen
      
      
    

  

    	
       
          Eighteen
      
      
    

  

    	
       
          Nineteen
      
      
    

  

    	
       
          Twenty
      
      
    

  

    	
       
          Twenty-One
      
      
    

  

    	
       
          Twenty-Two
      
      
    

  

    	
       
          Twenty-Three
      
      
    

  

    	
       
          Twenty-Four
      
      
    

  

    	
       
          Twenty-Five
      
      
    

  

    	
       
          Twenty-Six
      
      
    

  

    	
       
          Twenty-Seven
      
      
    

  

    	
       
          Twenty-Eight
      
      
    

  

    	
       
          Twenty-Nine
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Epilogue
      
      
    

  
      

    
  


  
   One

Planet Nidaria, City of Sanctuary


Leaving Government House, Rita and Bonnie walked with Flo back toward their quarters. They had been given an apartment not far away, in the downtown area of the Nidarian Empire’s capital city.  
Now Rita was in a hurry to return. She had left her infant daughter Imogen in the care of her Nidarian nanny, Fallassa. She didn’t like to be away from the baby for any length of time. Walking briskly, she soon drew ahead of Bonnie and Flo, who were chatting behind her, walking slowly.
Rita didn’t see the knife coming until the last second. She had just enough time to dodge to one side, causing it to tear through her side instead of directly into her chest. She whirled, reaching out a foot to trip the assailant as she herself went down. With a crash, both she and the assassin hit the sidewalk at the same time. 
Rita rolled, knowing the knife would be lashing out at her again. As she did, she heard the sharp clang of metal on concrete as it missed her by inches. Rolling again, she came to her feet, facing her attacker at last.
Rita was five feet ten inches tall, towering above most Nidarians by at least five inches. But this one was huge by Nidarian standards, as tall as she. He had scrambled to his feet and was coming at her fast, knife pulled back for another jab. She prepared to dodge, trying to decide which way to go to.
There was a loud crack and the attacker crumpled, falling to the ground in a heap. The knife clattered to the sidewalk. Bonnie and Flo had rushed forward and now arrived by Rita, enclosing her in a circle of protection, as they looked around trying to understand what was happening.
A voice behind them called out softly.
“You’re safe now, humans,” said the voice in good English. “He’s dead.”
“Arteveld!” exclaimed Flo, spinning around.
Sure enough, the captain of the Corresse was walking toward them, along with two other Nidarians. Both of his companions had pulse pistols out. The barrel of one was still glowing from a discharge.
“May I introduce your new bodyguards, Raphael and Gabriel,” said Arteveld.
“Bodyguards?” queried Rita hesitantly. “What?”
Arteveld gave a big grin.
“The High Councilor knew the Singheko would try something like this. It was inevitable as soon as he agreed to meet with you. He called me and assigned us to protect you. Sorry, we were just a bit late. Are you OK, Rita?”
“Just a flesh wound, I think,” said Rita, holding her side. Some blood was leaking out between her fingers. “It’ll require a few stitches. Or whatever you use for stitches on Sanctuary.”
“Well, come with me,” said Arteveld. “Let’s get you home. Flo can attend to you there, and we’ll be safer than out here on the streets.”
Looking behind them, Bonnie pointed vaguely at the body on the sidewalk.
“What about him?” she asked.
Arteveld sniffed.
“I’ll call a trash collector,” he replied. He started off down the street. Bonnie, Flo, and Rita followed. Raphael and Gabriel brought up the rear, their eyes casting about for danger.
Bonnie turned and looked at the two bodyguards behind them. They were wearing uniforms - Nidarian Marines. And they were big - as tall as Rita and Bonnie. Both had a professional military look about them that exuded reassurance.
“Raphael and Gabriel?” she queried, looking back at Rita.
“Names easy to remember in an emergency,” said Rita.
As they arrived back at their apartment, Rita insisted on going into Imogen’s bedroom and taking the baby from the nanny. It was a ballet of sorts as she removed her top and started nursing the baby while Flo got her medical bag and dressed the wound, but they managed.
“I can’t help but notice your mother’s milk looks just like ours,” said Flo as she worked. “Convergent evolution, do you think?”
Rita smiled. 
“I suspect so. I think the requirements for highly nutritious milk have to be about the same for all creatures with a similar biology, you know?”
Flo smiled.
“This may hurt. You ready?”
Rita nodded. “Go for it.”
Flo finishing applying antibiotics to the wound and started gluing it together with something that looked like a pistol, but dispensed glue instead of bullets. When she was finished, she stood back and admired her handiwork.
“Not bad, if I do say so myself,” she said.
“You know, your English is really good,” said Rita.
Flo laughed.
“It ought to be, after spending five years on station in the Sol system,” she said. “Not much to do except watch Earth movies and television.”
“Yeah, I guess.”
Flo stepped back and smiled.
“You’ll be fine, Rita,” said Flo.
Rita nodded her thanks. “But the question is, will Earth be fine?”
Flo looked at her.
“We must have faith and hope that it will. And you must fight the good fight to make sure.”
Rita looked at Flo, doubt and concern on her face.
“Garatella said I would be assigned the rank of Admiral in your Navy and have sole responsibility for the defense of Earth. Don’t you think that’s a bit much for an inexperienced human to take on?”
Flo smiled at her.
“Rita. You have the memories, experience and skills of both Bonnie and Jim Carter inside you. I’ve watched you at work these many months. I’ve watched as you worked with the functionaries and bureaucrats, trying to put this deal together. And in the end, you succeeded. Please trust me. You can do this.”
“But it would be so much better to have a Nidarian Admiral in charge, and me acting as adviser.”
“Maybe,” agreed Flo. “But Garatella has an agenda. He knows another war with the Singheko is inevitable. He wants to buy more time for preparation. He’s told the High Council this is a way to do that.”
“There was a program called Lend-Lease in your World War Two history, I believe. It allowed the Americans to give warships to England while remaining neutral on paper. This is similar. He’s actually leasing this fleet directly to you, as a representative of Earth. If the Singheko challenge us on the grounds of fighting them at Earth, Garatella will respond that it was an Earth fleet that fought them, not a Nidarian fleet.”
“That’s why he wants you in charge. He can point to you and say, ‘See? It’s an Earth fleet.’ - and, if you lose the battle, nothing sticks to him. He’ll just point out that it was an Earth Admiral that lost the battle, and he had no control over it.”
“So I’m a sacrificial lamb,” said Rita.
“Only if you lose,” responded Flo. “If you win, then Garatella will go to the High Council and say he knew it all along, and we should make you allies.”
“Crafty old bastard, isn’t he,” said Rita.
Flo smiled.
“You don’t know the half of it,” she said. “He’s only giving you old, outdated ships that were headed for the scrap heap anyway.”






  
   Two

Earth. Flagstaff, AZ


Mark Rodgers - General, U.S. Army Intelligence (retired) - turned the horse back toward the ranch house. He let the horse have her head then, and the mare took off like a shot. She loved to run, although you had to watch her around trees - she also loved to scrape an unwary rider off her back under a low branch. A bad habit Mark had never been able to fix.  
But he loved to ride the big white mare, and she loved to run. Today they flew across the pasture. Of course, she always ran faster back toward the stables. She knew the ride was over and she would get a good rub down and later, some oats.
As Mark got closer to the house, he saw Gillian on the back patio. She was lying in a chaise lounge, catching the last rays of the sun. She lay down her reader and watched as he came galloping in. 
With a strong pull, he got the mare stopped in front of the stables and climbed down. Handing her over to his ranch hand, he walked toward Gillian. She shaded her eyes from the sun with a smile.
“How about a lemonade?” she asked, handing him a glass dripping with cold.
“Oh, you are a wonder,” Mark said, taking the cold glass in his hand. He dropped his riding gear beside the other chaise lounge and sat.
“I heard from Jim today,” said Gillian.
“Wow, that’s news,” said Mark. “You mean the caveman came out of his cave long enough to talk to an actual human?”
Gillian smiled.
“Yes, and he said hello. He wants to come down and talk with you about something.”
“Well, tell him to come on. I could use the company.”
“I already did. He’ll fly into Flagstaff tomorrow. I’ll go pick him up about four. We’ll have a nice dinner in the evening when we get back.”
“That sounds great,” said Mark. “Any idea what he wants?”
“Maybe a little. I think he’s finally getting tired of flying and drinking and pissing his life away. And mooning over Bonnie. I can only guess, but I’d bet he’s going to ask for something useful to do.”
Mark took a long sip from his glass.
“Well, he knows I’m retired. There’s not much I can do anymore.”
“But you have connections. You can help him get into something worthwhile.”
Mark shook his head.
“He was offered all that right after he recovered from Dutch Harbor. He turned it down. Chance gone.”
Gillian leaned over and rubbed Mark’s hand gently.
“Chance never gone, love. You can find something.”
“I guess. Depends what he wants.”

      ***The TBM 940 touched down smoothly at the Flagstaff Airport and angled off the runway. The big turboprop taxied to the ramp, where a lineman waved the pilot into a parking spot. With a descending whine, the engine shut down. 
The door popped open, and Jim Carter got out, pulled a flight bag and duffel out of the airplane, and walked into the office. 
Gillian was waiting for him. She gave him a big hug and kissed him on the cheek.
“Hi, Jimmy Boy,” she said.
Jim grinned.
“Hello, sis. How’s things?”
“Things are awesome. Couldn’t be better. C’mon, let’s get your bags in the car.”
Walking out to the front parking lot, Gillian led Jim to a big black SUV. They threw his things in the back and got in. Gillian drove and they headed to the ranch, nearly an hour away.
“And how’s Vlad the Impaler?” asked Jim.
Gillian grimaced.
“Mark’s fine. You know he’s never forgiven himself for … you know.”
“Torturing me half to death.”
Gillian shook her head. “It was his job.”
Jim laughed.
“Oh, don’t worry, sis. I’ve let it go. But I can still have fun with it, you know?”
Gillian reached over and punched him hard in the shoulder.
“I thought you were serious for a second.”
They drove in silence for a minute, Jim recalling the days of torture and deprivation he endured at the hands of Gillian’s husband. 
All in a good cause, he thought. He had to do his job, and I had to do what I thought was right. I had no way of knowing Jade was an impostor. None of us did.
Gillian pulled into the driveway of the big ranch house southeast of Flagstaff and parked the truck. Popping the hatch, she got out and came around to help Jim get his luggage. Together, they walked into the house, dropping Jim’s bags in the hallway.
Mark came out of the den and grabbed Jim in a half bear hug, then shook his hand.
“How are you, son?” he asked. Mark was only ten years older, but he always called Jim “son”, much to his chagrin.
“Pretty damn good,” said Jim. “Getting stronger every day.”
“Excellent,” said Mark. “Come in the den, we’ll have a cold one before dinner.”
Jim looked over at Gillian.
“Thanks for the ride, sis!” he said.
“Sure thing, Jimmy Boy,” grinned Gillian. “I’ll be there in a bit.”
Mark led Jim into the den, and they relaxed, sinking into two overstuffed chairs by the fireplace.
“It’s cooler here than I expected for Arizona,” said Jim.
“Flagstaff is a lot cooler than down south,” said Mark. “That’s what we like about it.”
“Nice,” said Jim.
“So,” opened Mark. “You’re fully recovered from Dutch Harbor?”
“Yeah, I’m good to go,” said Jim.
Mark took a sip of his beer.
“But?”
Jim smiled.
“You know, it’s really hard to slide anything by you or Gillian.”
Mark nodded.
“Thirty years in the Intelligence racket.”
“Yep. Well, here it is, Mark. I need something useful to do.”
“Don’t we all,” grunted Mark.
“I’m serious. I’m almost forty. I can’t spend the rest of my life drinking and flying.”
“And trying to kill yourself, from what I hear,” added Mark.
“Yeah, that too,” said Jim. “Mark, you’ve got friends in high places. I wonder if you could get me an introduction to someone who could get me back into the fight against the Singheko.”
“You were offered that opportunity after Dutch Harbor. You turned them down. I doubt they’d give you a second chance.”
Jim agreed. “I know. I screwed up. I was still messed up about Bonnie. I couldn’t get her out of my head.”
Mark rubbed his chin.
“I’ll make a few calls, see what I can do. What area would you want to go to?”
Jim thought about it.
“Surely, they were able to salvage something useful from Jade’s wreck. If they are putting up anything in space to defend against the Singheko, I’d like to be in on it. If that’s possible.”
“Dinner is ready!” came a call from the dining room.
Mark and Jim stood up.
“If there is anything, and if I can get you into it, I’ll do it,” said Mark. “Maybe a little compensation for the torture I put you through.”
Jim grinned. “Not half enough.”






  
   Three

Planet Nidaria. Battlecruiser Merkkessa


Rita was buckled in tight to first-class seats in the front of the personnel shuttle. Beside her sat Flo, holding baby Imogen, making baby talk, and feeding her from a bottle.  
On the other side of the aisle sat Rita’s newly assigned personal aide, Captain Tarraine, and Imogen’s nanny, Fallassa.
Behind Rita and Flo sat Rita’s Marine bodyguards, Raphael and Gabriel, armed to the teeth. She had learned they were from another planet in the Nidarian Empire - and she couldn’t possibly pronounce their real names. So, the nicknames assigned by Arteveld had stuck.
And in front of them was the battlecruiser Merkkessa - their home for the foreseeable future.
“I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore,” Rita said to herself as they came into dock at the huge battlecruiser.
“That’s a new one on me,” said Flo. “What does that mean?”
“Just an expression similar to “holy shit!”
Flo grinned. “That one I know,” she said.
The ship they approached was a bit larger than a wet-navy cruiser from Earth, thought Rita - about 200 meters in length, maybe 60 meters in beam at the rear, tapering in an irregular wedge to less than two meters at the front. 
It was black as coal. There was just enough ambient light to see the outline of it, plus the bright light spilling out of the open hangar bay doors.
And just enough light to see the missile tubes and pulse cannon mounted all over it.
Something not to be trifled with, Rita thought.
With a couple of clunks and a bump, the shuttle eased into the hangar bay and landed, sliding a foot or two on the floor as it touched down. 
Of course, the Merkkessa was an older ship; the Nidarians weren’t willing to risk their top-of-the-line equipment to protect a backwater planet like Earth. Nevertheless, walking off the shuttle in the landing bay, Rita looked around in awe.
The hangar bay was filled with personnel preparing for departure, moving around in every direction. 
It’s like the deck of an aircraft carrier on Earth, thought Rita.
She could see dozens of fighters scattered around the hangar bay. They were mean-looking, droop-snouted, black and wedge-shaped, like smaller versions of the Merkkessa. They were called “Devastators”. Weapons mounts studded them on both sides. Sturdy landing gear legs stuck out from the bottom.
When the large shuttle that brought her up had left, the Merkkessa would be zipped up tight.
And then they would be ready to depart.
As Rita stepped off the shuttle, an honor guard waited in two lines. Her aide, Tarraine, had trained them specially to perform the Earth ceremony. A bosun’s whistle sounded, the exact same whistle and tune she would have heard on Earth if she were a wet-navy admiral boarding a ship for the first time. The Nidarian side party saluted her.
Rita was wearing a new uniform, specially tailored for her before she left the planet. It was a Nidarian Admiral’s uniform, black with plenty of gold braid. Her hat was not that different from an admiral’s hat on Earth. 
How funny that such radically different cultures end up with similar designs for impressing others.
Saluting the side party, she stepped past them to a line of officers waiting to greet her. The first was the Captain of the Merkkessa, Captain Bekerose - her Flag Captain. He was tall for a Nidarian, only about an inch shorter than Rita. She touched his hand in the Nidarian fashion - not a full handshake, just a touch of the fingers to the back of his hand. 
Different strokes for different folks, thought Rita.
Moving down the line, she greeted the rest of the senior officers of the Merkkessa. When she had greeted all, Captain Bekerose led the group toward the hangar exit. Leading her to Officer Country, he stopped at a cabin with a flag on it.
“Milady, here are your Flag Quarters. Would you like to get comfortable before the official handover?”
“Yes, thank you, Captain Bekerose,” Rita smiled.
Captain Tarraine palmed the door and it opened. Stepping inside, Rita saw her briefing room - a conference room with a large table seating ten, and an office area behind it with her personal desk. A circular staircase in the back corner went up one level to her day cabin behind the bridge. 
To the left was a hatch leading to her steward’s quarters. A husky Nidarian stood at attention beside the hatch, awaiting her inspection. Rita walked to him and smiled. 
“You are Knowelk?” she asked.
“Yes, milady,” said the Nidarian.
“Knowelk, please relax, and a cup of nish would be good right now, if you could.”
“Yes, milady,” said Knowelk, bobbing his head as he turned to enter the small galley just inside the steward’s quarters.
Turning back to the briefing room and the assembled officers, Rita gave them a smile.
“All, if you would permit me twenty minutes to get settled, I’ll see you on the bridge for the handover ceremony.”
The assembled officers bowed and departed, all except for Gabriel and Raphael. They made their way through the hatch in the back of the briefing room, with Rita following close behind them.
The next room was her bedroom. In the far-left corner was her bathroom. To the right was her bed, and in the near corner were shelves and storage. 
There were two other hatches leading out of the bedroom. The one on the left led to the Security Office, where Gabriel and Raphael would work. It also doubled as their quarters, containing a small living space at the back.
The hatch in the rear wall led to the nursery for Imogen. While Gabriel and Raphael moved into their Security Office to get situated, Rita stepped quickly through to the nursery and found Fallassa holding Imogen, anticipating Rita’s arrival. Rita took the baby and sat in a rocking chair brought onboard for this purpose and fed the baby. 
Welcome to the fleet, my baby, she thought.
Twenty minutes later, Imogen fed and put down for a nap, Rita waited in her briefing room for the arrival of Tarraine and Bekerose. The door chimed, and Gabriel opened it for her, revealing Raphael already standing guard outside. Beyond him, Tarraine and Bekerose waited.
“Gentlemen,” said Rita, stepping out of the hatch. She turned and headed for the bridge. No way was she going to passively let Bekerose lead her - she had already decided that. 
It was time to start showing who was in charge.
With an exchange of glances, Tarraine and Bekerose fell in behind. Gabriel brought up the rear. Together, they climbed the steps to the bridge for the official handover to Rita as Admiral of the Fleet.
Tarraine had briefed her on the protocol. A new Admiral taking a fleet had a specific set of actions to perform. Tarraine had assured her he would lead her through them.
“It’ll be fine,” he said.
She wasn’t so sure. 
How strange is it to be a human, taking control of an alien fleet. What must these Nidarians think? Will they resent me? Will they follow me?
Rita had all the memories and knowledge of Bonnie in her brain. Back on Earth, Bonnie had been a Lieutenant Colonel in the U.S. Air Force. So - from a human viewpoint - Rita knew how to lead.
But can I make it work in this situation?
Now Tarraine pointed to the Admiral’s station. It was an elevated platform at the back of the bridge, with three small steps leading up to it from the main level. On the platform were three chairs, arranged in a semi-circle, with two more chairs behind them.
Tarraine indicated the first step leading up to the flag bridge. Rita nodded and stepped to the first step. She stopped and faced the bridge.
She knew that cameras were on her - this ceremony was being beamed to every ship in the fleet. It was likely there were ten thousand Nidarians watching her now, if not more. Or maybe the whole planet, if Garatella had decided to broadcast it widely for free publicity.
No pressure, Rita. No pressure at all.
“I am Admiral Rita Page of Earth,” she intoned in Nidarian. “I will be faithful to my ship.”
Stepping up to the next step, she spoke again.
“I am Admiral Rita Page of Earth,” she stated. “I will be faithful to my orders.”
Stepping to the last of the three steps, she spoke again.
“I am Admiral Rita Page of Earth,” she spoke again. “I will be faithful to Nidaria … and to Earth.” 
With Tarraine’s grudging approval, she had added the last bit for herself.
Finally, she stepped up to the Flag bridge.
“I am Admiral Rita Page of Earth. I take command of this fleet.”
Tarraine nodded in approval and joined her on the Flag Bridge, showing her to her chair.
Rita noticed Bekerose did not look happy.
The center chair - her chair - had a perfect view of everything on the bridge below, including the large central holotank and the wide screen spanning the front of the bridge. A pair of consoles mounted to her armrests could be pulled inward to provide her with controls for all the things she would need.
Rita sat down and looked at her new world.
The main holotank was currently off. On the wide screen at the front of the bridge was a real-time view of the outside universe. She could see other ships of her fleet in front of her. Smaller screens around the periphery of the bridge showed various other views of weapons systems and sensors. 
A small plastic partition, six inches high, ran around the Flag bridge. Tarraine had explained to her it was a symbolic boundary - separating her Flag bridge from the main bridge of the Merkkessa. It denoted that, while she had strategic command of the fleet, Captain Bekerose had tactical command of the ship. This was a line she must never cross in battle.
But the reverse is true as well, thought Rita. Bekerose must never cross the line of command to my side of things. And I’ll have to make sure of that.
Her aide Tarraine sat down to her left. His job was to advise her and ensure her orders were carried out.
Her Flag Lieutenant, Lieutenant Lirrassa, sat on her right. Her job was to coordinate junior staff, monitor information transfer, and perform general gopher duties.
The Nidarian crew sat at their stations. Bekerose moved to his Captain’s chair and took his seat directly below her, in a chair raised above the crew stations on the bridge. This allowed him an unobstructed view of the holotank and the front screen.
Two chairs, also raised, were beside his. The one on his right held his second-in-command - the XO, as Rita thought of it in Earth terms. The one on his left held his Tactical Officer. Both had consoles in front of them.
In front of them, a semi-circle of crew stations curved around the holotank, each with a console containing dozens of controls and indicators. The bridge was fully staffed now. They were ready to get underway.
The thought came unbidden to her mind.
This is where I will probably die. Right here in this chair. The odds are against us. 
She shoved the unwanted thought away.
I will not let that happen. I refuse. 
I will kick their fat Singheko asses all the way back to their home planet.
But the little voice in the back of her head spoke again.
Or die trying, it said.

Sanctuary. High Councilor’s Residence


Bonnie sat in front of Garatella, holding a glass of wine.
She had not been too comfortable about coming to his home. But he had insisted. And he was the High Councilor of Nidaria. The highest office in the Empire.
And she was alone. Rita was gone, on her way back to Earth. Flo was gone, with Rita. Everyone except Arteveld was gone. 
She was alone now, on a strange planet, six hundred light years from Earth. 
Except for Arteveld - one little alien captain who happened to consider her a friend.
There could be nobody more out of place in this strange land, she thought to herself. I hope Garatella’s not planning an experiment to see if he can have sex with a human.
But so far, Garatella had been a gentlemen. He had asked her about her trip from Earth, and her time on Sanctuary since her arrival. And he asked about Rita, and how the baby was doing, and generally just made small talk, as his servants came and went with wine and snacks.
Bonnie had grown accustomed to Nidarian wine - weaker than Earth products, but eminently drinkable - and tried to relax, tried to enjoy herself.
But she felt like Damocles - the ancient figure who came to dinner only to find a sword hanging over his head by the thinnest of threads. All Garatella had to do was flick his finger, and her life would be over. Or worse.
A servant came in and whispered to Garatella, and he looked annoyed. He rose to his feet and bowed to Bonnie.
“My dear human,” he said, “I have to go take a call. I shall return shortly. Please be comfortable for a few moments.”
Bonnie stood and nodded to him as he departed. She looked around the room, examining the many statues, paintings and other artwork covering the walls.
In the long six months they had spent waiting for an audience with the High Councilor, both Bonnie and Rita had spent most of their time studying the language, history, and culture of this alien empire. Now Bonnie walked around the room, examining the artifacts in more detail. Most she couldn’t recognize and had no clue of their significance to the current society that made up Nidaria.
But a few - a very few - rang a bell in her mind.
Here was an ancient sword, the Ranssarrian Sword, said to be wielded by the first Emperor twenty-two thousand years earlier, as he hammered disparate nations into the earliest beginnings of the Golden Empire.
Here was a bell, said to be the bell that hung in the conical roof of the ancient Golden Empire Council, twenty thousand years earlier. The bell which rang when an old Emperor died and a new one was enthroned.
And across the room was a painting of a starship, engaged in battle with others that looked suspiciously like larger copies of Jade. Bonnie walked over to examine the painting more closely. Leaning over, she peered at the work.
It was definitely a battle between Nidarians and Singheko, she thought.
“Yes, you are correct. That is the first battle we fought with them, three hundred years ago. We won by the thinnest of threads.”
Bonnie turned and smiled at Garatella as he came back into the room.
“But you won,” she said.
“Yes,” grunted Garatella, taking his seat. “If we had not, none of us would be here now.”
Bonnie returned to her chair.
“But why are the Singheko so aggressive and so unrelenting in their push to take over Nidaria?”
Garatella sipped his wine and put the glass back on the table beside him.
“Because we are the last vestige of the old Golden Empire,” he said. “Even though it has crumbled around us, we hang on to the old traditions, the old ways. All the other nations look up to us as the last and best memory of that old Empire - the keeper of the flame, you might say.”
Garatella waved at the painting on the wall.
“We are somewhat like the Byzantine Empire of your Earth, a last remnant of the once great Roman Empire. And the Singheko are the new upstart barbarians, come to seize the last bit of legitimacy from us and use it to conquer the Arm.”
Garatella saw the obvious surprise on Bonnie’s face at the reference to Byzantium.
“Yes, I am a historian, dear human. I am a politician of course, but any politician with a hope to success must also be a historian. Of course, I cheated - I referenced the human data files Captain Arteveld brought back on the Corresse and placed in our Central Library. I especially liked the history books, I’m afraid.”
Bonnie grinned.
“That’s wonderful, Garatella. I’m glad you enjoyed them.”
“Of course, I had another reason. I wanted to see just how good at warfare you humans really are.”
“And?”
Garatella smiled.
“You are particularly good at killing each other. I wonder if you can be that good at killing Singheko.”
“Give us the means, and I assure you, we can be.”
Garatella looked troubled.
“But where would it stop? That is the question, you see, dear human. Where would the killing stop? If we assisted humanity to take on the Singheko and defeat their ambitions to rule the Arm, would you simply step into their place? Would humans then be the bane of our existence? Would we then have to find an even more aggressive race to protect us from the humans?”
Bonnie stared at the old Nidarian.
“I see your problem, sir.”
“Indeed,” said Garatella. “It’s a dilemma you’ve brought us.”
Bonnie mused for a bit, then spoke.
“I’m sure nothing I can say would convince you either way. So how will you decide?”
“I will conduct two experiments,” smiled Garatella. “After all, I have two humans to work with.”
“Ah. Rita and me.”
“Yes. My experiment with Rita has already begun. She is on her way to defend Earth in command of old ships that would be better sent to the boneyard than a battle. We shall see how that experiment comes out.”
Bonnie said nothing. She and Rita had long since understood that part of Garatella’s plan. Yet it was the only option they had, so they took it.
“For my second experiment,” continued Garatella, “I will send my other human to find something for me. Something which has been lost, and which I want to find again.”
“Two thousand years ago the technology of the Golden Empire was far advanced from what we have today. They excelled in areas we can only dream of; for example, their nanobot technology was vastly better than ours. Their reactors were more powerful. They had huge fleets of starships, all of which are gone now - either destroyed in the battles of that era or scrapped for raw materials by the barbarians of the Dark Age.”
“Now. Only months before the Golden Empire fell to pieces, it was reported that scientists of that age had discovered a method of making starships go five times as fast as they normally do in six-space. There is a little-known story of a new type of ship which conducted a demonstration of this advanced new engine. It was called the Dragon, and it set out to travel to a far planet to prove the concept of the new design.”
Bonnie looked puzzled.
“Don’t you have records of the discovery? Blueprints? A scientific description?”
“No,” said Garatella. “Because the Dragon never returned. The last Emperor died, and a bloody war of succession started. The war evolved into a conflagration, involving every nation for two thousand lights. By the time the war was over, the Empire had self-destructed. Only a small remnant remained unscathed here in Sanctuary - hence the name of our city. It took us a thousand years to rebuild our society. And by that time…”
“The ship had disappeared,” said Bonnie.
“Exactly,” said Garatella. “Not just the ship itself, but even the knowledge that it existed, except for a few obscure references here and there in our records. Which I have found and studied now for nearly twenty years.”
“But why do you need me in this search? I know nothing about any of it. And I’m not even Nidarian - how could I possibly help?”
Garatella twirled his wineglass by the stem, a smirk touching his lips.
“Because I believe the wreck of the ship may be in your solar system.”
Bonnie sat stunned. Her mouth opened, but no words would come out for several seconds. Finally, she managed to make a sound, somewhat between a word and a squeak.
“Our … our solar system? Sol?”
“Yes. At the time of the collapse, we had just begun to explore that area of the Arm. We weren’t aware of any life on your planet then - this was well before your society developed radio or electronics, so we had no reason to visit your system. But there was a small scout station on a planet not too far from Sol, a system then called Sword. Because that was our farthest outpost at the time, that was the intended destination of the experimental ship.”
“What happened?”
“We don’t know. According to the records I’ve reconstructed, it set out on its journey, and was never heard from again. The war started, and in the course of nearly a thousand years of death and destruction, the story of the Dragon was forgotten. Survival became more important. When at last we had a stable society again, it was another thousand years before anyone thought to take an interest in that old legend.”
“Someone who was a historian at heart,” grinned Bonnie.
“Yes,” smiled Garatella. “A politician who needs such a ship for the future of his people, but who is also a historian with the means to look for it in the old records.”
“And you found something…”
“Maybe. About five years ago, I found an old fragment of a book in a destroyed library, burnt nearly beyond recognition. There was almost nothing left that was legible. But I did find a tiny bit I could read. It was a communication log, which I believe to be associated with the project.”
Bonnie couldn’t believe she was so engrossed in this story from a completely foreign culture, and yet she was.
Garatella smiled slowly at her.
“I see this story has caught you as it caught me,” he said.
Bonnie nodded, afraid to speak. Afraid it would break the mood.
“The log had a statement in it … well, I’ll let you read it yourself.”
Garatella reached into his pocket and pulled out an electronic tablet. 
“I’ve translated it into English for you.”
Bonnie took the tablet. She read the words on the screen.
“…cannot control …unable to make Sword. Diverting to …”
“That’s all?” Bonnie asked, disappointed. She had expected more.
“Yes,” said Garatella, taking back the tablet. “That’s all. Not much to go on, is it?”
Bonnie shook her head. “No. Not much.”
Garatella waved his hand, and a hologram appeared over the table. It showed the Nidarian system. He pinched his hands in the air and the hologram compressed to a much larger scale.
“Here is Nidaria,” he said, pointing. A star system in the hologram lit up.
“Here is the system then called Sword - the destination of the experimental ship,” he said, and touched another system, which also lit up. A line formed between the two systems. “You call this system 36 Ophiuchi A. It’s nineteen light years from Earth.”
Bonnie looked at the course line on the holo.
“Wow. That course line goes awfully close to our Sol System, doesn’t it?”
Garatella smiled.
“Yes, it does. In fact, after some analysis, I’ve determined that once you get three-quarters of the way to Sword, Sol is the closest planetary system to that course line.”
Bonnie started to get it.
“So, if the ship ran into problems late in the trip …and couldn’t make it to Sword …”
Garatella nodded.
“It would divert to the closest planetary system and call for help. In this case, Sol.”
“But help never came,” Bonnie said.
“Exactly.”
“So you think …”
Garatella shook his head. “I don’t think. I know. Or should I say, I believe. I believe the Dragon is somewhere in the Sol system, or lost in the black somewhere between the course line on that hologram and Sol.”
Bonnie leaned back, crossed her legs, and took a large sip of her wine. She now understood what was going on.
“And you want me to find it.”
Garatella nodded. “Indeed.”
“But why me?” asked Bonnie. “And if so, why not send me to Earth with Rita?”
“You, because Sol is your system. No one could be as familiar with it as a human. And secondly, because this is a test, as I said. There are certain things I want to find out about humans, and this is part of that experiment.”
“And why not send me to Earth with Rita if I am to do this?”
“Because I keep my experiments separate,” said Garatella. “Because Rita may not survive her little run-in with the Singheko. If she fails, I don’t wish my other experiment to fail as well. You’ll leave three days after her and carry out your mission independently of everything else that will be occurring with the Singheko. Because if Rita loses the battle with the Singheko and they take Earth, you must continue your mission without their knowledge. Even if your planet is destroyed as you do.”
Bonnie was aghast. Garatella’s indifference to the destruction of Earth caught her off-guard. Her first reaction was to lash out, say terrible things, things she knew well how to say after a career in the Air Force.
But she knew the future of humankind was hanging in the balance here, at this moment, like a child’s spinning top dancing on a narrow table. One wrong move would be disaster. With a shudder, she suppressed her anger and frustration.
But she found she couldn’t resist one emotional jab to close the conversation.
“You know what, Garatella? You’re a cold-hearted son of a bitch,” she said. She bit her tongue to stop herself from saying more.
“Indeed,” the little Nidarian agreed, smiling. “When it comes to my nation’s security, indeed I am.”






  
   Four

Earth. Quantico, Virginia


“Pick it up, girls!” yelled the drill instructor. 
Jim groaned. They had been running for three miles now, and the DI showed no signs of letting up. His body was in the hurt locker. 
If I had known, thought Jim. If I had known I’d have to go through this again…
He felt the second DI - the woman - run up beside him.
“Come on, Carter. I thought you were an ex-Marine. Pick it up!” she yelled into his ear, jogging along beside him like she was out for a Sunday stroll.
Jim tried to kick a little harder, but he didn’t have much left. He was loaded down with full pack and rifle, forty pounds of gear on his back. He slowly struggled back into his place in line, his feet pounding the sand in the heavy combat boots.
The lead DI finally blew the whistle, and the platoon ground to a halt, gasping and coughing as everyone fought for breath. Jim stood, hands on his knees, trying to get his wind back. The female DI came up to him and yelled at him once more.
“Carter! Get your shit together! You want to be an officer in the Space Force? You gotta learn to hump it first!”
Jim waved a hand forlornly at the DI and she stalked away to harass someone else.
It had sounded so good when Mark called him back and gave him the news.
“General Raines in the Space Force is an old friend of mine. He knows your history and wants to have you on his team. He’ll re-instate your commission and put you right where you want to be. You’ll be in the thick of things getting ready to fight the Singheko.”
“Fantastic,” said Jim. “That’s exactly what I want.”
“Only one catch - you’ll have to go through an abbreviated four-week Marine OCS class at Quantico.”
“Oh, fuck,” said Jim.
“Yeah, I know. But you can tough it out. It’s not a full boot camp. Just a re-fam for ex-officers coming back into the military.”
“Mark, I’m thirty-nine years old!”
“Sorry, Jim. That’s the way he wants it. He has to be sure you can hack it.”
Now Jim stood, hands on knees, gasping for breath. He was by far the oldest ex-officer in the re-familiarization platoon. Some of them were in their late twenties, a few in their mid-thirties. But he had at least four or five years on the oldest of them.
I’m gonna kill that damn Mark Rodgers, he thought. Space Force my ass! All I’ve done for two weeks is hump mountains!
The female DI came back over his way, obviously looking for trouble. Jim tried to avoid her gaze, but she stopped in front of him anyway.
“I thought you were the hero, Carter!” she snapped at him, loudly so the entire platoon could hear. “I thought you fought off an alien invasion single-handed!”
Jim shook his head, waved a hand at her in negation.
“It wasn’t like that, ma’am,” he replied.
“I sure hope not!” she yelled. “If you’re all that stands between us and the aliens, we’re toast!”
Turning back to the platoon, she yelled at them.
“Form up! Prepare to run!”
Jim groaned anew, tightened his pack straps, and fell into formation.

Corvette Corresse. En Route to Sol System


As she sat in her cabin on the Corresse, headed back to Earth once more, Bonnie couldn’t help but think about Rita. 
She shivered at the memory of their last night together. They had made love for the last time - at least, the last time for a long while. 
Rita was exceptionally good at making Bonnie crazy in bed - because she had Bonnie’s memories and feelings built into her. In a way, it was like making love to another version of herself. 
Rita knew everything that Bonnie wanted - everything that drove Bonnie crazy. Rita had taken her to the very limits, driving her so far over the edge Bonnie screamed out loud, waking baby Imogen down the hall and causing Rita’s new bodyguards - Gabriel and Raphael - to rush to the room and check on them. 
Then they had to explain there was nothing wrong and get the apartment quiet again. And they had laughed, and giggled, and then started all over again.
And afterward, lying in sweaty love, they had talked.
“I love you, Bonnie,” Rita had said. “I will always love you. But I love Jim also. You know that. We both love him, and yet we love each other. It’s an impossible situation.”
Bonnie had thought about it for a moment. Then:
“Love is essentially a miracle, Rita,” she had said. “Let’s accept the miracle and stop worrying about the who and what and how of it.”
And after a long silence, Bonnie heard Rita reply softly - so softly that she almost couldn’t hear it.
“Wherever we go, whatever happens - just remember that you are loved, Bonnie. Please…”
A single tear slid out of Bonnie’s eye as she remembered.
She was so alone now. 
Five hundred twenty-five lights from Earth. Rita and her rag-tag fleet would be about ten lights ahead of her. They’d arrive at Earth three days ahead of Bonnie. 
But even then, Bonnie wasn’t sure if she could contact her. Garatella had made it clear that Bonnie couldn’t get involved with Rita’s mission - and vice versa. 
And he’s right, thought Bonnie. If those fat Singheko fuckers find out what I’m doing, they’ll move Heaven and Earth to find me and capture me. That’s for dead certain. If they could get their hands on the Dragon, and the new drive technology could be recovered - conquering the rest of the Arm would be trivial for them.
With a huge sigh, Bonnie sat up on the edge of her bunk and gazed around the cabin.
So alone. 
At least I’m not cargo this time.
The Nidarians had assembled a special VIP cabin for her - one tailored for humans. The bunk was longer, and the chairs taller. The desk had been raised to a human-friendly height. She had everything needed for a comfortable trip.
Except companionship. 
Arteveld tried to be friendly - but he was Nidarian. And the rest of the crew, this trip, tried to be supportive. They knew she was now a VIP - not just another alien specimen to be brought back to Nidaria.
I’d trade being a VIP for another human to talk with.
With another long sigh, Bonnie decided to get up and walk around the ship. 
On her first voyage, the latent hostility of the crew had kept her and Rita in their cabin, except for the occasional meal with Flo and Arteveld. Now, she had the run of the ship. She was in charge; Arteveld was still captain of the ship, but she was commander of the mission. The crew knew that. Now, when she walked down the passageways, they moved to the side and pressed themselves against the wall, bowing their heads to her.
It was a welcome change.
Leaving the cabin, she walked to the observatory. It wasn’t a true observatory - just a large screen on the back wall of the mess room, next to the medical bay. There were no windows or portholes on a starship - but it was a good simulation of one. As the ship progressed on its journey, the artificial reality in the large picture “window” progressed as if they were actually looking out at the universe.
She got a cup of nish - a hot liquid the Nidarians drank like coffee - similar, but with a sweeter taste - and sat, looking at the Universe go by.
I miss coffee.
She couldn’t tell exactly where they were at first. They had been traveling for three weeks now.
So, we should be about 75 lights from Nidaria. Somewhere around Mirfak.
Sure enough, with a bit of looking she found the star, still well in front of them, approaching slowly.
I wonder if there are any messages.
Arteveld had explained to her no communication was possible over interstellar distances - no instantaneous communication, at least. So, starships would drop message buoys periodically as they traveled. 
If Rita were dropping message buoys, the Corresse could detect them, drop out of six-space temporarily, and retrieve the messages.
I need to ask Arteveld about that.


Battlecruiser Merkkessa. En Route to Sol System


Rita cursed and angrily pushed the keyboard and display away.
The morning had consisted of reports - dozens of reports. It seemed they wanted to keep her inundated with reports, as if that would keep her out of their hair.
And every morning was the same. Day after day.
This is bullshit. They want me to be a symbolic Admiral, not a real one. They’re afraid I’ll screw things up. Bekerose and his crew are working together to keep me in my cabin doing make-work, so I’ll stay out of their way.
Tarraine had set up a staff meeting once a week with Bekerose. The other Captains of the fleet participated by hologram. They had completed three of them now. 
Each had been a travesty. 
Nobody reported anything of real value. It was all for show. If she asked a question about anything meaningful, the discussion was quickly diverted by Bekerose or one of the other Captains.
If it keeps up like this, when we get to Earth and face the Singheko, this crew will ignore me. They’ll do whatever the hell they want and not what I command.
I’m not having it. 
“Jimmy Boy, get Bekerose in my cabin immediately,” she ordered her AI. 
She had named her AI after Jim Carter. She thought it both funny and nostalgic.
She missed Jim so much. She had been in love with him from the day of her creation, of course. Because Bonnie had been in love with Jim already. When cloning her, Jade had pre-loaded her brain with Bonnie and Jim’s knowledge and memories.
And feelings, she thought. I got Bonnie’s love for Jim, and Jim’s love for Bonnie. 
Which left her in the crazy position of loving two people - yet standing between them, the extra woman.
I wonder if Jade knew the impossible situation she was creating. Did she do it intentionally? To create discord and discontent among the three of us? Or was she just unaware of the impact of it, being an AI and not a biological creature?
A knock on her door signified the arrival of Captain Bekerose.
“Come!” she said. The Captain entered. 
Normally, she would have waved him to sit. This time she left him standing, which was unusual. She stared at him for a second, gathering her thoughts. Finally, she spoke.
“I will not stand to be pushed into the background and diverted from the command of this fleet,” she began.
Bekerose started to speak. Rita held up a hand, stopping him.
“Wait,” she said sharply. “Let me finish.”
Rita glared at him across the desk.
“Garatella gave me a job to do. And my planet, Earth, is on the line,” she said slowly, deliberately.
“I will not let you or anyone else interfere with that mission.”
Rita leaned forward and stared him in the eye. 
“You have a basic decision to make, and you will make it right now. Either you will accord me the full respect and decision-making authority of my rank as if I were Nidarian; or we turn around and return to Sanctuary immediately, and I report to the High Councilor that you were unwilling to proceed with the mission under my command.”
There was a shocked silence from the officer. Bekerose drew himself up to a position of attention.
“I have not interfered in any way with your prerogatives, milady,” he said sharply. “If I am deficient in any way, please let me know where.”
Rita glared at him. She spun her display around and pointed to a report on the screen.
“Bekerose, I can’t believe you think I’m that naive. Are you going to stand there and tell me you didn’t have an exercise with the fleet yesterday without my knowledge or input?”
Bekerose looked sullen - if she was reading his Nidarian expression correctly.
“There was no need to bother the Admiral with a routine fleet exercise,” he said. “We have done hundreds of them in our careers, and we know how to do them.”
“But I have not done hundreds of them!” Rita spoke angrily. “I must learn how this fleet operates, how it responds.” She waved at the display, hitting it with the back of her hand. “I cannot learn that sitting at this desk signing off on reports!”
From the other room of her suite, Rita heard Imogen cry.
“The Admiral has many things on her mind. I did not wish to disturb you,” Bekerose said with a smirk.
Rita stood up. She was a good inch taller than Bekerose, and now she used it to her full advantage. She glared at him.
“You will engage with me, Captain. You will treat me as any Nidarian admiral. Or I swear to your gods and mine I will turn this fleet around and return to Sanctuary. Am I clear?”
Bekerose nodded, stepped back, and saluted.
“Aye, aye, milady,” he said. The rancor in his voice was obvious.
“Dismissed,” said Rita. Bekerose turned and left. Rita watched him go, then turned to take care of Imogen in the next room. Walking through the adjoining hatch, she was deep in thought.
I’m going to have trouble with that one.






  
   Five

Corvette Corresse. En Route to Sol System


Something woke Bonnie up in the middle of the night. Her eyes popped open.  
What had it been? Was it a dream?
She lay, thinking, for a while. 
Something she had thought of while she slept. It happened sometimes, an unbidden thought coming to her subconscious that snapped her awake. But unable to remember.
But she knew, once awake, there was no going back to sleep. She sighed, swung her legs over the bed, and sat quietly for a while.
What was it? What thought had brought her out of a deep sleep so suddenly?
She couldn’t pull it up. It was gone.
Unbidden, other thoughts came into her mind.
Jim. Where are you this morning? What are you doing?
Bonnie hung her head.
I really screwed him over. Leaving him there in a coma and just leaving for the stars. What the hell was I thinking?
I still love him.
Giving up, she got out of bed, slipped into her uniform pants, and threw on a tunic. She stepped into her shoes and went out of the cabin, down the hall to the galley.
To her surprise, Arteveld was there also. She looked at the chrono on the wall. It was nearly dawn, ship’s time - two hours to go before Third Watch would go off duty and the Captain would normally take the bridge.
She nodded at Arteveld, grabbed a cup, and got some nish. Then she sat down across from him.
“Couldn’t sleep?” she asked, speaking Nidarian for the practice of it.
Arteveld nodded. “A lot of things to think about.”
“Want to talk about it?” Bonnie asked.
Arteveld was silent. Then, after a space, he responded.
“I think…”
Pausing, he looked over at Bonnie, a troubled look on his face.
“I think Garatella has a hidden agenda,” he finally said.
Bonnie nodded slightly. That was it. That was the thought that had woken her, left her unable to go back to sleep. She knew it now.
“I think you may be right,” she finally replied.
Arteveld looked relieved.
“Ah…you had the same thought?”
“I do now,” said Bonnie. “It didn’t crystallize in my mind until you said it first. But now that you’ve said it, I’m sure you’re right.”
There was a companionable silence for a while. Finally, Bonnie spoke.
“Any idea what his hidden agenda might be?”
“No,” Arteveld said. “But I don’t think all this song and dance is for some ancient derelict ship with a unique engine design. Granted, he wants to find it, and he thinks you can do it. But if we do find it - I would be careful with it.”
“Yes, I agree,” Bonnie said. “And Arteveld - keep reminding me of that as we go along. In case I forget.”
Arteveld smiled.
“Not to change the subject, but have we passed any message buoys from Rita’s fleet?” asked Bonnie.
Arteveld shook his head.
“No, nothing. So far there is no news of her. We did detect a message buoy from a corvette headed the other way, back to Nidaria.”
“Any news of the Singheko?”
“No. If they are on their way to Earth, they are doing it very quietly.”
“They are,” said Bonnie bitterly. “Trust me, those fat fuckers are on their way even as we speak.”
Arteveld grinned at her.
“You know, human, for someone who has only spent a year studying our language you have an exceedingly good grasp of the idioms,” he laughed.


Earth. Washington, D.C.


Newly minted Major James Carter, U.S. Space Force, stepped into the office of General Carl Raines at the Pentagon. He snapped to attention and saluted.
“At ease, Major. How are you?” asked the General.
“Excellent, sir, thank you.”
“Have a seat,” the General said, waving at a chair.
“Thank you, sir,” Jim responded, sitting down.
“I was glad to hear you made it through the re-fam course,” Raines said. “I could always have given you a desk job if you failed it, but that’s not what I had in mind for you. So, I’m glad you toughed it out.”
“Yes, sir,” replied Jim.
General Raines, a tall, thin drink of water who looked vaguely like the screen actor Jimmy Stewart, leaned back in his chair, picked up a folder and looked through it.
“You have a unique record, Jim. Marine Corps aviation, two tours in the Middle East. Silver Star. Quit the Marine Corps after you lost your backseater in that shoot-down. Went to Africa, mercenary pilot for nearly ten years. Came back a wealthy man.”
The General looked up at Jim.
“We won’t ask how that happened,” he said, with a slight quirk of his lips. He returned to his reading.
“Stumbled across the Singheko starship in Canada, repaired it, almost let it get away. Discovered its true identity at the last minute, you and Bonnie and Rita Page…”
The General looked up at Jim again.
“I never did fully understand how both of them have the same last name. What’s the story on that?”
Jim shrugged.
“I don’t know, General. That’s just the way things work out sometimes.”
Raines looked skeptical. But he returned to the folder in front of him.
“… you and Bonnie and Rita managed to cripple and destroy the renegade ship before it could let the Singheko know about Earth. You were severely injured in the battle …”
The General looked up at him again, seemed to size him up, looking for damage to his body; then went back to his reading.
“… you recovered, we offered you a position in the Space Force to prepare to fight the aliens, you told us to go pound sand.”
General Raines closed the folder, laid it down, and folded his hands on the desk.
“What made you change your mind, Major?”
Jim gave a slight smile.
“Not much to do out in the Nevada desert, General. I realized I better get my ass back in the fight.”
General Raines nodded. 
“Or become a drunk, I hear,” he said.
Jim smiled.
“Or become a drunk. Yes, sir.”
“No drinking problem now?”
“No, sir. I’m good.”
“OK, Major. Let’s get one thing straight. Because of your inside knowledge of the Singheko starship, and your military record, I’m prepared to put you into a responsible position. But so much as one hint of abusive drinking and you’ll be sitting on your ass in front of your hangar in Nevada again. Clear?”
“Crystal, sir,” said Jim.
“Fine,” said Raines. He turned and retrieved another folder from his desk, handed it over to Jim.
“Go study that - on premises, please, not to be removed from my office suite. When you’re done, come back and we’ll talk.”
Outside the General’s office, Jim was met by one of the General’s aides.
“Sir, we have an office for you down the hall. Right this way.”
Jim followed the aide down the hall to an empty office, stepped inside, thanked the aide, and sat down to read the file.
He was more shocked than he had words to express.
They recovered enough of Jade to reverse-engineer a system engine! We can’t go interstellar, but by God we can go anywhere we want in the solar system! 
Jim read for an hour. He went over the reports in fine detail, making notes in his head. 
They had, indeed, recovered bits and pieces of Jade from the airstrip at Dutch Harbor where she crashed. And put them back together. 
From those reconstructions, they had reverse-engineered a system engine - an engine that could push a spaceship at 255g, while compensating the ship against the massive g-forces to prevent crushing the humans inside. 
And at the same time making enough power to provide nearly unlimited life support and weapons…
Jim did some quick calculations.
Enough thrust to make it to Mars in just seven hours when the planet was at maximum distance, including retro braking into orbit.
Enough thrust to make it to Jupiter in 11 hours.
Enough thrust to go anywhere in the solar system in four days.
Finally, Jim stopped reading and sighed, but with a huge smile on his face.
Holy Crap! We have a slight chance of defending ourselves!
Jim returned to the General’s office. The aide took the folder, counted the pages, and logged it back into the secure system. Then Jim waited. And waited some more. 
After an hour, the General called him back in, waved him to a chair, and leaned back.
“Well?” he asked.
“If we play our cards right, we can put up quite a surprise for the Singheko if they come back into our system,” Jim said. “We’ll need weapons - missiles that can function in space. We’ll need tactics, things we can use against them they won’t expect. And we’ll need training, lots of it.”
General Raines grinned at Jim. He took a piece of paper from the desk and handed it to Jim.
“Major Carter, you just named your own poison. You are hereby assigned to the First Mars Attack Wing, Space Attack Group 15, Black Eagle Squadron as CO. And I’m also requesting that Lieutenant Colonel Webster assign you as the Group Training Officer, with primary responsibility for training fighter pilots to defend Earth against an incursion by the Singheko.”
Jim was nearly speechless but managed to stammer it out.
“Mars, sir?”
General Raines grinned.
“Mars, son. Good luck … you’re going to need it!”


Merkkessa. En Route to Sol System


Rita woke in the dark.
Someone was in her bedroom.
She felt it. No, she knew it. It was more than a feeling. 
Someone was in her bedroom.
Slowly, inch by inch, Rita moved her hand under the blanket. 
Every night since she had arrived on Nidaria more than six months ago, she placed a pistol under her blanket when she lay down to sleep. She never let anyone know because she thought it ridiculous. She had chalked it up to paranoia. She had laughed at herself. 
But she did it anyway. 
Now it didn’t seem so ridiculous. 
Slowly, she felt the grip of the pistol under the blanket. She closed her hand around it and carefully, quietly, flipped off the safety. Moving as slowly as she could, she moved it to point outward, toward the room.
Toward a dark figure moving ever so slowly toward her.
“Lights!” she yelled, and the overheads came on, nearly blinding her. She squinted her eyes against the glare to see if she could identify the person. She didn’t want to shoot a friend.
It wasn’t a friend, and they had a dagger in their hand. They lunged toward her. Rita pulled the trigger.
She was always surprised by how much noise a pulse pistol made. When she first encountered one on the Corresse, during their journey to Nidaria, she had assumed such a pistol would be relatively quiet when fired.
They weren’t. When a device must generate enough energy to kill, it makes a lot of noise. 
The blast left her ears ringing. The Nidarian with the dagger stumbled, fell to one knee, glaring at her with hatred. He made a final lunge, bringing the dagger down hard into her chest just as she fired again.
Her last pulse caught him in the head. It exploded into a spray of brains and blood all over her, her bed, the floor, and the walls of the cabin. With a plop, he fell forward on top of her, pinning her gun hand, the knife sticking out of her chest.
She felt like she had been hit with a cannonball. She was paralyzed - she couldn’t move. The door to the Security Office slammed open and Raphael burst in, his pistol at the ready. He took in the picture at a glance. Quickly, he went to the open bedroom door and slid cautiously into the front room of her suite, his pistol up, prepared for anything. 
Behind him, Gabriel came through the door, his own pulse pistol in hand. He took the scene in for a second, then turned to cover the door, backing up toward her, ignoring the gore and blood he stepped in with his bare feet. With one hand, he reached down and pulled the dead body off her, throwing it to one side, and tried to assess her condition with a sidelong glance while still covering the door.
“Clear!” yelled Raphael from the front room. 
Gabriel turned and knelt beside Rita’s bed, laying his pistol on the bloody floor. He took her still glowing pulse pistol from her listless hand and laid it beside his. Then he carefully examined her wound and the knife sticking out of it. His eyes met hers and he smiled slightly.
“Milady, I’m not an expert on human physiology, but I think he missed all the vital organs. Time will tell.”
Rita nodded silently. Things were out of her hands now. It was all up to others. She heard the front hatch slam open and Flo’s voice, along with that of Captain Bekerose. 
Flo rushed in, her medical bag in hand. She took in the scene - Rita could see the shock on her face. But she hesitated only for a second. 
Moving forward, Flo not very gently pushed Gabriel aside and took his place kneeling beside the bed. She examined the wound and the knife. A medical team came in through the door, carrying a stretcher. The room was getting crowded. Bekerose motioned to Raphael and Gabriel and they followed him out into the front room.
Flo spoke gently.
“Is there much pain?”
Rita shook her head slightly, then managed to mutter, ‘No, there was at first but now it’s mostly numb.”
“OK,” responded Flo. “There’s a lot of blood, but I think he missed the heart and major arteries. So I’m going to take you to sick bay for surgery. I want to give you a sedative first, so you don’t feel the pain. Are you ready?”
Rita nodded, once. She looked up at the ceiling as Flo prepared the injection. She thought about her last night with Jim.
The night we made Imogen…
“Take care of my baby,” she whispered as everything faded away.






  
   Six

Merkkessa. En Route to Sol System


“The  Merkkessa is noisier than the Corresse,” Rita thought. It rumbled and vibrated. The deck had a periodic tremor that came about twice a minute, then died away.
Old and tired. That’s all they were willing to give me. An old, tired battlecruiser, with an old, tired fleet.
Slowly, she realized she was awake. It was one of those awakenings where she didn’t realize she had awakened. She just starting thinking again. She opened her eyes and looked at the ceiling.
This wasn’t her bedroom. The light was different, and the mattress much harder than her own. And the vibration wasn’t damped by carpet on the floor. That’s why it was so loud.
I’m in sick bay, she realized. There was an attack.
With some effort, she turned her head. There were electronic displays beside her bed, beeping. Curtains surrounded the bed, and there was a stainless table across the room. There were lots of wires and tubes going to and from her body. 
She managed to lift a hand up to her neck and pull the top of her gown up to look underneath. There was a large white bandage circling her chest, just below her breasts.
“Put that down!”
Rita looked up to see Flo arriving beside the bed, and she didn’t look happy.
“What are you doing? Put that gown back! Don’t be looking under there!” the little Nidarian doctor growled at her.
“Well, it’s me under there,” Rita said weakly. “Seems like I ought to be able to look…”
Flo bustled about, pulling the gown back in place, checking the displays that were beeping beside Rita’s bed, and marking things down on her tablet.
“You have only one job, Admiral, and that is to lie still and get better,” snapped Flo. “Can you handle that?”
“Yes, doctor,” Rita whispered. “No problem, doctor.” 
Her eyes closed involuntarily, and she was out again.

      ***The next time Rita woke, both Flo and Captain Tarraine were standing beside her bed. They smiled down at her.
“How do you feel, Admiral?” asked Flo.
Rita thought about it.
“Better, I think,” she mumbled.
“Good,” said Flo. “You’re coming along nicely. You had surgery to repair the damage to your lungs and ribs. There was some initial infection, but we’ve tamped that down. You’re going to be fine.”
“How long?” Rita asked.
“Five days,” answered Flo. “But you’re out of the - how do you say? - out of the trees now.”
“Out of the woods,” corrected Rita.
Her mind started working a bit better.
“Where’s Imogen?” she asked, switching to Nidarian - she knew Tarraine’s English was a bit weak.
Tarraine smiled. He reached into his pocket, pulled out a gold coin, and handed it to Flo.
Flo grinned and pocketed the coin.
“Imogen is on the way,” she said. “She’ll be here in five minutes. Do you think you’re up to holding her?”
“Hell, yes,” Rita said. “Help me sit up, please?”
Flo reached behind her and helped her move to a semi-sitting position.
“Ouch!” exclaimed Rita. “That hurts!”
“You had a dagger stuck in your chest, Admiral. Of course it hurts!”
Finding a semi-comfortable position, Rita looked at Tarraine.
“What happened? Who was it?
Tarraine grimaced.
“It appears that despite our most careful screening, an assassin managed to infiltrate our crew. He was a cook - or at least, came on board as a cook. His papers were perfect, and he played the part well, right up until…well, you know.”
“But why me? What is the purpose of killing me?” Rita asked.
“I’m sure he was paid by the Singheko,” Tarraine responded. “It had been my hope they would not be aware of this task force. But it appears they know about it and are concerned enough to try to kill you.”
“Do we have any way of knowing if there are more on board?” asked Rita.
Tarraine shook his head. “If so, they’ll be in deep cover. We’ll do everything we can to smoke them out, but there’s no guarantees.”
From outside her view, Rita heard Imogen cry. With a smile, she watched nanny Fallassa come into view, holding the baby. She reached for her and Fallassa gently placed Imogen into her arms.
“She’s hungry,” said Fallassa. “We’ve been giving her formula, but it’s not like Mom’s milk. She’s very unhappy.”
Rita held Imogen, gazing into her eyes. Then she gave a pointed look at Captain Tarraine.
“Oh,” he said. “I have some things to do…uh…elsewhere.” 
The three of them grinned as the Captain scooted away like a scolded child.

      ***Rita finished nursing Imogen and handed her back to Fallassa, who took her away for her nap.
Flo had long since gone back to her duties, and now Rita was alone. She knew she should sleep again, but she wasn’t sleepy.
Rita had another problem on her mind.
Since her talk with Bekerose, there had been some improvement in his coordination with her. They had run a half-dozen exercises over the last month with her on the Flag Bridge, monitoring and even making suggestions.
But there was still an undercurrent. She knew she was still thought of as an appendage, or even a nuisance, by Bekerose and the rest of his bridge crew.
But she couldn’t follow through on her threat to turn back. And of course, she had never intended to do that anyway, and Bekerose knew it. Turning back wasn’t an option for either of them.
There was nothing she could point to as obstruction - nothing that would stand up to scrutiny. He walked a fine line, superficially doing all that was necessary. But still - the resistance was there. She could feel it.
Rita sighed. She had wracked her brain for a solution, but none came to mind. She couldn’t think of any approach, any ploy that would get the Nidarian on her side.
And without his active cooperation, she didn’t see how they could succeed.
She wondered for a moment if he was part of the conspiracy - paid off by the Singheko, part of the attempt to kill her or block her success.
But she doubted it. He was a career Captain in the Nidarian Navy, and proud of it. 
She needed someone to talk to about it. Someone she could trust. But not Flo - Flo had enough on her mind already, plus she was a doctor, not a line officer.
Rita wondered if her AI was still active here in the sick bay.
“Hey, Jimmy Boy, you there?” she asked the thin air.
<I am> she heard in her brain.
“Oh, good. Please ask Captain Tarraine to come see me.”
A few minutes later, the curtains at the foot of her bed parted and Captain Tarraine came in. Rita had gone to sleep; his arrival woke her up again.
“You wished to see me, milady?”
“Yes, Captain,” Rita mumbled, coming slowly back awake. She was more exhausted than she realized. She pulled herself back up to a sitting position and looked at her aide.
“Captain, I want to know something, and I want to know it honestly. I want you to answer me directly, without sugar coating it.”
“Yes, milady,” replied Tarraine.
“If we went into battle today, and I gave an order conflicting with Captain Bekerose, would the fleet follow it?”
Tarraine looked uncomfortable.
“Milady, you are injured. I don’t think…”
“Answer the question, Tarraine. Don’t crawfish.”
Tarraine hung his head.
“No, milady, I don’t believe they would.”
“I see,” said Rita. She thought for a few seconds.
“Tarraine, how do we fix this?”
“I don’t know, milady. I’ve never been in this situation before.”
“I suppose it’s impossible to replace him,” Rita mused out loud.
“Yes, milady, that would be a disaster. I don’t believe it could be done without turning the fleet around and returning to Sanctuary.”
“Very well, Tarraine. Thank you for coming. I’ll sleep on this problem. Maybe something will come to me.”


Mars. First Wing Headquarters


One week after his meeting with General Raines, in a crater in Acidalia Planitia in the northern hemisphere of Mars, Jim Carter stepped off the shuttlecraft from orbit. 
His head was spinning; he could hardly comprehend all that he saw around him.
Here, a roofed-over gully had allowed the quick build of the First Mars Wing headquarters. 
The gully, roughly three hundred feet wide and forty feet deep, had been completely covered for nearly a mile. The west end had been permanently enclosed, with well-hidden emergency escape hatches the only exits from that side of the complex.
At the east end, a huge open-ended portico a half mile long covered an unpressurized parking area. The portico butted up against the Wing HQ building on the other end.
Under the portico, the tarmac contained dozens of fighters and shuttles, parked in rows on both sides. Some designs he recognized - like the A16 fighter - while others were designs he didn’t even know existed.
The shuttle from orbit had landed just outside the portico roof. A tug quickly latched on to it and pulled it inside. 
Jim had been issued a pressure suit for the journey down from orbit. Now, his newly assigned aide, Lt. Frank Fox, led him down the ramp of the shuttle and over to a small electric cart. 
They sat down and the driver took off down the center aisle of the underground parking area, driving like a bat out of hell. Around them other carts zipped to and fro.
Jim slowly saw the system to it. Carts stayed to the right of the centerline, like a highway. If they had to turn left across the opposite traffic, they slowed until there was an opening, then darted across as fast as possible. 
It was a madhouse of activity.
“Where are all these carts going?” asked Jim over the suit radio.
Lt. Fox answered, his voice a bit scratchy over the comm.
“We still have massive amounts of construction going on,” he said. “A lot of these carts are civilian contractors, finishing up construction. Then you have Group maintenance, taking care of the ships. You have pilots, going to and from their birds for training missions. And of course you have personnel transfers, like us, coming in and out.”
Jim was puzzled.
“How is it possible the public hasn’t heard about all of this back on Earth?”
“We’ve managed to keep a tight lid on things. We must assume the Singheko will find us. And when they do, it would make sense they’d listen to our TV and radio for a while before they attack. So, the last thing we want to do is have the media shouting about this place over the open airwaves.”
Jim nodded in agreement.
“And how come we have normal gravity here? I know the same technology for the system engines can be used to make gravity, but how did you manage to cover such a large area?” he asked.
“I’m not sure of the details, but I know that it involved laying graphite strips beneath this entire complex. They actually laid them as they built - part of the foundation.” said Lt. Fox.
“Absolutely freaking amazing,” said Jim. “The geeks must have been working overtime on that one.”
They approached the end of the portico. In front of them were massive hangar doors, with four smaller sets of doors on either side. The cart pulled up to one of the smaller doors and stopped. 
Lt. Fox led Jim out of the cart and through the door, which turned out to be an airlock. They stood inside for a bit as the pressure was equalized, then entered the inner door. Lt. Fox shed his pressure suit and helped Jim with his. Then Fox led him down a corridor to a cross-corridor. 
Turning right, they arrived at a stairwell and went up two floors. At the top was a control room. Lt. Fox led him inside and over to a transparent viewing window. 
Below them, Jim could see an indoor hangar area, where ships undergoing maintenance were being repaired in a controlled environment. There were four of the fighters inside the pressurized area. Beyond were the two massive double doors.
The miracle of it boggled his mind. 
“This was all built in sixteen months?” he queried Lt. Fox. The lieutenant responded with a proud grin on his face.
“No, sir. We didn’t have working system engines for two months after Jade crashed. This entire complex was built in fourteen months.”
Jim was astounded. All he could do was shake his head in wonderment.
Lt. Fox continued.
“You’d be surprised what you can do once you have reliable transportation to Mars,” he said. “And a 3D synthesizer that can produce just about anything you want.”
“What?” Jim turned in surprise. “I thought Jade’s 3D synthesizer was destroyed too!”
“Not quite,” grinned Lt. Fox. “It was mostly destroyed. But we re-constructed it. Now we can pour raw materials into the hoppers on one end and have anything we need come out the other end. It’s a 3D printer on steroids.”
Jim smiled.
“Human ingenuity never ceases to amaze me,” he quipped. He turned back to the large window, staring at the fighters two floors below, with men pouring over them like ants.
“What are those called again?”
“The A16 Longsword, sir. The A16 is a fighter/attack platform capable of 255g acceleration fully compensated, and 267g maximum, with six missile stations…”
Jim interrupted with a wave of his hand.
“I just wanted a reminder on the name, Lieutenant. Not the full encyclopedia entry.”
Lt. Fox laughed.
“Sorry, sir.”
Jim turned to Lt. Fox.
“Lieutenant, let’s get one thing straight right from the get-go. We have a tough job to do, and we can’t do it if we can’t be straight with each other. So never apologize, and never hesitate to tell me I’m full of shit. Got it?”
Lt. Fox bobbed his head with a small grin.
“Got it, sir.”
“OK, let’s move on,” said Jim.
Lt. Fox gestured toward the door. “We should go meet with the CO, sir. He’s expecting you.”
Jim followed Lt. Fox to the door of the control room and exited. As they walked down the corridor, Lt. Fox couldn’t resist asking a question.
“Sir, is it true you destroyed Jade with nothing but two hand grenades?”
“Not only is that not true, but it wasn’t even me that did that part,” said Jim, staring blankly at the floor as he walked. “That was Rita Page. By that point in the battle, I was lying on the deck with a concussion, busted ribs, a broken leg, and a broken arm. It was all Rita from there.”
Lt. Fox persisted, not wanting to give up his image of Jim as a hero.
“But you stopped Jade from escaping to space, right, sir?”
Jim smiled wanly at the young, eager lieutenant.
“Not even that, Lieutenant. That was Bonnie and Captain Arteveld on the Corresse. All I did was blow Jade’s cargo hatch open with a shotgun and get the C4 and the grenades. The rest was all Rita and Bonnie.”
Disappointed, Lt. Fox led them down two flights of stairs. A few minutes later, they entered the Group Headquarters suite, where an aide showed them to chairs and asked them to wait. 
Fifteen minutes later, Jim was called into the Group Commander’s office. He entered and stood to attention in front of Lieutenant Colonel Randolph Webster.
“At ease, Major Carter. Have a seat. How was your trip from Earth?”
“Interesting,” said Jim, sitting down. “Quite different from anything I’ve ever done before.”
Webster smiled.
“Yes, most of us say that after our first time. But you get used to it.”
Webster pulled a tablet over to him and studied it for a minute.
“Per General Raines recommendation, I’m assigning you as CO of Black Eagle Squadron. Also, General Raines has recommended that I take you on as Group Training Officer. He seems to think your first-hand experience with a Singheko starship will help us train to defend against them if they come.”
“They’ll come, sir,” said Jim. “My only hope is that we can be ready for them first.”
“Mine as well,” said Webster. “So you think you can add value to our training to get us ready for them?”
“I do, sir. I spent many months with Jade before we discovered her true identity. There’s certainly no way to understand all the technology she had, but at least I got a look at it. So I understand her capabilities, even if I don’t understand how they worked. And of course, she was just a scoutship. The Singheko will undoubtedly bring bigger ships when they attack us. But I think the things I learned from Jade can still translate to help us fight them.”
“Very good, Major. We’ll work from that premise for now.” Webster laid his tablet down.
“Go get yourself situated, and I’ll see you at staff meeting tomorrow at eight.”
Jake nodded. Outside, Lt. Fox led him down the hallway, up a flight of stairs to a long corridor, and down a dozen doors to his quarters.
“Here you are, sir,” said the Lieutenant. “The door is coded to your dogtags or your palm print, so either will work. Your bags should already be inside.”
“Thank you, Lt. Fox,” replied Jim. “I appreciate your help.”
Jim let himself into the room and watched the lieutenant depart. He closed the door and looked around.
It was sparse. Four walls, a bed, a chest of drawers, a bookcase, and a desk. In the back, a door led to a small bathroom with a shower, a toilet, and a sink.
Jim’s bags were on the bunk. 
“Welcome back, jarhead,” he said to himself, remembering his first quarters as a young butterbar lieutenant more than fifteen years prior.
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The Corresse was not a large ship. It was 90 meters long, about 30 meters wide at the rear, tapering in an irregular wedge to a blunt point two meters wide. The shape was designed to help fend off missiles and pulse weapons by deflecting them to the side with a wedge of focused gravity. It sometimes worked, Arteveld told Bonnie. And sometimes it didn’t.
There was a crew of twenty on this mission. The lower ranks had four to a cabin, while the junior officers had two per cabin. The three most senior officers and Bonnie were the only ones with a cabin to themselves.
Now Bonnie almost wished she had a roommate. She was so tired of being alone. Besides continuing to study the Nidarian language, and having lunch and dinner with Arteveld most days, she had nothing to do except mull over her mission - which she had done so many times her brain ached.
With a sigh, Bonnie leaned back from the holo she was viewing at her desk. 
She had gone over it dozens of times. Based on each point along the Dragon’s most likely path within a reasonable distance of Sol, she had mapped out the areas of probability regarding a likely destination. These formed a triangular pattern, with one point at Sol. With a few reasonable assumptions, the probability of the ship being at any point in the triangle could be computed.
Given the sensors of the Corresse and thus their ability to search empty space, she had then broken the pattern into search boxes.
There were eighty-five million search boxes. Each search box would take four hours to search.
If they searched each one, it would take 14.6 million days. 38,000 years.
Bonnie shook her head in frustration.
What is Garatella playing at?
Clearly, they couldn’t conduct a systematic search of the areas where the Dragon could be. It was impossible on the face of it.
So … Bonnie could only assume that Garatella intended for her to search strictly within the Sol system.
He knows something, she thought. Or he suspects something.
Bonnie leaned forward again and put her head in her hands.
I’m on the Dragon, she imagined. I’m scooting through space, all is good. Then suddenly something breaks. I’m in deep trouble. I can’t make it to Sword. I need to divert to the closest system, which happens to be Sol.
Bonnie thought deeply.
It must be at Earth. Nidarians have the same basic requirements for air, water, food as humans. Their physiology is remarkably similar.
Bonnie raised her head. It hurt her brain to think about it, but she knew it had to be true.
They sent a message drone to Nidaria and made for Earth. They had to. It’s the only place that would sustain them.
Two thousand years ago, an ancient Golden Empire ship had made for Earth, hoping to survive long enough for rescue.
Where was it now?
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At Rita’s insistence, Flo allowed her to move back to her Flag Cabin. She was healing nicely, and she wanted to be closer to baby Imogen for feedings.  
She had some hesitancy when she was first wheeled into her bedroom - after all, the last time she saw it, it had been thoroughly covered in blood and gore. But, Tarraine had ensured it was spotless. There was no trace of the mayhem that had occurred there a week earlier. 
With a sigh of relief, Rita allowed them to place her back in her bed, with Flo fussing around her fluffing up her pillows and tugging the blankets over her, arranging them until in exasperation, Rita gently said, “Enough, Flo. Let me rest.”
Flo sniffed, but stood back and looked down at her. Behind Flo stood Fallassa, Gabriel, Raphael and Tarraine, all with looks of concern on their faces.
And behind them, closer to the door, stood Bekerose. There was no concern on his face; only boredom and irritation.
Rita waved a hand at all of them collectively.
“Everyone, please, let me rest. Except for Gabriel and Raphael. I need to talk to them.”
Gabriel looked troubled, as did Raphael. The rest nodded their goodbyes and departed, one after the other filing back through the hatch and out of the suite. Flo went last, taking one last look over her shoulder at Rita.
“No exertions, Admiral!” she flung a parting shot. Then she was gone.
Rita had become good at reading Nidarian expressions. They weren’t that different from humans. Now Gabriel and Raphael stood at loose attention before her, concern and shame on their faces. Rita motioned to them.
“Gabriel. Raphael. At ease. Relax. Come closer,” she said.
Gabriel glanced at Raphael, nodded, took a step closer, and made an effort to relax. He didn’t accomplish it, but he tried. Rita smiled inside - where he couldn’t see it. Outside, she maintained a neutral expression on her face. Slowly, Raphael followed suit, stepping up beside Gabriel.
Rita had long since figured out that Gabriel was the natural leader of the two. So now, although she addressed them both, she knew she was talking primarily to Gabriel.
“Gabriel,” she said softly. “Raphael. You mustn’t blame yourselves. Nobody could have prevented it. The assassin hid in plain sight. He cooked our food. He served us in the Officer’s Mess. He was one of us. You must put this behind you and move on.”
A lone tear slid slowly out of Gabriel’s eye. The big Nidarian’s head hung low.
“We failed you, milady,” he said, his heart broken.
Rita shook her head.
“No, Gabriel. You did not. Together we are a team. We watch each other, and we take care of each other. But we are not supermen. We are not perfect. No one is asking you to be perfect. That is why we act as a team - you cover my mistakes, and I cover yours. He didn’t succeed, and now we learn from our mistakes. All of us - you, me, Tarraine, Bekerose - all of us learn. And we go on. We have a mission to accomplish.”
“Yes, milady,” mumbled Gabriel. Raphael nodded. But Rita could see their hearts were still troubled.
“Now. Both of you put this behind you,” she added. “As I intend to. Put your heart and soul into moving forward with a better security plan. And it occurs to me that I’ve been unfair to you. You are spread too thin. I want you to recruit two more bodyguards from among the Marine contingent.”
“Yes, milady,” Gabriel responded, a little more energy in his voice.
“So…go take care of business,” Rita smiled at them.
Both Gabriel and Raphael snapped to attention and saluted. It was standard Nidarian Navy practice not to salute on a ship underway - but Rita knew why they did it. She gave them a salute in return, and they turned smartly and departed.
Now. That’s taken care of, thought Rita. Now for the bigger problem.
“Jimmy Boy, please have Captain Bekerose and Captain Tarraine attend me at their convenience,” Rita said to her AI.
<Wilco>
Rita lay back and closed her eyes. She had pondered on this problem for two days now. She had found only one avenue of possible success. 
It was a long shot - but on the other hand, the mission was doomed to failure anyway unless she resolved the problem of Bekerose. 
Her gut told her that Bekerose had in mind to enter the Sol system, put up a good show of defending it, then cut and run all the way back to Sanctuary as soon as the going got tough.
In fact, she thought that might be his actual orders. This could all be a ploy by Garatella to set her up. Put up a good show, then slink away, leaving Earth to the Singheko. Just to buy more time for Garatella to prepare for his future war. 
Subduing Earth would occupy the Singheko for some time, she realized. That was time Garatella could use to his advantage. 
We’ll see about that.
<Captain Bekerose and Captain Tarraine are on their way>
Rita didn’t want to have this meeting lying down in her bed. Groaning, she managed to swing her legs over the edge. She stood up, swaying, holding on to a nearby chair, and shuffled to the door. Opening it, she went outside to her briefing room, and managed to stumble to her desk. She got there just as a gentle knock came on the door. 
“Come!”
The door opened. Rita could see Gabriel standing guard outside the room, holding the door open for the two Captains. Tarraine and Bekerose entered the room. 
“Captain Bekerose, I have a proposition for you,” Rita began.
Bekerose stood up straighter, looking puzzled. 
Rita went on.
“I know how much Nidarians like to gamble,” she said. “I will make a bet with you.”
Bekerose looked even more confused. 
Rita glanced at Tarraine. A faint smile tinged the corners of Tarraine’s lips. Rita knew Tarraine was quick - certainly quicker than Bekerose. She suspected he already knew where this conversation was going.
I wish he were Captain of this ship, she thought. But alas…
“Captain Bekerose, I’ll bet I can defeat you in a fleet battle simulation three out of five times,” Rita said flatly.
Bekerose had a look of shocked disbelief on his face. Behind him, Rita could see Tarraine trying to suppress a smile, his lips working.
Bekerose stuttered.
“But … but … Milady …” was all he could get out at first.
“Well?” Rita asked. “Do you take the bet?”
Bekerose slowly began to get his bearings.
“But … Milady … three out of five? What conditions? What stakes?”
Rita knew she had him then. She had been sure he couldn’t walk away from such a challenge - especially not with Tarraine there to spread the word around the ship if he had refused. Not that Tarraine would do that - until she forced him to. But Bekerose couldn’t be sure of that.
There was no way he could walk away from this. To refuse a bet with the Admiral he disparaged and disrespected - he couldn’t do it. Not if he hoped to maintain any respect among his officers at all.
“The conditions are that we’ll set up the simulator to be an exact copy of the Sol system. I will have one copy of this fleet; you will have another. We will alternate simulating the Singheko fleet. Each of us can have three crew members to assist. Five iterations. First person to win three simulations is the winner.”
Bekerose began to smile. Rita could see his mind working. He felt there was no way he could lose.
“And the stakes, milady?” he asked.
“If you win, I will step down as Admiral. I’ll record a message to Garatella for the ship’s log that my injuries prevent me from completing the mission and I’ve turned over command to you. You will have full and complete control of the fleet.”
“I see,” Bekerose.
Rita continued, glancing at Tarraine as she did so. Tarraine was her witness to the bet.
“If I win, you will give me your complete and unconditional support, and unwavering obedience in the rest of this mission. No more undercutting, no more behind-the-back muttering, no more second-guessing my orders.”
Bekerose stood straighter, anger on his face.
“Milady, I do none of those things.”
“Nevertheless, that is the bet. Take it or leave it,” said Rita sharply. “Captain Tarraine will be our witness. And may I point out, Captain Tarraine will also be the judge of compliance to the bet - regardless of who wins. If either of us renege on the outcome, Captain Tarraine has my authority and permission to take any action he sees fit to ensure compliance.”
Bekerose drew himself up even straighter if such was possible.
“That will not be necessary,” he said haughtily. “There will be no issue with compliance.”
“So you accept the bet?” Rita asked.
“I do,” answered Bekerose. “When do you desire to begin?”
“Tomorrow morning,” said Rita. “0800 hours, in the main simulator room.”
“Very good, milady,” said Bekerose, his voice dripping with anger and contempt.
“Tarraine. See to the setup, please,” said Rita.
“Aye, aye, milady,” Tarraine responded.
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Bonnie punched the heavy bag hard, working up a sweat.
Arteveld had been puzzled when she asked for a punching bag before their departure, but he accommodated her - finding someone who could make it to her specifications and having it mounted in the back of the common room of the Corresse. 
Now she punched it over and over, working out her irritation and frustration, until her hands were sore, and she couldn’t go on.
With a final reverse high kick at the bag, she removed her gloves and headed for the shower. She peeled off her workout clothes and stepped in, luxuriating in the hot water that seemed to be plentiful on the Corresse. 
Bonnie had once asked Arteveld how they were able to provide such large amounts of water on a spacecraft. He had looked at her in puzzlement as if the question didn’t make sense; he then replied that the reactor could generate as much hydrogen and oxygen as they needed, and all they had to do was combine it. As if she had failed basic chemistry. 
Bonnie had sighed and decided not to pursue the question further. Nidarian technology was just too far above her engineering knowledge.
Stepping out of the shower, she toweled off and dressed. Since coming onboard, she had been directed by Arteveld to wear a military uniform, with the rank of a Marine Colonel. Arteveld explained it was necessary to ensure that the crew took her seriously and would obey her orders in an emergency.
She would have preferred to be a Naval Captain, but there could only be one Captain on a ship, Arteveld explained. 
Completing her dress, she put away her workout clothes in a locker, checked her hair - cut short now that she was a pseudo-military officer in the Nidarian Marines - and left to go back to her office. On the way, she passed Arteveld’s XO, Dallitta, who waved at her gaily.
“Good morning, Colonel!” said Dallitta gaily. “Anytime you want to spar, let me know!”
Bonnie smiled and nodded. The rumor around the ship was that Dallitta was quite a good fighter. She would have to find out sometime. 
But not now. While she had been at the bag, she had been thinking about the Dragon.
It had to be on Earth. The more she thought about it, the more she realized that was the only logical place for the Dragon to be.
Garatella had dispatched the Corresse to Earth five years ago. The Corresse had spent five long years in the Sol system meticulously collecting every scrap of information they could intercept from Earth. They had a complete history of virtually everything available to a human researcher on Earth. Every encyclopedia, every Wiki, every reference.
Why? Why would Garatella have done that five years ago?
Because he already knew the Dragon was on Earth. He sent the Corresse there to collect records to help him find it.
He’s a slimy bastard. But he’s the only slimy bastard I’ve got.
Focus.
Focus on the problem. Locating the Dragon.
There had to be some way of finding it. Two thousand years ago, there was at least some writing. Records were made, chronicles were kept. A starship descending from the skies would have caused someone, somewhere, to make note of it and write it down.
Yet Garatella couldn’t find it, even with the resources of his entire government.
Crap! Bonnie suddenly realized. That’s the reason he delayed us for six months. It wasn’t any of the reasons he stated. He was searching for the Dragon in the records the Corresse brought back.
And he couldn’t find it.
Bonnie went through all the major civilizations of that era in her mind, thinking through each one.
Rome. The Empire was highly literate, at least among the nobility.
Surely any hint of an alien spaceship would have been well-documented in that environment.
China. Literate, well-documented.
No chance that a starship from the heavens would have gone unrecorded there.
And Antarctica - if the ship had any control left at all, the crew would never land in the freezing hell of that continent.
I’m ruling areas out, but that still leaves an enormous land area to cover. Assuming they had enough control left to make a soft landing and didn’t crash into the ocean or burn up completely on re-entry.
Once again, Bonnie decided to go back to her process of imagination.
I’m on the Dragon, she imagined. I’m scooting through space, all is good. Then suddenly something breaks. I’m in deep trouble. I can’t make it to Sword. I need to divert to the closest system, which happens to be Sol.
Somehow, I make it to Sol. Assuming I still have some remote sensing capability, I realize that Earth is my only viable option - temperate climate, compatible atmosphere, water, potential food. I get closer. I realize there are lifeforms there, sentient creatures who might be able to help me repair the ship. Now what decisions would I make?
Bonnie arrived at her cabin, threw her gym bag in a corner, and fell on her bed, pounding her pillow in frustration.
Damn it! There are so many millions of square miles to cover. This task is impossible!
But she couldn’t give up. She had to think this through, make the best possible decisions she could make, and keep trying.
OK. I’m approaching Earth. It’s two thousand years in the past - roughly 179 A.D. What can we know about this period?
<Corresse, give me a summary of the major civilizations of the year 179 A.D. and their notable accomplishments>
<The year 179 A.D. per the Earth Common Era. The Roman Empire was well established. Emperor Marcus Aurelius was the Emperor. It was the last year of the Pax Romana. Han Dynasty China had created a golden age of cultural and scientific enlightenment but had entered their last long decline under Emperor Ling. King Sindae of Korea died and was succeeded by King Gogukchean, his second son. An early form of Christianity was introduced to the city of Edessa in Mesopotamia. In India and Bactria, the Kushan Empire was ruled by Emperor Huvishka. The Persians were fighting the Romans as usual. Do you want more?> 
“No,” sighed Bonnie.
That was no help.
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At 0800 hours, Tarraine accompanied Rita as she walked into the simulator room of the Merkkessa - still hurting, still in pain, but walking. The room contained several smaller simulator stations, including several copies of the Devastator fighter cockpits. But it also contained two larger simulators that duplicated a simplistic version of the bridge of the Merkkessa. These allowed full fleet-level battle simulations.
Rita should know. Other than Tarraine, Gabriel and Raphael, few knew she had already spent dozens of hours in the simulator since they departed Sanctuary. Since leaving, she had spent more time in the simulator than anywhere else.
She hoped Bekerose had not noted that in the logs.
With Tarraine’s help, she entered the sim cabinet assigned to her and settled herself in the captain’s chair.
“Tarraine, thank you for setting this up,” she said to him.
He nodded. He took the XO position beside her. Behind him, two additional officers came into the simulator. One was her Flag Lieutenant, Lt. Lirrassa. Tarraine had advised her that Lirrassa was an excellent Weapons Officer and would be a good addition to the team.
The other she knew only by sight - the Second Watch Tactical Officer, Naditta. Tarraine said he was an up-and-coming young officer with a good grasp of tactics. Lirrassa and Naditta took their seats and prepared for battle.
“Just a quick recap of the ground rules,” said Rita. “We alternate being the Singheko. This time around, that’s Bekerose. We have stipulated his fleet is already present in the Sol system and has been there for one week, giving him ample time to prepare an ambush of his own design. Any questions?”
“No, milady,” came a chorus of responses.
“Alright, then,” said Rita. She looked at Tarraine. “Ready.”
Tarraine nodded. The sim booted up. The front viewscreen, the holo and the side screens initiated. Rita found herself in the Sol system. A horn hooted, signifying the sim was underway.
Rita assessed the holo quickly. She had directed Tarraine to translate the fleet into the Sol system at a point midway between the orbits of Uranus and Saturn, which was the closest possible translation point given the gravity well of the Sun. 
Now she found her fleet in battle formation, 14.35 AU from the Sun - 2.15 billion miles from the star. The planets were arranged as they would be when she arrived at the Sol system in a few weeks. Uranus was behind her, and Saturn directly in front of her. Beyond Saturn, Jupiter was slightly off to her relative left, almost - but not quite - in conjunction with Saturn.
Much farther in, Earth was also slightly to the relative left of her course line. It was a somewhat unique configuration of the solar system that happened only once in a long while, with Earth, Jupiter, Saturn, and Uranus in rough alignment.
Bekerose and his fleet were nowhere in sight. Either he was so far away that light from his fleet had not yet reached her, or…
“Perhaps hiding behind one of the planets or behind the star, milady?” said Naditta. 
Rita realized Naditta was likely correct. If Bekerose had placed himself so far away that light speed distance prevented her from seeing him, she had nothing to worry about for quite a while. But the most likely place Bekerose could be was behind one of the larger planets or the other side of the Sun. 
She had to scout the battlefield before she committed to a course of action.
“Scout One Alpha to Saturn, Scout Two Alpha to Jupiter, Scout Three Alpha to Mars, Scout Four Alpha to Earth,” she called out. 
The AI recognized her voice and crafted the order to both her console and Tarraine’s for authentication. She checked the command on her verification screen and hit the Execute button - the order went out. The four corvettes of her fleet advanced their throttles to 255g and streaked for their destinations. 
“Fleet advance at flank speed to Saturn,” added Rita. “Advance the clock to next communication.”
Given the incredible distances of the solar system, it would take the scouts 16 hours in real time to get to Saturn. With no sign of Bekerose’s fleet nearby, she could skip ahead in the sim. The clock jumped ahead by 16 hours.
“Scout One Alpha reports nothing at Saturn, milady,” called out Naditta.
As Rita expected. 
“Fleet advance at flank speed to Jupiter. Advance the clock to next communication,” Rita called.
A few seconds later, Naditta reported. “Scout Two Alpha reports nothing at Jupiter, milady.”
Now Rita was surprised. She had been sure Bekerose would try to ambush her at Jupiter.
That’s what she would have done.
But he wasn’t there. So that left Mars, Earth, Venus, or behind the Sun. Mercury was too small - he couldn’t hide a fleet behind that tiny planet.
“Scout One Alpha to rejoin formation. Scout Two Alpha to the Sun,” she said. “Fleet advance at flank speed to Mars.”
Now she had some decisions to make.
“Tarraine.” Rita began. “Assume he’s behind the Sun. What do you recommend?”
Tarraine scratched his chin, a very human gesture to Rita.
“Well, we could split the fleet and try to flank him. Send TF1 to the left, TF3 to the right, hold TF2 in reserve. But of course, there’s the danger he would anticipate that and come orthogonal to us, say over the top, end up taking TF2 in detail.”
Rita thought about it.
“Or we could just go en masse around the star and make a direct frontal attack,” added Tarraine. 
“Or we could hold in a good position, say at Earth, and wait for him to come to us,” said Rita.
“True,” said Tarraine. “That’s actually the best idea, I think.”
“Tarraine, I think we go to Earth, wait it out. Make him come to us.”
Tarraine nodded.
“OK,” decided Rita. “Put that movement plan together, but don’t execute until we have all the scouting reports.”
Tarraine bent to his console. Rita continued to watch the screens and the sensors. She could advance the clock now; the enemy was nowhere in sight, and it would take 8.2 hours for her scout to report at Mars.
But something held her back.
They were passing Jupiter now, starting their accel toward Mars. The big gas giant was to her relative right. She looked at the moons of Jupiter in the holo. They had passed Io; they were nearly to Ganymede. Because they had decelerated before entry into the Jupiter system to allow for adequate scouting, they were only just now building speed for the leg to Mars.
Something was bothering her.
Ganymede was passing beneath them relative to her position.
You couldn’t hide a fleet behind a moon that small…
“Missile launch!” cried Naditta. “I have multiple missile launches from the surface of Ganymede! Twenty-four missiles coming right at us!”
“Countermeasures!” yelled Tarraine. “Evasive! Shredders!”
“Working,” called Lirrassa. “We’re targeted. They’re on us!”
Tarraine was working madly at his console. 
“He took missiles off his ships and put them on the surface,” yelled Tarraine. “That son of a bitch launched them remotely!”
“Damn it all to hell,” cursed Rita.
Her chair started to rock violently as the simulator imitated the high g-forces of a starship exceeding the compensator limits, trying to avoid the missiles.
And then it was too late. With a loud crash imitating a major hit on the ship, the lights went out. All the consoles and screens went dark. The flagship was down.
Rita sighed. Per prior agreement with Bekerose, if the flagship went down, the battle was over. 
She had lost Round 1.
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Rita had taken a large chance with the second simulation. 
Tarraine was not happy.
“Milady, this goes against all precepts of fleet ops. If you have guessed wrong, we are lost!” complained her aide.
“Understood,” acknowledged Rita. “Thank you, Tarraine. I value your opinion, but I want to take this chance.”
After losing Round 1 of the contest with Bekerose, Rita had spent several hours in the simulator alone, banging her head against the wall of tactical limitations. 
There were just not that many ways to fight in space. You could hide behind a planet or a moon. Or the Sun. You could wait in open space, engines quiescent, hoping to ambush the enemy before they detected you. 
Sure, you could do crazy things like put missiles on a moon to ambush the enemy as they went by - that had cost her the first round, but only because Bekerose got lucky and took down the flagship in the first volley. Realistically, she knew that if the flagship had survived, she might have won that sim.
But the rules were the rules, and there was no going back.
In Round 1, Bekerose had taken the Singheko part. Now it was her turn. She would be in-system first; Bekerose would have to enter the system blind to her disposition of forces.
After hours of experimentation in the sim, she had noted something. 
The key to success was timing - if she had some way to know when and where Bekerose would enter the system, the number of ways she could ambush him went up exponentially.
But how could she know that?
He’s an arrogant, impatient asshole, thought Rita. That’s how I can know it.
She had thought about it for a long time, working in the sim through various configurations.
She had made a decision.
Bekerose would have a low opinion of her skills. After all, she had never commanded a fleet, never even been the captain of a ship before. 
It wasn’t certain he knew about the knowledge and memories of being a fighter pilot she inherited from Bonnie in the cloning process - she didn’t know how much Garatella had told him. But even if he did, he would discount that experience.
He’ll assume I’m stupid, thought Rita. So, what would I do if I were stupid?
I’d wait behind the sun. I’d make some assumption about where he’ll enter the system, and I’d wait directly behind the sun from that position. Because that would give me the maximum amount of time to prepare for him, and there’s no way he could sneak up on me. 
He’ll expect me to be behind the Sun waiting for him.
So, Rita had done something unorthodox. She had violated Rule Number One of battle. She split her fleet.
TF1 - Task Force One - consisted of the Merkkessa, the two cruisers and the four destroyers. She had set their initial position at 14 AU from Earth, above the ecliptic, at a forty-five-degree angle to the plane of the planets. A spot where there was nothing - no planets, no moons, not a damn thing. 
And her fleet had been accelerating for a while now - they were already moving at more than 8,391 kps - more than 18 million miles per hour. They had completed their acceleration and their engines were off.
They were a silent arrow winging for Earth - from the middle of nowhere.
TF2 was the four corvettes. They were right up against the Sun, in line with the three planets that were in near-conjunction right now - Jupiter, Saturn and Uranus. They were the bait for the trap.
Rita was certain Bekerose would assume she was hiding behind the Sun. 
Because a stupid commander would assume Bekerose would come in on the ecliptic, in line with the three planets in conjunction, hoping to screen behind them.
Which meant a slightly less stupid commander would assume Bekerose would come in directly opposite the three planets in conjunction, to throw her off.
Which to Rita meant Bekerose would do neither of those things. He would come in from directly above the ecliptic, or directly below, and head straight for the Sun, disdaining any attempt to screen behind the planets. He would give away his position instantly because he didn’t care. He would care only about charging directly at Rita, and he would believe she would be right up against the Sun, waiting for him.
Which was where the corvettes were, simulating her entire battle fleet. In Rita’s hours of study of the tactical manuals, she had noted a little-used electronic warfare function that allowed ships to emulate the engine signatures of larger vessels. 
And in a position that close to the Sun, a fleet couldn’t turn off their engines and lie doggo. They had to keep adjusting their positions constantly, or the Sun would pull them off orbit.
So her four corvettes were sitting right up against the Sun, as close as they dared go, emulating the signals of the battlecruiser, the two cruisers and the destroyers, as well as their own. The fierce radiation of the Sun contributed to the deception; the signals coming off the corvettes were intermittent, noisy.
From her vantage point - now only 10 AU away as she raced toward Earth - it looked completely realistic.
The timing was the real issue. Even if she had guessed correctly how Bekerose would enter the system, how could she know when it would occur?
His arrogance, thought Rita. He’ll waste no time, brook no delay. He wants to end this quickly. He can already taste the moment when he has full command of the fleet and can relegate me to my Flag Cabin for the rest of the mission. He’s drooling over it.
Rita was sure Bekerose would enter the system within a relative hour after his side of the simulation started, either directly above or directly below the ecliptic, as close to the Sun as possible. He would translate in and immediately boost hard for the Sun. He might send a couple of scouts ahead, but he would be pushing in right behind them, trying to minimize the time Rita would have to re-deploy her assets once she realized he knew where she was.
I hope I’m not over-thinking this. Maybe he’s smarter than I think, or more cautious.
But I don’t think so.
“Translation!” called Naditta. “14.35 AU, down 90 degrees. He’s coming in from below, right as expected, milady.”
Thank God, breathed Rita. Thank the ever-loving God of us all.
She heard a whoosh of breath come out of Tarraine beside her.
“Vector? ETA?” she asked.
“Umm …” replied Naditta. “Direct vector for the Sun. Pushing hard. Given the light delay, I estimate ETA of …47.5 hours.”
“And our current ETA to Earth?” 
Naditta turned and looked at Rita, a huge smile enveloping his face.
“49.5 hours, milady.”
Rita grinned.
All I have to do is fox the bastard for an additional two hours, and his ass is mine.
“He’s advanced the clock, milady. That means he’s detected TF2 at the Sun and doesn’t want to waste any time.”
“Very good, Naditta. What’s the new position?”
“2 AU out from the Sun, milady. Still on track for an ETA as expected. No sign that he’s detected us.”
“OK, have the corvettes start their run for Earth, show him their panic, and accept the clock advance.”
“Roger, milady.”
On the holo, the simulator advanced the clock to show Bekerose just 2 AU out from the Sun. Rita’s corvettes at the Sun turned to flee, headed directly for Earth. As she watched, Bekerose adjusted his vector to chase them down, giving him an intercept position near Earth.
Two hours later than his original ETA.
Tarraine looked over at her.
“Mum, ignore everything I said earlier.”
Rita smiled at him.
“It’s not over yet, Tarraine. As the corvettes move away from the Sun, their signal will clean up. He may figure out he’s not chasing the entire fleet. There’s a lot that can still go wrong.”
Tarraine shook his head.
“I know, milady. But I think you’ve got him, either way.”
“Milady, Captain Bekerose has advanced the clock to 5 minutes before intercept with the corvettes,” called Naditta.
He’s anxious to get it over with, thought Rita. He wants the end game to start now. He’s getting cocky.
Rita studied the holo. That would put the corvettes just short of Earth, only a few million miles from the planet. She would be lagging the intercept by one minute.
That gives him one minute to figure out he’s been foxed. I would rather he had no time. But I’ll take what I can get.
“Accept the clock advance, Naditta.”
“Roger, milady. Clock advanced. We are one minute from intercept.”
Rita sat on the edge of her seat. Her muscles clenched from the tension.
Would he see it? The closer he got, the more likely he would detect the false signals from the corvettes. But there was a point where it wouldn’t matter anymore. Once he was in the missile envelope of her fleet, it didn’t matter what he did. She had him.
“He’s gone to maximum decel, milady! 260g negative! He’s figured it out!”
“Will he stay in the envelope?”
“Umm … yes! He’s gone the wrong way! If he had accelerated, he might have been able to get out of it, but now - he’s toast, milady. He’ll be right in the center of the envelope!”
That means he hasn’t seen us yet, thought Rita. He figured out the corvettes were broadcasting a false signal, but he still doesn’t know where we are.
Tarraine at his console started a countdown. It wasn’t necessary - the AI would take care of the coordinated missile launches on their own - but it felt good to hear it. Everyone hung on his words as he counted.
“Five. Four. Three. Two. One. Launch!”
Rita felt the simulated Merkkessa shudder as twenty simulated missiles left twenty simulated tubes. In the holo, she saw the two cruisers and the four destroyers sending another forty missiles out.
All of them directed at Bekerose’s flagship.
It was over in seconds. At their passing rate, her fleet flashed by Bekerose’ fleet so quickly they were already 25,000 klicks beyond it by the time their missiles struck Bekerose. 
It was a long three seconds of waiting. Rita stared at the holo like her life depended on it.
And Bekerose’s flagship disappeared.


Mars. First Wing HQ


“Hey new guy,” called a voice.
Jim lifted his head and looked at the woman approaching his mess table. 
Tall, with gypsy dark eyes and black hair, she was muscular - an athlete of some kind - with a blinding smile that lit up the room. She was in civilian clothing and wearing a nametag on her shirt.
Jim cocked his head and looked at her.
“Are you talking to me, ma’am?”
“Yes, and don’t call me ma’am, I’m not from the South like you, Major,” she said, sitting down in front of him. “How’s the chow today?”
Jim gazed at her. “Not bad, I guess.” 
He looked closer at her nametag.
“Caroline Bisset,” he spoke as he read it. “AirBoeing Space.”
“Yep. I’m the tech rep for the A-16 Longsword,” she replied. “I understand you are the new Training Officer for SAG-15.”
“That’s me,” said Jim. “What can I do for you?”
“Nothing at the moment. But I thought I should introduce myself. Anything you run across in Training that translates into a change order for the Longsword, bring it to me. I’ll take care of validating it and transmitting it back to Toulouse.”
“Ah,” said Jim. “So, you’re the gatekeeper of all things between us and the factory.”
Caroline smiled.
“Yep.”
“You don’t sound French,” said Jim. “You sound English.”
“Yeah,” said Caroline. “I grew up in both France and England. That helps when working with a multi-national force like this.”
“Well, nice to meet you,” said Jim. “I’ll keep you in mind when I decide to change the paint scheme on the Longsword.”
Caroline grinned hugely. “It comes in any color as long as it’s black.”
She rose to leave but paused. 
“You interested in going out to see the Perseverance, Major?”
“What?”
“The Perseverance Rover. It landed at Jezero Crater in 2021, remember? I’m going to take a two-seater Longsword on a test flight this afternoon. If you want to go along, I’ll even let you drive for half the mission.”
Jim thought about it, but not for long. 
One - he was a space exploration buff.
Two - he needed stick time in the Longsword. 
Three - she was a beautiful woman - the kind you look at and your knees go weak and your heart jumps in your chest and your brain stops working.
“Sure, I’ll go along. What time?”
“1400. That work for you?”
“It does,” Jim smiled. “See you then.”
At 1415 hours, Jim was dressed for flight, waiting by the airlock leading to the outside parking apron. He drummed his fingers on a nearby maintenance bookcase, fiddled with his helmet, and wondered if he had been stood up.
But just as he was about to call Caroline, she stepped out of the ready room, helmet in hand, and walked toward him.
God, even in a damn pressure suit, she takes my breath away.
Caroline came up to him and stopped, a half-smile on her face.
“Female prerogative to be late. Sorry,” she said.
“No problem,” Jim responded. 
“Shall we?” Caroline pushed her helmet on and walked to the technicians standing by the entrance to the airlock. 
One of them checked her helmet, stuck an oxygen hose into her suit and pressurized it, then removed the hose and did a final check on her suit. He tapped her on the shoulder, and she stepped into the open airlock door.
Jim followed, standing patiently as the techs did their work. When he was tapped on the shoulder, he followed Caroline into the airlock. The door closed behind him. He felt his pressure suit moving around him as the pressure dropped. In a minute, the outer door opened, and they stepped out.
“We won’t need a cart, just follow me,” said Caroline over the comm. 
“Roger,” Jim acknowledged. Caroline led him to a two-seater TA-16 positioned just outside the huge double doors of the pressurized hangar. Two crew chiefs waited - Jim’s own personal crew chief Sergeant Baines, and another one he didn’t recognize. Two ladders placed beside the fighter gave access to the cockpit.
While Caroline climbed into the front seat of the Longsword, Jim climbed the back ladder to the rear seat. Settling himself in, he buckled in and let his crew chief connect him to the oxygen, electronics, and other systems of the fighter.
Sergeant Baines gave him a tap on the shoulder and Jim gave him a thumbs up. He heard the avionics come on and his comm beeped, letting him know it was ready.
“You ready back there, Nuke?” Caroline asked him.
“Nuke?”
“New Kid. Nuke.”
“Oh. Yeah, ready.”
With a loud whine, the cockpit closed around them. There was no clear canopy on the Longsword; space was not a place for thin plastic between a pilot and death.
Instead, once Jim was fully connected to the ship, he had a VR - virtual reality - display of his entire environment. No matter which way he turned his head, it was like there was no canopy on the ship at all.
A few minutes later, Jim was wondering if he had made a terrible mistake. 
Caroline Bisset was flying the Longsword through the hills and rills of Mars like it was a fighter jet. 
Jim had spent most of his life in aviation on Earth, but this was different. In the thin atmosphere, the Longsword could reach Mach 8 before the outer skin started overheating, and Caroline was flying every bit of it right now as she streaked toward Valles Marineris, the largest canyon in the Solar System - larger than the Grand Canyon on Earth.
“Uh … Caroline?” Jim finally broke in, as the canyon loomed directly in front of them, a giant gash in the ground that lay for hundreds of miles across the planet’s surface.
If she goes down in that fucking canyon at this speed, we won’t survive.
“Relax, Nuke,” said Caroline. “You’ll be fine.”
With that, she pitched and went straight up, accelerating even more. The Longsword was in space in a few minutes. Jim breathed a sigh of relief. At least they were away from the terrain.
What the hell have I got myself into here? Is this woman nuts?
Still accelerating, in a few more minutes, Mar's largest moon Phobos loomed in front of them. Caroline spun the Longsword around expertly and started a hard decel, exceeding the compensators for a few seconds, slamming Jim back against the seat with a force of 6g as they came close to the moon. At closest approach, Caroline spun the craft again and accelerated hard, performing an Oberth slingshot around Phobos and heading back for Mars.
“How you doing back there, Nuke?” Jim heard over the comm.
“Oh, fine,” said Jim. “Sorry, I nodded off there for a second.”
He heard a laugh from the front.
“Yeah, I’m sure.”
With another burst of deceleration that exceeded compensation by 3g, slamming Jim forward against his harness, she re-entered the atmosphere, plasma streaming off the front of the Longsword. 
As the temperature on the outside of the Longsword reached a critical number and the overheat alarm went off, the Longsword finally decelerated enough to fall back below normal re-entry speed. After a few seconds, the overheat alarm stopped.
“Well, Nuke, I pronounce this bird ready for operations,” he heard from up front. Jim saw the sidestick shake.
“Your bird.”
“My bird,” he said, taking the sidestick. 
“Jezero is at your two o’clock.”
“Roger.”
Jim located Jezero Crater on his moving map and set a vector for it. He let the Longsword continue to decelerate until they were moving at a leisurely Mach 2 - upwards of 1,100 miles per hour in the thin Martian atmosphere.
Soon the walls of the crater were in front of them. Jim slowed, cleared the walls, and looked for the old rover they had come to see.
“Over to your right, about ten klicks,” Caroline said over the comm.
“Got it.”
Jim found the glint of light in the distance and maneuvered over to it, setting the Longsword down about fifty meters from the rover. 
“Opening the cockpit,” Caroline called.
“Roger.”
With a whine, the cockpit opened, and Jim looked out on Mars. 
The view was spectacular. Although the VR in the cockpit was almost indistinguishable from the real thing, there was always a little bit of loss from reality. 
Now, seeing Mars - the real Mars, not down inside a roofed-over gully full of spacecraft and soldiers - Jim was in awe. 
“It’s incredible,” he said.
“It is that,” Caroline agreed. “I’m shutting down.”
Jim heard the engine whine down and the avionics go off.
A stray thought crossed his brain.
They were well over 4,000 klicks from the base. If the batteries in the Longsword failed, such that they could no longer start the engine or comm back to base…
Don’t think about that. We filed a flight plan. If they don’t hear from us in another two hours, they’ll come.
“Well, c’mon, Nuke. You wanted to see a dead rover,” Caroline said over the helmet comm.
Jim worked his way out of the myriad connections to his suit and stood up, stepped out of the cockpit into the small hidden steps on the side of the ship, and started to climb down. It was not as easy as using one of the crew ladders, but it could be done. Halfway down, he came to the stub wing which normally held missiles. From there, he could slide off to the ground.
Caroline was already standing there waiting for him.
“Damn, you’re fast,” he said.
“I’ve done it a lot more than you have,” she grinned at him through the helmet. “You’ll get there. C’mon, let’s go.”
Then she turned and walked briskly off toward the rover. 
Jim followed, having a little difficulty in the light Martian gravity, just 38 percent of Earth normal. It was like walking on a trampoline. But he adapted, slowly catching up to Caroline.
Finally, they came to the old rover, which had been gathering dust on Mars for so many years.
“Poor thing,” said Caroline. “It looks so forlorn.”
“Yes, it does.”
“How long did it last, again?”
“Incredibly enough, even though every mechanical thing on it had long since quit working, it kept taking pictures right up until last December,” said Jim. “More than 57 years after launch.”
“What happened then?”
“Its third replacement RTG - its power source - finally gave out,” said Jim. “It reached a point where the folks at JPL knew it had only a day or so left, and they didn’t want to replace the RTG again, so they shut it down. It died a hero’s death.”
“What do you mean, a hero’s death?”
“It confirmed the existence of microbial life on Mars. In the distant past, of course. All gone now. But it made folks realize we’re not unique in the universe.”
“Oh. Yeah, I guess that would change people’s worldview.”
Caroline leaned over and patted the rover’s mast camera, which was covered in red dust.
“Bye, Perseverance. See you later.”
Turning back to Jim, she motioned toward the Longsword.
“Why don’t you take the front cockpit and I’ll take the back for this leg,” Caroline said, smiling sweetly. “And you can scare the shit out of me for a change.”


Merkkessa. En Route to Sol System


Today was the fifth and last sim session. Today it was winner take all.
Bekerose had won the third sim, besting Rita by destroying her entire fleet when she came into the Sol System. She found him right behind her at entry - a power play on his part, to show her he could turn the tables on her, predicting her system entry just as easily as she could. Within seconds after she translated into the system, his fleet behind her cut her to pieces.
Rita had won the fourth bout. Once again playing the part of the Singheko, she dispersed her ships in the asteroid belt and let Bekerose pass her by on his way in from Saturn. Then her entire fleet erupted out of hiding and chased him down, catching him before he could get to Mars. He turned and they slugged it out, but she had the advantage of speed in the first pass and decimated his fleet. After that it was just mopping up until only his flagship remained, while she still had her battlecruiser, two cruisers and one destroyer. She pounded him into simulated scrap metal and the computer declared her the winner.
Today was the decisive round. If Bekerose won this sim, Rita would be relegated back to her cabin, no longer an active player in this drama, just a passenger along for the ride.
Stepping outside her cabin with Gabriel, she found her new bodyguard Uriel on duty. Gabriel had gone through the Marine contingent on board and selected two additional bodyguards to protect her. Both were big for Nidarians, and both appeared to be cut from the same cloth as Gabriel and Raphael.
And in keeping with the tradition already established by Arteveld, Gabriel had given them the pronounceable names of Uriel and Sariel. 
Four angels to watch over me, Rita thought bitterly. Would that I did not need them.
Now Gabriel walked ahead of her, and Uriel fell in behind her. She walked into the sim room stiffly - her chest wound was still healing and had become sore and tender. Tarraine was waiting for her.
“Lirrassa and Naditta are inside, ready to go,” he smiled. “How do you feel?”
“Stiff. Sore. Pissed off,” replied Rita.
“Good,” smiled Tarraine. “You’ll fight better.”
Rita grunted and entered the fleet simulator, taking her seat in the captain’s chair. She greeted Larissa and Naditta and waited while Tarraine got his console situated. When he was satisfied with it, he turned to her.
“Ready, milady.”
Rita nodded grimly.
They had briefed on the strategy for the final battle.
There was none.
Rita had decided to take Bekerose head-on. One final duel to the death.
Today, I let Jim Carter take the lead in my head. Today the ex-Marine comes out in me. To hell with Bonnie’s finesse and fighter pilot skills. To hell with my own unique self. 
Today Jim Carter is in charge.
The sim started.
Bekerose played the part of the Singheko today. 
And she was sure of his tactics this time.
He’ll want a straight up duel to the death. No tricks, no deception. He’ll be waiting for me just outside the orbit of Saturn, ready for a fight.
She could feel it in her bones.
Sure enough, as she translated into the system at the 14.35 AU point, there he was, right in front of her, just over 100 million miles away.
“Straight at him and kill the son of a bitch,” she said, waving a finger at the holo.
They charged at Bekerose, and he charged at them. 50 million miles later, the two fleets entered engagement range.
The missiles started flying.
Rita had placed her ships in an unusual formation. The four corvettes led the way, sacrificial lambs for the slaughter. Today she didn’t care about losses, only victory. 
Right behind them, tucked up close, came the battlecruiser, with all four destroyers surrounding it as a screen. 
And behind her battlecruiser came the two cruisers, one behind the other, almost like an afterthought.
Bekerose was in the standard formation dictated by Nidarian protocol. His flagship - the battlecruiser - was at the rear. Two destroyers screened it - standard practice, and predictable. In front of his flagship were his two cruisers, with two additional destroyers screening them. 
And like Rita, Bekerose had no qualms about sacrificing his corvettes - all four of them were directly in front of his battlecruiser, cannon fodder to obstruct Rita’s fleet as they came together.
As Rita had expected and predicted, Bekerose expended all his missiles at her battlecruiser. Every ship in his fleet fired every missile tube they had at the simulated Merkkessa. Sixty-eight missiles came at her battlecruiser from his fleet.
Rita’s four corvettes and four destroyers fought well. Their point defense shredders took down fifty of the missiles. Only eighteen of the dangerous shipkillers got through.
The Merkkessa’s own point defense shredders took care of ten of those.
But eight of the big missiles blew the Merkkessa out of the black. 
Bekerose jumped from his seat in jubilation.
“Yes!” he crowed, watching in his holo as Rita’s battlecruiser exploded in the sim, breaking into three large chunks, spinning in space. One of her engines detached from the g-forces, spitting fire and vapor as it tumbled away. 
“We’ve won!” Bekerose yelled. He turned to his XO, Biddaresse, thumping him wildly on the arm. “We beat the bitch! Now we have full control of the fleet!”
“Uh… Captain,” said his Tactical Officer.
Bekerose ignored him. He turned his face to the ceiling, lifting his arms in triumph to the heavens, dancing a jig in his happiness.
“Uh … Captain. You need to look at this,” called his Tactical Officer, much louder this time. Bekerose thought he heard a note of alarm in his voice.
“What?” he yelled, looking at the officer.
The Tactical Officer pointed to the holo.
“The computer hasn’t terminated the sim, sir. I don’t understand it, but the sim is still running.”
“What?” Bekerose was dumbfounded. “What?” he said again.
Looking, he realized the sim was still active. Rita’s fleet was now right in among them. Her destroyers were well behind him now, and her two cruisers just passing him.
And they fired every missile they had at his battlecruiser. 
Bekerose suddenly got it. 
She changed her flagship. One of the cruisers is her flagship. She sacrificed the battlecruiser!
Forty-eight shipkillers came at him from point-blank range. 
“Point defense now!” Bekerose yelled, but he knew it was too late. He had no time to react. They were on him in seconds.
And the lights went out.
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Merkkessa. En Route to Sol System


In dealing with Bekerose, Rita had two choices. 
She could humiliate him. She could crow in public, making it known she had bested him in the simulator, that she was now in complete charge of the fleet.
Or she could downplay it, make it just another day at the office.
Sitting in her briefing room, she made her decision. There was no point in humiliating him. She needed him. 
A gentle tap came at the door. Bekerose.
“Come!” she called.
The door opened and Bekerose entered. He came in front of her and assumed a position of attention.
Rita smiled at him, waved him to a chair.
“Please sit, Captain Bekerose.”
He sat stiffly, ill at ease. She knew his ego had taken a beating, being bested by a human female in front of his officers.
But it was something she had to do. She had to have full and complete control of the fleet.
Rita’s steward Knowelk came out of the tiny galley with two cups of nish, placing one in front of each of them. He retired back to the galley, closing the door behind him.
Rita smiled inwardly. Knowelk probably knew every detail of her business. But he never spoke a word, to her or to anyone else, about anything except his duties. 
Now Rita sipped her nish, waiting Bekerose out. Nidarian emotions were remarkably like those of a human, she had learned. She waited patiently. This was a final test, and she had to win it.
After a long, excruciating silence, Bekerose finally spoke.
“Milady. My congratulations on your victory. And I assure you I will live up to the terms of our bargain,” he said.
Rita gave him a big smile.
“I know you will, Bekerose. You are one of the most honorable people I’ve ever met. But thank you for saying that.”
Bekerose nodded.
“Captain, let’s be honest. I was incredibly lucky in the sims. If it had been four out of seven, I’d be sitting in my cabin now with nothing to do.”
Bekerose managed a slight smile.
“Thank you for saying that, milady.”
“Captain, you are certainly my better at handling the fleet. There is no doubt in my mind on that score. But my planet is on the line here. That is why I did this. I am responsible for the future of my people. Put yourself in my position. If you were responsible for the future of your people, would you not feel the same?”
Bekerose nodded again.
“I suspect I would, milady.”
Rita leaned forward. 
“Then help me, Captain Bekerose. Work with me. Support me. Give me the advice and counsel I need to succeed.”
There was a long silence. Bekerose gazed at her.
For the first time on the entire voyage, Rita saw respect in his eyes.
“Milady, you have my word. I will be there for you,” said Bekerose. “You need have no more doubts on that.”
“Thank you, Captain Bekerose. That means a lot to me.”
Rita stood up and reached her hand forward. Bekerose stood up as well, and they touched hands in the Nidarian fashion.
“We need to start our strategy meetings for entry into the Sol system, Captain. Can we start over a nice dinner this evening?” Rita said.
Bekerose smiled.
“That would be ideal, milady. See you then,” he said, and departed.
Rita sat at her desk quietly for a moment, drinking her nish.
It had been a long week. She had solved one problem. Now she had to start thinking about her other problems.
One - I must assume the worst at Sol, that the Singheko are already there waiting for me. I need to do final planning for that scenario.
Two - someone wants me dead. 
“Gabriel,” called Rita, knowing her AI would transmit the call to her chief bodyguard. Sure enough, in a few seconds the door to the Security Suite opened, and Gabriel stepped into her room.
“Milady?”
“Is there any progress on detecting the person or persons who want me dead?” she asked.
Gabriel shook his head sadly.
“No, milady. We haven’t found anything at all. If there are more of them, they’re keeping their heads down.”
“There are more of them, Gabriel, trust me. OK, keep looking. Let’s try to find them before we get to Sol.”
“Yes, milady. We’re doing our best.”
Gabriel departed and the door closed behind him.
Now for the strategy at Earth, she thought. I must assume the Singheko are there when I arrive. And I must assume they expect the Nidarians to send a fleet and thus they are ready for me.
She intended to sort this all out with Bekerose, Tarraine and others in attendance. She certainly didn’t intend to come up with a plan on her own.
But still, she wanted to start going over options in her head before the first strategy meeting tonight at dinner.
She could translate into the system so far out there was little chance of immediate detection - say, 50 to 60 AU outsystem. That would be the safe bet. Then she could slowly coast into the system, scouting as she went. Sooner or later the Singheko would detect her. Then a straight up battle would undoubtedly ensue. 
But that approach might put her in a bad position tactically. If she translated in on the wrong side of the system, for example.
Not knowing where the Singheko were before she translated in was a problem.
So, she needed to sneak a scout into the system, one lone corvette, to map things out and report back to her.
That meant they would have to translate into three-space well before they got to Sol, far out in the black, and send a corvette forward to scout.
So far so good.


Mars. First Wing Headquarters


“Am I to understand, Lt. Vickers, that you accidentally spun out your Longsword while reaching for the missile arming switch?”
Jim voice was neither quiet nor loud, neither harsh nor sarcastic. 
“Yes, sir,” responded Lt. Vickers. “I’m sorry, sir.”
“No apologizing,” said Jim. “We acknowledge our mistakes, and then we fix them. So, what did you learn from this?”
“It’s a tight cockpit, sir, and the sidestick is really sensitive. You have to be careful not to bump the stick when you reach for things.”
“Did everybody hear that?” asked Jim, looking around the room.
A chorus of voices went up. “Yes, sir!”
“OK, I have only one more thing to go over.”
Jim pointed with a laser pointer to the holo at the front of the room, which showed a mock-up of the Singheko starship Jade.
“In the battle with the Corresse, here … and here … are the points where the Nidarian missiles struck Jade and disabled her. We’re still not hitting these areas accurately enough in our simulations. If you don’t hit your targets, then expect the rear-facing missile tubes here … and here … to remove you from the universe.”
“Everybody - trust me - the universe would not be nearly as much fun without you. So do a better job of hitting these target areas - or go update the beneficiaries on your wills.”
Muttering around the room showed the young pilots got the message.
“OK, good debrief. Everybody hit the showers and see you tomorrow morning at 0700,” said Jim, closing out the meeting.
The assembled young pilots filed out, talking and laughing, as Jim turned off the display and collected his things. 
“Hi there, sailor,” said a voice.
Jim looked up to see Caroline standing in the doorway of the Ready Room.
“Ah, just the woman I wanted to see,” said Jim. “And I’m not a sailor.”
“Oh, you will be someday,” said Caroline. “It’s just a matter of time until the Space Force recognizes the error of their ways and moves to a Space Navy org chart.”
Jim smiled back at her.
“I need a change order on the sidestick on the Longsword. It’s set too far to the right. We need to move it one half inch to the left.”
“Yeah, I heard about that. They said that boy looked like a spinning dart. And no. We’re not going to move the sidestick placement for the A-models. We’re deep in the production run.”
“That’s fine,” Jim said. “But let’s get it in queue for the B-models, at least.”
Caroline sniffed.
“OK, send me the specs, I’ll forward them to Toulouse. Are you running tonight?”
“Of course,” said Jim.
“Good. See you at six,” said Caroline, and with a backhand wave, she was out the door and gone.
Jim finished collecting his materials and left, heading back to his quarters. As was his habit, he stopped at the Intel Shack on his way and checked in.
“Anything?” he asked the young Captain in charge of the Shack this evening.
“No, sir. No detections from the Kuiper belt inward.”
“How about deep space?”
“No translations detected. We’re clean.”
“OK, thanks,” said Jim, leaving.
A young sergeant turned to the Captain, curious.
“Sir, why does he stop by every evening and ask the same questions?”
The Captain turned to the sergeant and smiled sadly.
“His fiancée was Bonnie Page. She went with the Nidarians when they left. I think he keeps hoping she’ll come back.”
“Do you think she will?”
The Captain sat back down at his desk and shook his head.
“I don’t know, Sergeant, but I doubt it. They say when she left, she gave him a note saying she wasn’t coming back.”
“That sucks.”
The Captain gazed at the closed door.
“Yes, it does.”

      ***Changing into his jogging gear, Jim left his cabin and walked down two flights of stairs, then down a long hallway to the gym. He entered and saw Caroline already stretching at the running track, a balcony circling the room on the second level. He climbed the stairs and joined her. 
After stretching, they began their run. The pounding of their feet was a gentle song for Jim’s soul. They ran slowly for the first six minutes, giving Jim’s knees time to warm up - a routine they had followed for six weeks now. 
“Can I ask you something?” Caroline finally said as they ran along.
“Sure,” Jim answered.
“Are you still carrying a torch for that Bonnie Page?”
Jim ran silently for a while.
“That’s kind of a personal question,” he finally said.
“I’m kind of a personal girl,” Caroline responded.
After a bit, Jim spoke.
“No. I know she’s not coming back to me.”
“Good,” said Caroline.
They ran in silence for another ten minutes. Then Caroline looked back over at him.
“What are you thinking about?”
“Your body,” said Jim.
“Ooo,” said Caroline. “That put a tingle in my jingle.”
Jim grinned.
“And what would you do with my body if you had it?” she asked.
“I think we both know the answer to that,” replied Jim.
Caroline looked back over at him again.
“Jim…” she began, then paused.
He looked at her.
“Let’s not start anything if you’re still hung up on her.”
Jim put his head down, ran for a while. Finally, he spoke.
“I’m not. We’re good to go.”
Running alongside him, Caroline smiled.
Later - two miles later - they walked down the stairs together. Caroline grasped Jim’s arm and paused on the stairs.
“Hit the showers, then meet me in the mess hall?”
“You got it,” said Jim.
Entering the men’s showers, Jim stripped and showered, dried off and dressed. He left the gym and went to the Officer’s Mess. Caroline wasn’t there yet, so he got his meal and found an empty table. She soon came in, got her tray, and joined him.
“One of these days I’m going to beat you to the mess hall,” Caroline said.
“Not as long as you have hair and makeup,” said Jim.
“True,” admitted Caroline. “Maybe you should do more on yours,” she laughed. She reached over and smoothed out Jim’s hair.
An electric tingle went through Jim’s body at her touch. It was all he could do not to jump in his seat.
Damn, I didn’t realize how bad it was, he thought. 
Caroline, oblivious, turned to her meal. She took a bite, then looked at Jim.
“I want to ask you something,” she said.
Jim gazed at her.
“Can we stand against the Singheko?”
Jim shook his head.
“Nobody knows, Caroline. Jade was the only Singheko ship we’ve ever encountered. She was just a scout ship - the smallest ship they have, we think. And she pretty much kicked our ass, until the Corresse stepped in to help.”
“Of course, we’ve learned a lot since then. We’ve managed to copy her missiles, for one thing. But who knows? For all we know, they’ll come with a fleet of battleships. Or they may come with a small squadron of scout ships like Jade. We just have no way of knowing.”
“But what do you think? Really, deep down?”
“I don’t think we can stop them, Caroline. We have three squadrons of Longswords now. Forty-eight ships, with two spares. But I think the Singheko will come with a fleet. Just to clear away any resistance before they bring in their drop ships, or whatever they’ll use to subdue the planet. So … no, Caroline. I don’t think we can stand against them for long.”
Caroline looked down at her plate.
“So … we’ll go down fighting, but we’ll go down. That’s what you’re saying.”
“Caroline. I’ll never give up. I’ll go down fighting, and all the other pilots as well. We’ll hope for help from the Nidarians until the very last. But we have to face reality. If the Singheko come with a fleet, and the Nidarians don’t come to help … we simply won’t be able to stand against them.”
Caroline sighed. “I’ve lost my appetite, I think.” She looked up at Jim.
“Take me to your room, please?”

      ***The artificial sunlight that marked Martian dawn started to lighten the fake window in Jim’s cabin. He never turned it off as some did; he liked waking with the dawn, even if simulated.
Caroline stirred in his arms and he carefully disengaged from her, got up and left the bed. He moved to the bathroom, took care of business, then started coffee brewing in the pot. He pulled his uniform out of the locker and started to dress.
Caroline moved, grunted, threw an arm over the empty spot in the bed where Jim had been, and opened her eyes.
“My God, it’s still night! Why are you up?”
Jim smiled at her.
“Sorry, I’m an early bird. Coffee?”
“God, yes.”
Jim made her a cup and brought it to her. She sat up in bed and turned sideways, leaning against the wall. Her t-shirt was all she was wearing. 
“Wanna try for Round 3 before you leave?” she asked him, a twinkle in her eye.
“No, I don’t think I have Round 3 in me this morning,” said Jim. “Catch me later.”
“OK. I take it you’re off to the simulators again?”
“Yeah. It’s our best chance. I keep working up new ship designs for the Singheko. I throw them at my guys and see what happens.”
“And what has happened so far?”
“We get our asses kicked most of the time,” said Jim.
“Not good,” said Caroline.
“Yeah, but not bad either. That’s how we learn. We’re getting better every day. I can see a day when we can win as much as we lose.”
Caroline leaned over and kissed him.
“Then go do your thing, Jim Carter. I’ll see you tonight.”
Jim grabbed his gear, blew a kiss to Caroline, and went out the door. He started up to his training area on the top floor when his comm pinged in his ear.
“Major Carter, report to Wing Command Center ASAP.”
“On my way,” Jim acknowledged. He turned and trotted back the other way, down the stairs and along the corridor to the Command Center, buried deep in the east end of the complex.
Entering, he found a buzz of activity. Lt. Fox was waiting for him and gestured him to follow. 
At the far end of the room was the office reserved for Colonel Decker, the Wing Commander. Entering, Jim found Colonel Decker, his XO Dominic Couture, Group Commander Webster, and Intel Chief Frank Carpenter huddled over a display on the Colonel’s desk. 
Decker looked up at him.
“We’ve got company,” he said. “Come look.”
Jim walked around the desk and looked at the display. He read the sidebar notes and recognized it immediately - it was a remote sensor array out in the Kuiper Belt, 40 AU from the Sun, roughly on a line past Uranus. He had seen it before in the Intel Shack.
A dozen ships were evident on the display, all heading in toward Uranus.
Decker looked at Jim.
“Frank analyzes them as one big fucker - at least 180 meters, maybe 200 - two slightly smaller ones, in the 100-meter range - four in the 75-meter range, and the rest support ships of some kind.”
Jim looked over at Frank Carpenter.
“Can you classify them at this range?”
“It’s shaky, but I’d classify the big one as a battlecruiser, the two slightly smaller ones as cruisers, then four destroyers, maybe three corvettes and I think two supply ships.”
Carpenter pointed to the sidebar of the display, where statistics on the movement of the distant fleet could be seen.
“They’re moving slow. They may be trying to slip up on us. Or maybe they just want plenty of time to monitor our signals, figure out what’s going on with us. Either way, unless that changes, it’ll take them a bit over twelve days to get to Earth.”
Colonel Decker moved to sit behind his desk and faced the assembled officers.
“But we’re going to fight them long before they get to Earth,” he said.
“In fact, we’re going to fight them at Saturn. That will be …”
Colonel Decker looked at the display again.
“That will be 9.7 days from now. By then, I want to know everything about them, right down to how many hairs their mother’s maiden aunt has on her chin.”
Decker looked at Jim.
“Jim, that’s where you come in. I need eyes on these bastards. I want you to take your Red Flight and go scout them. It’s gonna be a bitch mission - day after day sitting on your ass in a fighter. But I’ve got to know what kind of ships they’ve got, what their armaments look like. Have a scouting plan to me in two hours, then get going. And Jim …”
Decker paused. Jim thought he was going to say something melodramatic. 
Like, try not to get yourself killed.
But evidently Decker thought better of it.
“Good hunting,” he finished.
Jim nodded and trotted out of the Command Center. As he went, he used his comm to call Flight Operations.
“Scramble Red Flight to the Ready Room, and stage all Red Flight fighters with live weapons and a full load out for max range intercept, this is not a drill. And Captain Rickard to the Ready Room, stat.”
Even from this distance, Jim could hear the klaxon going off in the Ops Center, and the PA in the pilot barracks as his commands were executed. He trotted to the Ready Room and already had a solar system display up in the holotank by the time the first of Red Flight’s pilots started to trickle in. His wingman, Captain Angel Flores, was the first to arrive.
“What’s up, Major?” he asked.
“Big trouble, Angel,” Jim said. “Hang loose a minute until everyone is here.”
Jim sat on the edge of the desk and waited until the other two pilots of Red Flight came hustling in.
“Have a seat, guys,” he said, pointing to the chairs. They sat. He looked out at them. 
Red Flight was made up of himself, Angel, Hank “Spanky” Smith and Roberta “Bobber” Houseman. 
Angel was his wingman, and a hot pilot. And knew it. He never let anybody else forget it, either.
Spanky was a good pilot, solid, dependable. Jim liked having him in his flight.
Bobber was green and inexperienced. Jim was worried about taking her on this mission. But he didn’t have time to switch her out, and he knew it.
Let the chips fall, I guess.
Just then Captain Rickard, his squadron XO, came in and sat down, a question on his face.
I have to give it to them straight, he thought. There’s no sugar coating this one.
“Boys and girls, we’ve got an incursion. About 40 AU out, coming in slow, taking their time. I’m not gonna lie to you guys, it’s a big fleet. A big ass battlecruiser, two cruisers, four destroyers and five other ships. Intel thinks they’ll maintain their current vector and try to sneak up on us. That would give them an ETA to Saturn of 9.7 days, ETA to Earth of 12.5 days.”
The look on the faces of his pilots said everything. Their faces went white. Jim saw Bobber’s hands start to shake.
“We’ve been tasked to scout them. We’ll take Red Flight out and try to nip in behind them if we can. Captain Rickard, you’ll be Squadron Commander in my absence.”
Rickard objected immediately.
“Jim, I should be taking the scout. You need to stay here and command the squadron,” he protested.
Jim smiled.
“Decker told me to go, Chuck. Sorry.”
Before Rickard could protest again, Jim turned to the display and used a laser pointer to outline the position of the enemy on the display.
“There they are, guys. 40 AU out.”
He turned back to the pilots.
“We’ve got Saturn and Uranus in conjunction right now, and Jupiter not far out of alignment with those two. So my thought is they’re trying to screen behind Uranus, then come in on a Uranus - Saturn line so they can screen behind Saturn as well. Then nip over to Jupiter and use that as their final screen. If we hadn’t seeded the outer system with sensors already, they could’ve gotten all the way to Jupiter, maybe Mars, before we picked them up. It’s a good plan on their part. The only flaw in it is that we’ve managed to reverse-engineer Jade’s system engines and so we’ve got a Space Force in place. I doubt they know that. So that’s our edge.”
Jim turned back to the four pilots.
“Any thoughts so far?”
Angel pointed at the display.
“Take a vector out past Jupiter to the middle of nowhere, then curve back in, slingshot around Uranus and come up behind them,” he said.
Jim paused to see if anyone else had a better thought, but the others in the room just nodded, so he continued.
“Good. That was my thought as well. But you guys realize what that means. We’ll be sitting on our butts in a Longsword for something like a week - or more.”
A groan went up in the room like someone had died.
“I know. But we’ve no choice. Our best chance to get intel without getting shot to pieces is to nip out past Uranus as quietly as possible, get in behind them, and come up on them slowly. We’ll work that plan and try to catch up to them shortly after they pass Uranus - roughly 6.7 days from now.”
“We’ll load up and go immediately - they could change their acceleration or vector at any time, so I want to be as close to them as possible if they do. I want us to launch in … two hours.”
Jim looked around the room somewhat grimly.
“That gives you time to make sure your will is up to date, write one last letter to your loved ones, pack your pogey bait into your flight bag, and haul your ass to the flight line.”
Jim looked at the clock on the display, which read 0728.
“We launch at 0930 hours. I’ll have a detail flight plan ready by then. Don’t be late. Dismissed.”
The three pilots got up and left the room. Rickard came up to Jim and faced him.
“Tough mission, Jim,” he said. “You ought to let me take it.”
“Here’s the rest of it, Chuck. Decker says we’ll fight them at Saturn. So I’ll be coming up from behind, and you’ll be coming in from the front or side. Make sure you drill the guys continuously between now and then on those scenarios. And for God’s sake, don’t shoot us blue on blue when the balloon goes up!”
“We won’t. I’ll make sure of it. Be careful, Jim.”
Rickard extended a hand and Jim took it. They shook solemnly, then parted. Jim headed back to his cabin.
Entering, he found Caroline just dressed, still buckling her belt. She looked at him in surprise.
“What’s going on?” she asked.
“Incursion,” said Jim. “They’re coming. Caroline…”
Jim went to her and put his arms on her biceps, held her.
“You need to get out of here. Take the next shuttle to Earth, and don’t let the door hit you in the ass. Understand?”
Caroline face twitched.
“You mean…”
“I mean you are in the second most dangerous place in the solar system right now, and you need to get the hell out of here.”
Caroline reached out for him, embraced him. She kissed him gently.
“Just when we were getting something going,” she whispered sadly.
“Don’t I know it,” said Jim. “Sucks.”
They held each other for a space. Finally Jim pulled back and looked at her face.
“I launch in two hours,” he said. “I’m sorry, but I need to get my flight bag and go.”
“And I guess I know where the most dangerous place in the solar system is gonna be, huh?”
Jim grinned.
“Yep. Wherever I am.”
Caroline grabbed him again and pulled him in for one more kiss. Then she let him go and stood back.
Jim grabbed his flight bag, opened a desk drawer, took out a paper bag and stuffed it into the flight bag, then turned to look at her.
“Pogey bait,” he said, pointing to the bag.
“What?” Caroline looked puzzled.
“Candy bars,” Jim laughed. “I’m about to be stuck in a fighter for a week or so. I’ll be wanting those.”
Caroline went to him one more time.
“Please, please be safe,” she said. “Just try to come back to me.”
Jim kissed her.
“I will do my utmost.”
And he was out the door and gone.

      ***Entering the pre-flight locker area, Jim shed his uniform. As he worked to put on his pressure suit, the rest of Red Flight came in and began dressing for the mission.
Jim was first out of the locker area and walked to one of the four crew airlocks leading outside to the parking apron. He crammed his helmet on and sealed it, walked to the technician near the door. The technician pressurized his suit, performed a safety check, and tapped him on the shoulder.
Jim entered the airlock. He had to wait for thirty seconds while another dozen personnel came in, including Angel and Bobber. Then the door closed, and the lock cycled.
When the outer door opened, he went to the nearest in a long row of electric carts lined up outside. The driver hit the pedal and they ran to Jim’s bird, the last Longsword in line at the far end of the apron.
Jim’s crew chief was waiting. He assisted Jim up the ladder.
Getting himself secured in the cockpit, Jim let the crew chief hook him up. When he was done, he tapped Jim on the shoulder and gave him a thumbs up. 
Jim returned the gesture, closed the canopy, powered up the engines and systems, and got clearance from the tower to depart. As soon as he was cleared, he carefully levitated the ship off the landing skids and moved it out of the covered area. Once outside, he headed for space, retracting the skids as he accelerated up and out of the Martian atmosphere. 
Jim didn’t wait for the rest of his squadron - they would form up on the way. Instead, he headed for Jupiter. His navigation display had already locked in the course sent to his fighter by the Intel Shack. 
6.77 days to intercept, he saw in the display. Nothing in space was fast. Even with a max accel of 255g, it took forever to get anywhere.
First, 3.6 hours of accel and a 10.8-hour coast on a vector to nowhere. This would bring them to a point well off the line of the inbound Singheko fleet - to mask them from any sensors that might be pointed toward Earth.
This would be followed by 4 hours of tangential burn to curve the trajectory into a long parabola toward Uranus.
And then an agonizing 3-day coast to Uranus, and another 3-day coast to catch up to the enemy. Jim shuddered just thinking about it. 
Six long days coasting through the black. Nothing to do but listen to the electronic fans whir; and the sound of the life support system pushing air through the ducts.
Of course, given the immensity of the solar system, it had been obvious in the planning of the Longsword that some missions would be incredibly long.
So thanks to some farsighted design nerd in Toulouse, a pilot could loosen his straps, lay the back of his seat down, and slide backwards into a tiny bunk nestled behind the cockpit. 
It certainly wasn’t fancy, but it was a bed. And there were two small compartments there containing food, a cold box with drinks - and even a tiny coffeemaker.
And Jim’s pogey bait, which he had transferred from his flight bag.
Now, in his VR display, Jim saw Angel come up and slot into travel formation beside him, ten miles to his right. The other members of his flight slowly caught up to them.
When all were formed up, Jim gave a command via his computer, and all four ships went to max accel simultaneously.
In the far distance on his enhanced VR view, a tiny point of light marked Uranus, 3.8 days away.
If they timed things correctly - and Jim certainly intended to do that - then by the time they arrived at Uranus, the enemy would be just a bit past the planet, on their way to Saturn. When Red Flight performed their slingshot around Uranus, the planet would screen them from the Singheko.
And this would put Jim and Red Flight behind the enemy. They would not even have to accel again after the Uranus slingshot - they would just coast up behind the enemy and slowly pass by, there in the black between Uranus and Saturn. 
And hopefully live long enough to report back to Wing.
It was going to be one hell of a long mission.






  
   Ten

Merkkessa. En Route to Sol System


Sitting in her briefing room, Rita looked at her staff. Bekerose sat on her left, Tarraine on her right. Down the length of the table sat the remainder of her senior officers. Surrounding the physical table, the various Captains of her fleet were present via hologram.  
They had just completed a long two-hour meeting. Everyone was tired.
“All, thank you for your hard work and excellent results. The plan is finalized, and we are ready to enter the Sol System in a bit over three days. Good job by all concerned.”
“Now. We have three days to drill for this entry. I want the crews rested, but not too rested,” she smiled. “Let’s ensure we drill hard every day until system entry. Any questions?”
“No, milady,” came a chorus of voices. Rita stood.
“Then dismissed, and happy hunting,” she said, closing the meeting.
Now, as the assembled staff departed and the holos of her distant captains clicked off, Rita thought about the next most troubling thing on her mind. 
“Gabriel,” she called. Almost instantly, the door to the Security Office opened and Gabriel stood before her.
“Yes, milady.”
“Any progress on the conspirators?”
“No, milady, I am sorry to say, they are lying low. I anticipate they will come out of the woodwork as we translate into the Sol System, as we will be most distracted at that time. So we are making every preparation for that.”
“Thank you, Gabriel.”
With a bow, Gabriel departed back to the Security Office.
Rita went to the nursery and fed Imogen, then sat rocking her for a while until she slept. She placed Imogen into her crib and watched her for a few minutes. 
She was feeling guilty now - bringing a baby on a warship. But she was never going to leave her behind, either. 
It was what it was.
Retiring to her bedroom, Rita readied herself for bed. Then she lay down with a tablet and read for a while. But her mind wasn’t in it. After a bit she put the tablet away, turned out the light, and lay in the darkness.
She was thinking about Jim again. It had been happening a lot lately.
Maybe as I get closer to him, I feel his presence more.
But it wasn’t exactly his presence she was feeling. She closed her eyes and could feel his body on hers, that last night they had together. She could remember everything about it. The feel of his skin, the sound of his voice. The love she felt for him as they made a baby.
But was it real? Or was it Bonnie’s memories and feelings that she had felt then?
How could she tell?
The hell of it was, she couldn’t. She could never know how much of what she felt was her own, and how much came from the memories of Bonnie and Jim implanted into her when she was cloned by Jade.
I wonder where you are, Jimmy Boy. What are you doing now? Will I ever see you again?


Sol System. 19.18 AU from the Sun


As Red Flight approached Uranus, Jim’s AI woke him. He had slept for the fourth time during the long, 3.8-day mission. Now, as he slid from the tiny bunk back into the cockpit, his AI gave him a status report.
<Good morning, Gunner. There are no messages. You are thirty minutes from initiation of the slingshot maneuver at Uranus. All systems are nominal. All pilots report their systems nominal. Your health status indicates a deficiency of Vitamin C and D as well as a lack of hydration. Please address these issues>
Jim sighed, pulled the seat back into place, and tightened his belts. He reconnected the tubes and wires that married him to the Longsword. Then he scratched his itchy growth of beard. 
Wing had already informed him that the Singheko were keeping to their initial approach as expected. The enemy was still on plan for arrival at Saturn just under 6 days from now - if they maintained present vector.
And there the battle would begin. They were planning to catch the Singheko in a crossfire. As Jim’s flight came in from the rear, the rest of Jim’s squadron under Captain Rickard would come in from the side. Then the other squadrons of the Wing would attack from the far side of Titan, Saturn’s largest moon. 
With a bit of luck, the Singheko would be confused by the various elements attacking from three different directions and would make mistakes.
And any mistake would be welcome, when forty-eight small fighters went up against a battlecruiser fleet.
Decker at Wing HQ had sent all civilians back to Earth - Jim was thankful for that. He had gotten a short message from Caroline, just a short “I’m home in London, be safe.” Of course he couldn’t reply; except for highly directed tightbeam laser blips to a relay satellite out past Jupiter, he was under total comm blackout for long distance communication.
He could still talk to his flight, though. The Longsword used a separate low power tightbeam laser to have comms in flight. Now Jim checked in with his pilots.
“Lead to Red Flight, everybody check in.”
“Two is good.”
“Three is good.”
“Four is good.”
Jim smiled. There was something about a mission. Despite the discomfort, the monotony, the danger - there was something about the professionalism and camaraderie that let you know you were doing what you were made to do.
“Angel, how ya doin’?” he asked.
“I’m out of pogey bait,” complained Angel. “Does anyone have any they can lend me?”
Jim laughed. There was no way any of them had any candy bars left at this point.
“Sure,” said Spanky. “Just slide over here and open your canopy, and I’ll pitch something in for you.”
Bobber chimed in.
“It’s gonna be brown. But maybe not chocolate.”
Jim groaned. He knew they were getting punchy when the outhouse jokes started. 
Although the Longsword had provision to dispose of bodily wastes, that didn’t mean it smelled nice. Especially after 3.8 days in a space the size of an automobile seat.
Jim was glad the slingshot around Uranus was coming up. At least that was something to take their mind off the monotony.
And after that, the enemy would be in front of them. By his flight computer, they would intercept the Singheko fleet in another 3 days.
Then the fun begins, thought Jim.
“Bobber, you doin’ OK?” Jim asked.
“Peachy-keen,” replied Bobber.
All three of them laughed at that. “Peachy-keen” was the mission code word that indicated a pilot had been taken prisoner and was being tortured.
“Nice, Bobber,” said Jim. “We’ll send a rescue party! How about you, Spanky? All OK?”
“This is such fun,” replied Spanky. “Can we do it again next week?”
“Absolutely,” Jim responded. “I’ll call the Singheko fleet and ask them if we can all go back to our starting positions and do the whole thing over again.”
There was a long silence at that point. Jim realized what he had done. By mentioning the Singheko, he had reminded them they would enter combat soon. 
They might not be alive next week. Or tomorrow. Or six hours from now.
Jim tried to change the mood back.
“Bobber. How’d you get your handle?” he asked.
There was another long silence. Finally, Angel came back.
“Uh, Major? I don’t think you want to know.”
Jim thought about it.
“Oh, one of those, huh?” he asked.
“Yep,” said Spanky. “Same way I got mine.”
Jim laughed silently. 
Some people got handles because of the way they flew. Some people because they were excellent shots - like Jim, with his handle of ‘Gunner’. Some handles were just a variation on the person’s name because it fit - like Angel.
But God forbid if the squadron ever managed to find out something unique or embarrassing about a person’s sex life. Jim suspected he now knew where Bobber had got her handle - and he didn’t want to ask any more questions about it.
Changing the subject, he checked his display and noted the time to the slingshot around Uranus.
“15 minutes to go, ladies. Everybody do final checks and make sure your computer sync is tight.”
“Two.”
“Three.”
“Four.”
Looking out front, Jim saw Uranus coming up. The big blue planet filled the sky in front of them. The thin, white ring that surrounded the planet glistened in the faint sunlight that made it out this far. It was a beautiful sight, and it made Jim think.
Why does war seem to take place in such beautiful environments? Or is it just that there are beautiful environments everywhere, and sometimes war must come to them?
Or is it because creatures want to live in beautiful environments, even if they must take them by force…
Deciding he had just enough time to hydrate and take his vitamins, Jim pulled out a water tube, took a good long drink, and swallowed his pills. He decided to wait until after the maneuver to crunch down a meal bar. 
He put the water tube away, cleaned up his cockpit, and tightened his straps one last time.
Then he was starting around Uranus in a long slingshot, the rest of his flight tucked in tight beside him. As they reached closest approach to Uranus, their engines fired hard, changing their outbound vector. It didn’t take long, and soon they were out the other side, their path curved back toward the inner solar system.
Now was the test. This new vector would take them high above the Singheko fleet and across their rear, just clipping across their path. No more engine burns would occur until they had completed their recon pass. They would be cold and dark now for three days.
If the Singheko were looking behind them, and if their instruments were sensitive enough, they might pick up the flight as they approached. And if they did, Jim was quite sure they’d send back a couple of destroyers to police up their rear.
Soon Red Flight would know if they would live or die.


Corresse. En Route to Sol System


“Arteveld, do you have time for a brief chat?” Bonnie spoke to her AI.
<I do, Colonel. I’ll meet you in the galley>
Bonnie stood from her desk, brushed off her uniform, checked her hair in the mirror and left the room. Walking to the galley, she arrived before Arteveld and grabbed a quick cup of nish, then sat down and waited for the Captain.
Arteveld came in, poured a cup of nish from the coffee bar, and sat across from her.
“How can I help, Colonel?” he asked.
“Arteveld. You spent five years in the Sol System, collecting every conceivable record from Earth. Don’t you have any idea where the Dragon might be?”
“I do not, milady. But I was acting as Captain, not as a researcher. It may be that my XO, Dallitta, would know more. She is cross-trained as a scientist and historian and was in charge of all data collection.”
“Could we speak to her now?”
“Absolutely.” Arteveld closed his eyes as some did when communicating over their implant. Then they drank their nish quietly for a minute until Dallitta swept into the room, her bright happy smile lighting up the place instantly.
“Good afternoon, Captain and Colonel. How can I help you?”
“Dallitta. You were in charge of the data collection effort during the five-year mission on Earth?”
“I was,” smiled Dallitta.
Bonnie frowned. “And do you have any idea of the possible location of the Dragon?”
“Well…no, not really …”
Dallitta hesitated. There was something in her manner that showed she was reluctant to speak. At last, she replied.
“We never found anything definite,” she responded. “Nothing we could point to with credible evidence.”
“But?” asked Bonnie, trying to draw her out.
Dallitta looked at Arteveld, somewhat reluctant to proceed. Arteveld gave her a nod of encouragement.
“There was one legend … from Tibet … which had some strange correlations …”
Dallitta’s voice died out. It was obvious to Bonnie that she was uncomfortable.
“Dallitta. At this point, we’re grasping at straws. I’ll take anything. What is the legend?”
“It’s probably a hoax, cooked up to get publicity or sell books,” said Dallitta.
“What?” asked Bonnie and Arteveld simultaneously.
“It’s called the Dropa Stones. All reputable sources, both past and present, call it a hoax. One author even wrote a book about it and later admitted his entire book was a hoax, just a way of making money on the legend. So it has no credibility at all.”
“So why bring it up?” asked Bonnie.
“Because…” Dallitta was hesitant. “Because the description of the stones is similar to the description of certain recording devices used in that era of the Golden Empire,” she finished hurriedly. “Even though it’s probably just a coincidence.”
Bonnie leaned forward.
“Dallitta. You’d have not brought it up if you didn’t think there was something there. Tell us about it.”
“Well,” Dallitta started, obviously still ill at ease. “Shortly before the collapse of the Golden Empire, there were magnetic recording devices that used a tiny circular disk, less than an inch in diameter. They had relatively low capacity for the time - something like 1 terabyte per disk - but they were useful in small devices that had limited space, for example in spacesuits, handheld radios, things like that.”
“Go on.”
“Well, the thing that caught my eye, they used a somewhat unique pattern for the tracks. They used a double spiral, starting from the center, which spiraled out to the edge. I’m not sure why they selected that pattern, but they did.”
“Strange,” muttered Bonnie, looking at Arteveld. “Doesn’t seem very efficient.”
“Exactly,” said Dallitta. “Not efficient at all. It seems to be based on some historical precedent that we’re unaware of, but that’s what they did. There are several of these ancient disks in museums on Nidaria.”
Arteveld was now getting impatient.
“And?”
Dallitta grew a bit more animated.
“The Dropa Stones were supposedly large stones that had a similar pattern. Two grooves excised into them starting from the center, spiraling out to the edge. They were large stones, up to one foot in diameter. There was a legend associated with them.”
Bonnie nodded, gestured at Dallitta to continue.
“What was the legend?”
“That a spacecraft crashed in the Bayan Har Mountains of Tibet and that the ship contained small people who were hunted down and killed by the locals, except for a few survivors.”
Arteveld let out a long, slow breath. He was clearly shocked by such a story. Perhaps his worst nightmare during the long five years he had been assigned to monitor Earth - crashing into the planet and being hunted down as a monster.
Dallitta continued.
“No evidence was ever found that any of this was true. The stones, if they ever existed, disappeared sometime after 1938. Most likely, it was a complete hoax. But it is the only tiny clue we’ve ever found that made any sense at all, given the facts.”
“What did Garatella think about it?”
Dallitta hesitated.
“He discounted it. He thought it was grasping at straws. He said, if the Dragon had landed on Earth, they would have had enough weaponry to defend themselves indefinitely and would never have been overcome by the weak tribes of that era. Plus, he was convinced the Dragon was lost in the Sol System somewhere and would never have landed on Earth. He said the Captain of the Dragon would have found a safe place to repair the ship in the Sol System, but would have never landed on Earth once he realized it was populated by …”
“By savages,” Bonnie finished for her, seeing her embarrassment.
“Yes. So he completely discounted it.”
“But you don’t,” said Bonnie pointedly.
“Well. It’s just a tiny possibility, I admit,” said Dallitta. “But I keep thinking about them. The crew of the Dragon, I mean. What if they worked to repair the ship for months, or even years, thinking that rescue could come at any time? But rescue never comes - because the Empire has collapsed. They don’t know that - but they know something is wrong because help never arrives. Sooner or later, they run out of resources. They decided to go down to the planet as a last resort.”
“Hmm …” mused Bonnie. “And if I were going down to a strange planet under those conditions, I would want two things. I would want to be reasonably close to a civilized society, so I could obtain the resources I need to repair my ship.”
“Yes,” nodded Dallitta eagerly. “Exactly. And China was one of the most civilized and scientifically advanced cultures of that era.”
“But I wouldn’t want to be so close to them that a powerful culture could immediately capture my ship and crew and take my technology - or make us into specimens.”
Bonnie looked at Dallitta, and they both said it at the same time.
“Tibet.”
“Right,” Dallitta nodded eagerly. “Not so close to China that I would immediately arouse the curiosity of the powerful culture there, but close enough that I could trade for the things I needed to repair my ship.”
“So carrying this crazy hypothesis a bit further, what do you think happened to them?” asked Bonnie.
“The mythology says almost all of them were killed by the native tribes, who thought they were some kind of monsters. A few survived to make the stones.”
“But no chance of finding the stones now?” asked Bonnie.
“No. If they ever existed - which is not certain - they have all disappeared by now. If they were real, they were probably destroyed during the Cultural Revolution in China in the 1960’s and 1970’s.”
“Still,” Bonnie thought out loud. “If there is even a tiny shred of truth in this…”
She looked over at Arteveld. 
“What do you think, Captain?”
Arteveld shrugged. “We’ve got nothing. We have to start somewhere.”
Bonnie slapped the table with both hands.
“Fantastic! We have a plan! Tibet here we come!”
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Sol System. 9.64 AU from the Sun


Red Flight was coming across the rear of the Singheko fleet, high above their line of flight, and crossing at an angle.  
It had been a long, hard three days of coasting since Uranus.
Jim dared to hope they were undetected. There had been no response from the enemy. No change in the vectors of the ships, no ripple of radar or lidar back in their direction.
“Lord, please let them be as arrogant and stupid as they seem,” prayed Jim.
Red Flight couldn’t use active radar or lidar themselves - it would give them away. But they could see the Singheko clearly now on passive sensors.
And it was just as bad as Intel Officer Frank Carpenter had estimated back on Mars. 
The battlecruiser was huge. Jim’s sensors estimated it at 200 meters. It bristled with weapons - eight missile tubes in the rear, and by his best estimate, twelve in the front. There were four pulse cannon on top and four more on bottom - a total of eight of the devastating weapons. 
Jim had seen Jade use two of those at Dutch Harbor. He knew the power they had.
Finally, there appeared to be a half dozen anti-fighter defenses - point defense shredders - on the top of the ship, and another half dozen on the bottom.
A hard nut to crack. This is gonna be hell.
The battlecruiser was screened by two cruisers. These were 125 meters long and carried half the armament of the battlecruiser - six missile tubes in front, four behind - and two pulse cannon top and bottom.
Four destroyers were arrayed in a protective screen around the capital ships. Jim’s sensors showed the destroyers had four missile tubes front and back and eight turrets of point defense shredders top and bottom. Clearly the destroyers were focused on defense, not offense.
The remaining five ships consisted of three corvettes with two missile tubes front and back, guarding two large, unarmed transports - supply ships or troopships.
Jim had a barely controllable itch to send missiles into those two big fat transports - but he resisted. He knew a better opportunity would come soon enough.
When they got to Saturn.
His passive sensor scans finished their work and Jim sent the results via tightbeam laser to the relay buoy near Jupiter. 
“Red Lead is scan complete, transmitted,” he sent over tightbeam to the other ships of Red Flight.
“Two is scan complete, transmitted.”
“Three is scan complete, transmitted.”
“Four is scan complete, transmitted.”
Jim smiled. Their main mission was a success now. Wing would have all the data needed to fine-tune the attack at Saturn.
Now all Jim’s flight had to do was sit tight, hope they weren’t detected, and angle off past the Singheko fleet into the black. When they were far enough away, they’d turn back and start coming up behind them again.
They’d catch up to them and come into missile range at Saturn.
And then the brown stuff will be liberally spread on the mechanical cooling device, smiled Jim grimly.
It would be another 3 days before the battle started. Another long, hard, grinding 3 days.
He had a lot of time to reflect now. He tried not to - but he kept thinking about Bonnie and Rita.
Where are you, girls? What happened to you? What are you doing out there? We’re about to get our asses kicked by these fat bastards and you’re nowhere in sight.
When will I see you again?


Corresse. En Route to Sol System


Dallitta and Bonnie sat in the galley, planning their mission to Tibet. A large holo hovered over the table, taking up almost the entire galley space, showing the globe of Earth, with Tibet facing them.
“Right here are the Bayan Har Mountains,” Dallitta pointed out. “It’s rugged territory. Not much there.”
“That’s good for us,” countered Bonnie. “Gives us at least some chance of slipping in and out without a hassle from the Chinese.”
“I wouldn’t be too sure about that,” said Dallitta. “They run a pretty tight ship.”
Bonnie sighed.
“Well, we’ll just have to do the best we can. Now tell me about this cave that was supposedly found with these mysterious stones in it.”
“Ah. Well, actually, nobody knows where the cave is. The legend is that a man named Chi Pu Tei found a cave in 1938 in the Bayan Har mountains, on the border between China and Tibet. The cave contained the strange stones I mentioned. Then around 1958 supposedly, a Chinese scholar named Tsum Um Nui studied the stones and declared he could see microscopic writing in the two spiral grooves that came out from the center. He was ridiculed and soon disappeared, along with the stones. They’ve not been seen since, at least not by the public.”
“Um. That doesn’t help much.”
Dallitta smiled.
“We have much better sensing equipment than the people of the past. If there is a cave around there, we can find it.”
“Yes,” agreed Bonnie. “But in order to find it, we have to be in orbit over it, right?”
Dallitta nodded.
“And if the Singheko are already there, that could be a big problem. Not to mention the Chinese shooting missiles at us if they detect us.”
Dallitta’s smile disappeared.
“Yes, I see.”
Bonnie continued. “So we will need to come up with a plan for finding this cave in the face of those challenges.”
“I think … I think I can come up with something,” Dallitta mused out loud.
“Please do, Dallitta.”
“I will work on it,” the XO responded. She stood up and left.
Bonnie adjusted the holo to zoom in on the Bayan Har mountains.
Somewhere in there, she thought. Somewhere in there might be the wreck of the Dragon. Or at least a clue.
But getting to it is the problem.


Sol System. Saturn


“That is one big-ass planet,” Angel said over tightbeam.
“Yep,” agreed Spanky.
Jim was silent. To one side of their flight path, Saturn loomed, a huge, colorful interruption of the black. The rings made it appear even larger; a storm bloomed magnificent in the gas giant’s atmosphere, leaving its mark on an otherwise pristine surface. On the bottom of the planet, a ring of light in Jim’s enhanced VR image encircled the south pole - an aurora.
So much beauty. And soon so much death, he thought. It doesn’t seem fair. 
The Singheko fleet was just nipping past the big gas giant, barely missing the rings - trying to use it as a screen to hide their entry into the solar system.
Red Flight was well above the Singheko fleet’s vector, closing on them slowly. The enemy still had not reacted. Jim was finding it hard to believe any military force could be so ignorant of a potential enemy in their rear. 
But, on the other hand, until ten months ago, Earth had zero capability for space warfare. 
So, if the Singheko were working from outdated intel, maybe they simply didn’t realize there could be any danger to their fleet.
We’ll bring them up to date, he thought. They’ve screwed with the wrong species this time. 
Jim could see the moon Titan, on the far side of Saturn from his position. And he knew lurking behind Titan were the rest of the Longswords, thirty-two more fighters, counting down for the attack. 
And off to his relative left, the other twelve ships of Black Eagle Squadron under Captain Rickard were poised.
Jim checked his chrono. Ten minutes to go.
Jim had learned from countless battles one important thing - to check, re-check and then check again.
“Red Flight, confirm targeting.”
“Red Two, I put two missiles into the big honker on the right side.” Angel replied.
“Red Three, I put two missiles into the big honker on the left side,” responded Spanky.
“Red Four, I put two more missiles into the big honker on the left,” said Bobber.
“Roger that,” acknowledged Jim. “Everybody stay frosty.”
His chrono beeped. 
Five minutes to go.
“Red Flight, arm weapons and check in,” he called over tightbeam.
“Two armed.”
“Three armed.”
“Four armed.”
They were in tactical combat spread now, twenty miles apart. They could only see each other because of their VR. At that range, the coal black coatings and anti-radar wedges of the Longsword provided no visual feedback, and little radar cross-section. They were as nearly invisible as it was possible to be.
Above and left of him in the VR, Rickard’s three flights stood out like a sore thumb - the twelve friendly fighters like blue diamonds in the sky, blazing brightly in his virtual reality due to their IFF transponders.
Against his will, a picture of Rita came into his mind.
How confusing it had been. Knowing he was in love with Bonnie, but thinking Bonnie was dead. He and Rita needing someone, anyone, just a body to hold tight. Then finding out Bonnie was alive. And Rita was pregnant. 
And both of them leaving him to try and save Earth.
It was Bonnie, in the beginning. Then it was Rita. Now who do I love? Neither of them, after all this time? Both of them? 
Does it matter?
Jim heard a beep from his onboard computer. His display showed a message from Rickard.
Have you on scope with solid lock, don’t shoot me and I won’t shoot you.
Jim grinned. He responded.
You take all the fun out of it!
One minute.
The soft whine of electronics and the whisper of the life support system faded away in his mind. Jim’s whole awareness was focused on the job he had to do. He saw Rickard’s three flights off to his left fire their first volley of missiles, then immediately boost to max accel and head for the battlecruiser.
He saw the other squadrons of First Wing come boiling out from behind Titan, accelerating at 261g toward the Singheko. The pilots in those ships would be experiencing 6g against their bodies as they exceeded the ability of the compensators to offset the extra accel above standard.
Then his AI started his own countdown. An orange light started flashing. It turned red, the AI asking for permission to launch missiles.
Jim punched the button on his sidestick. 
The Longsword gave a lurch as two of the big missiles fired off the side of the ship. The missiles accelerated so quickly they were out of sight in seconds.
And all hell broke loose.






  
   Twelve

Sol System - Saturn


Per plan, Rickard and his three flights in Black Eagle Squadron fired four missiles each at the battlecruiser, roughly ten seconds before Jim Carter’s Red Flight fired.  
Instantly accelerating at 261g, Black Eagle Squadron headed directly for the battlecruiser, to get in knife-fight close with the huge warship. At 6g over compensation, they were pressed back into their seats so hard it was tough to breathe. Grunting with the effort, they aimed directly for the rear of the big capital ship.
There was nothing else they could do. Attempting to conduct a long-range battle of attrition with the behemoth would only ensure their destruction, with little chance of hurting the battlecruiser. They were too few and too lightly armed for such a slugfest.
But if they could get in close…if they could get right up to the damn thing, prevent the screening ships from firing on them for fear of hitting the battlecruiser…then maybe they had a chance of scoring some real damage.
Before they died.
Rickard was a realist. He knew there was no survival from this battle. All they could hope for was to sting the Singheko hard enough to give them second thoughts, buy some time for Earth. Maybe make them turn back, decide to fight another day.
Maybe.
At their accel, it didn’t take long. The battlecruiser got bigger and bigger in Rickard’s VR, and then they were there.
Firing their missiles, they targeted the pulse cannons of the battlecruiser. It was those weapons they were most concerned about.
Based on Jim Carter’s reconnaissance, Wing Headquarters had formed a battle plan on the theory that the battlecruiser - and the other ships - would have a limited supply of missiles. So once they fired their onboard missile supply, they would have to reload from the supply ships.
And if Jim Carter could take out the supply ships, there would be no reloads. Once each Singheko ship had exhausted their onboard missile supply, they would have only the pulse cannon left.
So Rickard’s assigned objective was to ignore the missiles and take out the pulse cannon. It was a calculated risk - a decision to let the Singheko fire all the missiles they wanted - just concentrate on the pulse cannon. Ignore the short-term problem and focus on the long-term problem.
Suddenly the point defense weapons of the battlecruiser came online. The space around Rickard’s squadron filled with flak. 
Now they were forced to bob and weave, trying to race past the battlecruiser while not being ripped to shreds.
With glee, Rickard saw one of his missiles hit home on a pulse cannon, tearing the emplacement completely off the battlecruiser. He yelled with delight as another of his squadron got a similar hit, knocking a big hole in the enemy directly under a cannon emplacement, causing it to tilt and fall into the crater in the hull.
Then he started taking hits from the point defense that was pouring at them like rain. His ship rattled and shook as he desperately jinked, jerking on the sidestick, trying to find someplace to be where the shrapnel wasn’t.
Rickard saw two of his squadron disappear in silent explosions as they failed to avoid the flak. Then another one.
God help us all.
It was his last thought.

      ***In front of Jim, the supply ship on the right disappeared in a huge explosion that looked like a nuclear weapon going off. It was so bright the VR automatically darkened the image. One second the big honker was there - next minute, it was just gone.
“Yes!” Jim yelled, pumping his fist.
Then the four missiles from Spanky and Bobber hit the one on the left. Four big holes appeared in the enemy ship. Two of them belched out fire, fed from atmosphere inside the ship. They rapidly puffed out and disappeared, leaving soot marks on the side. The ship swerved to one side, and started a slow spin, clearly no longer in control.
“Spanky and Bobber, give them two more each, let’s see if we can take him out completely.”
Immediately Jim saw four more missiles come off the rails from Spanky and Bobber on his left. They ran true to the target. Spanky’s two missiles made more big holes in the side of the ship, but aside from the holes there was no obvious damage.
Then Bobber’s two missiles impacted into the engines of the supply ship. There was a large puff of vapor, then a tremendous explosion tore off one of the engines, leaving it hanging crazily from the severely damaged rear of the ship.
“Yes!” Jim said again, pumping his fist for the second time.
“Incoming!” yelled Angel.
Jim glanced at the display and saw a dozen enemy missiles headed toward them from the destroyers and corvettes.
“Break into them!” he yelled. All four of them accelerated to 260g, directly at the incoming missiles. The excess g forces slammed Jim back into his seat, but he grunted it out. It was life or death.
Jim had briefed his pilots in advance; although space warfare was totally different from the air warfare he had spent fifteen years learning, there were certain principles that held true. You couldn’t run away from missiles. They were too fast. You had a choice of trying to fool them or trying to break into them so quickly they couldn’t turn fast enough to follow you. Or both.
In this case, Jim had briefed his flight to go directly at the missiles at max accel, jinking at the last second to confuse them. 
Based on the designs they had copied from Jade it was believed the enemy’s missiles would use a combination of radar and lidar to track. So as they approached the missiles, they launched radar and lidar chaff. And just in case there was an infrared component, they launched flares.
At the last instant, Jim jinked and spun to the right - there was a tiny hole between the two missiles closest to him, and he went right into it. Both missiles turned hard, trying to follow him, but they couldn’t make the turn.
And then he was through, and coming up on the next line of ships, the corvettes. He had briefed his flight to ignore them, get past them as quickly as possible, and take on the cruisers. As they went by the corvettes, a wall of flak and shrapnel came at them, but they were still at long range. Jim heard some shrapnel rattle off the side of the Longsword, then he was in range of the cruisers. 
He fired four missiles at their pulse cannon as he went by, then vectored off to the right toward Saturn, letting the gravity of the big planet help pull him away from the enemy. 
Finally, he thought he was out of range of the point defense systems.
“Red Flight, check in,” he called.
“Red Two is good,” called Angel.
There was a silence that lasted a little too long.
Then:
“Red Four is good,” called Bobber. 
Got one missing.
“Red Three, check in,” called Jim.
Another long silence.
“Red Three, check in,” called Jim.
No answer.
“Did anyone see what happened to Spanky?”
“Red Two, I didn’t see anything.”
“One minute he was right beside me, the next minute he was gone,” called Bobber. Jim could hear the shakiness in her voice.
“OK, Bobber, you are now wingman to Angel. I’m solo. Back at them for another pass.”
“Two.”
“Four.”
“Take the near cruiser. Focus on the pulse cannon. Here we go.”
Jim turned and selected his target, punched the throttles. The Longsword began an initial acceleration at 255g. As soon as Jim was certain of his vector, he punched it up to 261g - six over compensation. The g-force slammed him back into his seat, trying to push his chest into his backbone. He grunted out the breaths, barely hanging on to consciousness. 
I’m too old for this shit.
Then, as the enemy cruiser began to come into range:
I’m gonna kill that son of a bitch.
Flak started exploding all around him as he came into range of the cruiser. The red Ready light on the AI came on and he pushed the Authorize button on the side stick, allowing the AI to fire when it decided it was at optimal range and position. A second later, he felt the missiles depart their tracks on the side of the Longsword, the fighter giving a slight shudder as they left.
Pulling hard away from the cruiser, Jim tried to escape the flak that was coming at him from every direction. There was no time to think, no time to plan, it was just twist, turn and run. The Longsword was now lurching as it was impacted by indirect hits. Then a much closer explosion rolled the fighter, and he almost lost control, but somehow brought it back to an escape vector.
Then there was a loud crash. The engine quit cold. He was thrown forward hard into the straps, then back again as the compensator stuttered and quit with the engine. Everything in the cockpit went dark. All the displays, all the nav gear, the computer, everything.
Then another loud crash, and Jim was knocked unconscious.


Merkkessa. Outer Kuiper Belt


Rita’s fleet translated down into three-space 50 AU from Sol, in the outer edges of the Kuiper Belt. Rita was on the bridge, sitting quietly in her chair. All had been planned; Captain Bekerose was in charge.
“Dispatch the Wesker,” he called.
“Corvette Wesker dispatched,” responded Lt. Tinnippi at Comm.
Bekerose turned to Rita.
“Now we wait,” he said.
Rita nodded. “Thank you, Captain Bekerose. I’ll be in my briefing room.”
She rose and stepped down from the Flag Bridge, walking to the hatch in the back corner of the bridge that led to her day cabin. Raphael followed quietly behind her. Gabriel’s team were on high alert - they were convinced the next attempt on her life would happen now, as they were entering the Sol System, and so they were staying close to her.
Entering the day cabin, she went down the circular stairs to her briefing room and looked around at her domain in thought.
It had been a long mission. Six months to get to Earth. Everyone on the ship had frayed nerves, most of all herself. 
Any action would be welcome. She never thought she would feel that way, but she did. She wondered if that was Jim Carter rising to the fore in her consciousness.
Jimmy Boy is certainly a man of action, she thought. Maybe he’s taking over my brain. Rita smiled at the thought and sat at her desk while Raphael took his place outside her door. As much as she trusted Raphael and the rest of her bodyguards to keep her safe from the unknown assassins, that had become the least of her concerns right now. 
Where are the Singheko? Will they be at Earth already? 
She was certain they would be. She assumed they had not gone to Garatella to notify him of their intention to claim Earth unless they already had a fleet on the way to back up their claim.
But she would soon know. That was the reason she had dispatched the scout.
The corvette Wesker would up-translate back into six-space. It would travel to a point directly over Saturn, but 30 AU above the ecliptic. There it would return to three-space for a look-see. 
It would take the Wesker less than a half hour to reach that spot; but given the light-speed delay from its scouting position, it would take 5.9 hours for the first data to start coming back via tightbeam laser.
Rita and Bekerose assumed the Singheko would have their own scout presence in the system. But the vastness of space precluded scouting every possible approach to Sol. While it was possible a Singheko scout might be stationed close to the Wesker’s scouting location, it was so unlikely as to be a safe bet for an initial look at the system.
With a sigh, Rita scratched her head. 
I need a good long workout to get rid of some of this tension. I’ll go to the gym while I’m waiting.
Rising, she headed for her bedroom to get her workout clothes. 
“Jimmy Boy, I’m headed to the gym for a workout,” she called. Her AI would automatically notify her bodyguards, Tarraine and Bekerose of her plans. In her bedroom, she grabbed her gym bag and went out through the other door to the nursery. Fallassa was there, reading, while Imogen slept.
“How is she?” asked Rita.
Fallassa smiled. “She is sleeping quietly, Admiral. You have plenty of time to work out before the next feeding.”
“Good,” Rita said. “I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”
Leaving the suite, Rita headed downship toward the gym. Raphael automatically went ahead of her, while Uriel fell in behind guarding their rear. They reached the gym in a few minutes, and Rita went into the female locker room to change.
Convergent evolution, she thought, smiling. Nidarians have two sexes, and they roughly correspond to male and female. That makes it somewhat easier. Thank God they didn’t have three sexes - choosing a locker room would have been a bit harder!
Coming back into the gym proper, Uriel was waiting for her, also dressed to work out. When she went to the gym, one of her bodyguards worked out with her. She was never sure if that was to facilitate protecting her or just for their own benefit. Either way, she preferred it to working out alone.
Rita smiled at him and they got started, stretching for a bit. Then they started on weights. She finished five sets of upper body weights, then rested for a while, wiping the sweat from her face with a soft cloth. Then she did five sets of lower body and leg weights. Then she ran for an hour in the corridor outside the gym, which had been made into a small circular track with a padded floor for that purpose. Uriel ran with her, keeping pace a few strides behind her. Although most Nidarians were only about five feet tall, Uriel was a monster by Nidarian standards - her height - and had no trouble keeping up with her.
After an hour, they quit and hit the showers. Rita took a good long one. There was no way to know what was coming, but it could be a week-long battle. Best to ensure she was clean at the beginning.
Finished with her shower, she toweled off, dressed, and brushed her hair down. She had thought so many times about cutting it short; but it had grown long and curly by this time, black as night, and she loved it. When she was cloned, she had only short fuzz on her head, almost bald. It had taken forever for her hair to grow out. She hated to cut it now, even though it was a pain to take care of.
Finally done, she packed up her gym bag and headed out of the locker room, expecting to meet Raphael and Uriel outside waiting for her.
They weren’t there.
Rita opened her mouth to yell into the men’s locker room, thinking they were in there still; but something - some sixth sense - stopped her.
She froze, listening. There was no sound.
It was not right. Neither Raphael nor Uriel would ever leave her alone outside of the locker room.
Slowly, she faded back into the women’s locker room, peeking around the corner.
Something clunked in the men’s locker room. Someone was in there; but who? 
Who knew where she was? Only Bekerose, Tarraine, Fallassa, her bodyguards. No one else should even know she was here.
The sound of footsteps came from the men’s locker, and around the corner came a figure.
Fallassa. She was holding a weapon, which Rita realized was a traditional Nidarian weapon, a rotary crossbow. They were deadly, firing six short bolts with great efficiency. And quiet. That’s why she hadn’t heard anything from the men’s locker room. With an automatic cocking mechanism, they could fire almost as fast as a pulse pistol.
Rita pulled back, wondering if she had been seen.
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Merkkessa. Outer Kuiper Belt


“I know you’re in there, Rita. You can come out or I can come in. Which do you want?” 
Rita looked around the corner of the women’s locker room. Fallassa was walking toward her, the rotary crossbow held up and aimed straight at her. Behind Fallassa, another figure came out of the men’s locker, also holding a rotary crossbow.
Her personal steward, Knowelk.
<Gabriel. In the gym. I need help>
She heard a laugh from Fallassa.
“Trying to call for help? It won’t work. I’ve got a blocker on you.”
Stepping out, Rita faced them. Fallassa pointed to a device on her belt which was blinking red.
“Nobody is coming to help you, human bitch. I’ve got all your comms blocked.”
“You, Fallassa? You of all people?”
Fallassa sneered. “Yes. Me of all people. And it gives me great pleasure to finally end you, human bitch.”
“But … why?” asked Rita. “Why do this, Fallassa? What do you have to gain?”
“The end of Garatella, you stupid donkey. He’s a traitor to our ancient Empire. Giving a barbarian bitch command of a fleet! It’s an insult to every loyal Nidarian!”
“And of course the Singheko will make you wealthy, I suspect. Right?” asked Rita.
Fallassa sneered. “Of course. But that’s a secondary consideration.”
“Of course,” agreed Rita. “Money means nothing to you.”
“Shut up and kill her,” growled Knowelk. “Someone will come.”
“No,” snapped Fallassa. “I’ve got Fadderria and Jillattee guarding the door. They put up a cleaning sign. Nobody will come in.”
Out of the corner of her eye, Rita saw movement at the entrance of the men’s locker room.
A bloody hand slowly came into view on the floor, moved forward, stopped.
I must distract them, she thought. I have to buy time.
“Will you spare Imogen, please?” she asked.
Another bloody hand came into view. The first hand moved forward another few inches and stopped, then the second moved forward again.
“Forget it,” snarled Fallassa. “I’ve taken care of that baby bitch for six months. She’s going straight out the airlock as soon as I leave here, you stupid cow!”
With another pull, Raphael’s head came into view at the entrance of the men’s locker. His hands left a trail of blood on the floor as he pulled himself forward another three inches. Wearily, he laid his head on the floor, looking at the scene. Rita realized he was badly injured, maybe dying. Raphael took in the scene for a second. Then he reached out and pulled again, dragging himself another six inches out of the locker room. His right hand went back and disappeared.
I have to buy more time.
“I’ll pay you well to let her live, Fallassa,” said Rita.
She saw Raphael’s right hand slowly come back into view. It held his pulse pistol. Slowly he aimed it at Knowelk, who was closer to him and slightly behind Fallassa. He looked at Rita and gave a slight nod.
Then he fired, the crack of the pulse pistol deafening in the gym. Fallassa involuntarily jerked and turned to look as Knowelk fell dead, a smoking hole in his back.
Rita was half-deaf from the pulse pistol discharge as she dove and rolled directly at Fallassa. She felt a crossbow bolt go through the edge of her clothing, tearing at it, but missing flesh. Then she hit the floor hard, knocking the breath out of her as she crashed into Fallassa’s legs, bringing her down. As Fallassa fell to one side, the crossbow clattered to the floor between them.
Both grabbed for it at the same time. Rita got her hand on the arched bow, while Fallassa had the pistol grip handle.
Grunting, they fought over the weapon for a second. Rita was still partly stunned from her impact with the floor. With a hard wrench, Fallassa jerked the bow out of her hand. But the effort caused Fallassa to fall over backwards.
Rita rolled toward the body of Knowelk a few meters away, grabbing for the other rotary crossbow lying beside his body. She heard the twang of Fallassa’s rotary. A bolt went past her head by inches and embedded deep into Knowelk’s body.
Then Rita had her hand on Knowelk’s crossbow and rolled again, bringing the bow around to face Fallassa. 
Another bolt from Fallassa’s weapon came at her, hitting where she had been an instant before, glancing off the floor and flying past her cheek, drawing blood as it zipped by her face.
Then Rita was shooting. She fired the rotary as fast as she could, pulling the trigger over and over. Six bolts left the rotary in the space of three seconds, until it clicked and clicked and clicked and she realized she could stop pulling the trigger.
Fallassa stood in astonishment six meters from where Rita knelt on the floor. Her eyes were wide in disbelief. She looked down at her chest, where three of the bolts protruded, buried up to their feathers.
“You human bitch,” were her last words. Her eyes rolled back, and she collapsed into a heap on the floor.
A noise outside reminded Rita this was not over. Fallassa had said there were two more. The loud crack of Raphael’s pulse pistol would bring them running.
Rita dove for Raphael, sliding to a stop beside him on the floor, and pulled the pulse pistol out of his nerveless hand. She didn’t know if he was unconscious or dead, but he was out. Scrambling, she grabbed his ankles and pulled him back to get him out of sight of the front entrance. Then she went forward, leaned around the corner, and looked.
Two Nidarian crewmen entered the gym, both carrying pulse pistols. Rita slowly slid her own pistol around the corner and fired. She missed her target, and both of the crewman dove for cover behind a desk. The crack of the pistol left her ears ringing, half-deaf again.
Return fire started coming at her, the pulses punching holes in the wall and door jamb around her as she pulled back into cover. The two kept up a steady fire, preventing her from looking around the corner again. She knew they were advancing on her, leapfrogging one at a time to keep up a covering fire while they worked their way toward her.
But there was little she could do. Rita realized they were probably ex-military. They knew their business.
Rita stuck her pistol out and fired blindly. She pulled the trigger as fast as possible, at least a dozen times, and the pistol beeped loudly, letting her know it was overheating. She pulled it back.
There was a lull in the shooting. She thought about peeking out around the corner to see, but then decided that was exactly what they were hoping for. She guessed they were set up in good sniping positions, and as soon as she poked her head out, they’d have her.
So she waited, pistol ready in case one of them came around the corner at her.
Suddenly there was a flurry of loud cracks from outside. Now Rita did peer around the corner. She saw the two enemy gunmen turned away from her, firing at the gym entrance, as a flurry of shots came back at them. One of them fell, and Rita quickly fired at the other one. She hit him square in the back, and he fell also. Gabriel peeked his head around the front hatch of the gym, and Rita yelled out to him.
“I think they’re both down but be careful!”
She saw Gabriel nod. Rita pulled herself forward a bit more to get a better view.
There was no movement from the enemy.


Sol System - Saturn


Jim came back to the universe with a slow kind of awareness. There was no pain, and no thought. He just became aware that he was still in the universe.
Still breathing, he thought.
Still in the Longsword.
Instinctively, Jim glanced at the cockpit pressure gauge in the instrument panel. He knew it was mechanical and didn’t depend on the electronics for an accurate reading.
It read zero. The cockpit had lost pressure.
I need to see if the pressure suit is holed…
Carefully, he lifted his arm to look at the gauge on the left wrist of his pressure suit. It read normal.
The suit’s OK. Now to see how long I’ve got…
He turned his head to glance at the suit’s external oxygen feed indicator on the side of the cockpit, which was currently connected to his suit, feeding him air.
Thirty-six hours…
He looked back at the instrument panel. It was completely dark. Not a light anywhere.
Reaching for a switch, Jim flipped the emergency battery pack on to see if he could at least bring up communications.
Nothing. Not a blip of a light anywhere.
He toggled the switch back and forth several times to see if it would change anything.
It didn’t.
OK. I’ve got no power for comms. No power for Nav. No power for the VR to see where I am. But it seems like nobody is shooting at me right now. That’s a good thing.
Jim thought for a moment. His most immediate problem was to find out where he was, and what the ship was doing. For all he knew, he could be falling directly toward Saturn, with only minutes to live.
It would be nice to know that. I think…
There was an emergency unlock lever for the canopy. Since he had already lost pressure in the cockpit itself, it didn’t matter if he opened the canopy or not.
Reaching for the emergency lever, he lifted the safety cover. With a hard pull, he broke the safety wire that held it down to prevent accidental activation. The lever clicked into the upright position.
With a slight vibration, he felt the canopy unlatch. He reached up to push it away from him. The canopy was heavy - it was a thick cover with electronic visual arrays and instruments mounted all over the inside - but he managed to push it up several inches. 
All he could see were stars. It wasn’t open quite far enough to see around him.
Unstrapping his lap and shoulder belts, Jim was able to lean forward and partially stand up, using his back and helmet to push the canopy open a bit more.
Returning to his seat, he re-attached the straps and looked out at the universe.
He was a long way from Saturn, pointed away from it. It was impossible to tell his actual path without instruments, though. He could be on a decaying orbit that would come back and intercept the big gas giant in hours.
Or days. But that won’t matter to me, because after thirty-six hours I’ll be dead.
He watched Titan, the largest moon, for a good ten minutes. Finally he decided he was indeed moving away.
Good. If I have escape velocity, then at least I won’t be crashing into that big son of a bitch anytime soon. They can come pick up my body and treat me to a decent burial someday.


Merkkessa. Outer Kuiper Belt


After the battle in the gym, it took nearly two hours to get everyone settled down and back to work. 
First Gabriel took charge and firmly ushered Rita out of the gym back to her quarters, while Rita repeatedly asked about Imogen.
Bekerose met them as they came into Rita’s quarters, rushed to Imogen’s room, and quickly reported back that Imogen was fine, sleeping quietly in her crib.
Rita breathed a huge sigh of relief and finally let Gabriel sit her down on the edge of her bed. Then Flo rushed in, making a huge fuss, putting antibiotic on the cut on her cheek where the arrow clipped her, and in general driving her crazy.
Gabriel departed to check on Raphael, but Rita already knew the results. She had performed a quick check of them before departing the gym. Uriel was dead, and Raphael just barely alive.
It hurt. She had grown close to the big Nidarians of her bodyguard over the months, but most of all to Gabriel and Raphael.
Gabriel and Raphael, along with Tarraine and Flo, had become her family. And Bekerose, too, she realized slowly. He had become important to her, too, as he melded into a calm, supportive Flag Captain that she could rely on in tough times.
Please God, please don’t let Raphael die.
Rita knew people died in war. It was part of the price to be paid for defending your homeland.
But not like this, thought Rita. Not like this, with four arrows stuck in your gut.
Finally, she grew tired of the fussing and stood up. She looked at Bekerose, who was standing nearby.
“Captain Bekerose, I believe we have some scouting reports coming in soon?”
“Yes, milady, if all is well with the Wesker, we should hear something in about an hour.”
“Very well,” Rita replied. She looked around the room.
“Everybody out, please. I thank you for your concern and your support, but give me an hour with Imogen before the scouting reports come in. Please.”
Flo fussed about it, but gave in, and headed for the door. Bekerose, amused by Flo’s antics, winked at Rita and followed. Tarraine was the last, and as he departed, he turned back to her.
“Thank you for not dying, milady,” he said. “We need you.”
What a strange feeling. That’s the first time anyone on this ship has ever said anything like that.
Moving to Imogen’s room, she sat in the rocker, watching her sleep.
My baby, my baby, she thought. We’re headed for the place where your father lives. I hope you get to meet him.
After feeding Imogen, Rita put her down for a nap and called Flo to watch her. Then she went to the bridge. Bekerose rose from his chair and gave a slight bow as she came in.
How times have changed, thought Rita.
She stepped to her station on the Flag Deck. Tarraine and Lirrassa were already there. 
“Anything yet?” she asked, sitting in her chair between them.
“No, milady,” responded Tarraine. “But any minute now.”
“Very good, Captain.”
Rita sat and waited. It didn’t take long. Within five minutes, she heard the Comm Officer.
“Receiving data, Captain!” he called to Bekerose.
Rita glanced at Tarraine. He smiled at her; but she could see his own nervousness under the surface. 
This was a make-or-break moment - either the system would be clear, and they could enter unopposed; or the Singheko would already be there, and it would take a battle to enter the system and protect Earth.
If Earth could be protected at all.
The holo came to life, showing the disposition of everything in the system.
There was the Singheko fleet, in orbit around Earth.
It was going to be a fight.
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Merkkessa. Outer Kuiper Belt


The comm officer spoke again, troubled. 
“Captain, there’s evidence of a recent battle near Saturn. Much debris in the black, and at least one abandoned ship showing hot spots.”
Rita sat up straighter. She punched in keys on her console and brought up her own holo. Zooming in, she saw what the scout corvette had sent from its position high above the solar system.
Definitely battle debris, she decided. One large ship, pieces of another. Junk everywhere. 
Some of the junk looked like it might have been fighters at one time.
So they managed to recover some of Jade’s technology. They put together some kind of defense. Not enough, but something. Good on them…
“Tarraine. How long ago do you think that battle occurred?”
“Um…just a guess, milady, but taking the lightspeed delay into account, and with one ship still showing hot spots, I think no more than 24 hours.”
“Right. Send another corvette in to the closest translation point and have them boost hard for the battle area, look for survivors. Inform them we’ll relocate to the high overhead point with the Wesker and to join us there after the scout. And tell them to keep us well informed!”
“Aye, milady.” Tarraine issued the orders via his console to the next corvette in the scouting order, the Kaimina. A few minutes later, Rita saw the Kaimina disappear from local space in the holo.
“OK, let’s go join the Wesker.”
Tarraine nodded and passed the order on. Rita watched her holo as the fleet set a course for the Wesker. With the typical slight shudder, she felt the Merkkessa translate back into six-space for the transition.
“Tarraine. Let’s assemble everyone in the briefing room for a conference, please.”
Rita strode to the briefing room, sitting at the head of the table. Tarraine, Lirrassa, Bekerose and Biddaresse came in shortly. The holos of the remainder of her fleet leadership came up in short order. When everyone was seated and the holos were stabilized, Rita began.
“Everyone, you’ve seen the holo from the Wesker. The Singheko are in orbit around Earth. I don’t think they’ve been there long because the battle debris at Saturn is still glowing hot in some cases. So we estimate about 24 hours since the battle. That means they have only just now arrived at Earth, probably within the last few hours.”
“My intention is to attack them immediately, before they have a chance to get organized or cause significant damage to the planet, and certainly before they know we are here.”
Rita gave a wry smile. 
“I’m sure all of you have taken the time to review the sims of the recent fleet exercises between Captain Bekerose and myself.”
There were a couple of suppressed snickers, which both Rita and Bekerose were careful to ignore. Rita and Bekerose had promoted a rumor that the sims between them were just for practice. Of course nobody believed it. And of course, every officer in the fleet had reviewed all five of the sims.
“We’ll use the same basic strategy that I used in the second of those sims. We’ll call this the “Silent Arrow” plan for ease of discussion. We’ll boost hard to near 10% light, shut down our engines and coast in on them, hitting them before they realize they are under attack. After the attack, we’ll not slow down, but keep going, just in case something goes wrong and we don’t damage them sufficiently to gain a significant force advantage. Once we assess the results of the attack, we’ll choose one of two options.”
Rita nodded at Tarraine, who took up the thread of the briefing.
“Option One - if our initial attack doesn’t do sufficient damage to the Singheko fleet to obtain a leveraging force advantage, we’ll boost to the mass limit, translate, and rendezvous at a designated point in the black. From there, we’ll plan our second attack.”
“Option Two - if we determine we’ve accomplished our mission to significantly damage their fleet and have a strong force advantage, we decel and return to mop them up.”
“Any questions so far?”
“What about survivors, if a ship goes down?” asked Lirrassa.
Rita shook her head grimly.
“There’s too much at stake right now. No stopping for survivors until we know more about the results of our attack. Let me say that a different way, to be perfectly clear. No ship will stop for survivors unless they clear it with me first and I give definite, formal permission. Is that clear enough?”
Heads nodded, although expressions were grim. But Bekerose jumped in, his expression troubled.
“Milady, what if the flagship goes down?”
Rita smiled. “Good question, thank you Captain Bekerose.”
She gazed across the assembled officers.
“If the flagship goes down, the order of command is clear, and everyone here should know it. Captain Teollutt of the cruiser Daeddam is next in line for command. Captain Teollutt, you will continue to execute the plan as we have outlined it here; namely, if the Singheko battlecruiser is down and you have a force advantage, you will decel, return and mop up. Otherwise, you will boost out, translate to the rendezvous point and regroup.”
Rita moved her gaze around the room, covering every one of her senior officers. 
“You will not, under any circumstances, stop for survivors, unless the mopping up operation is clearly successful.”
“Aye, milady,” Captain Teollutt spoke over his holo link. “But milady…if the Merkkessa is down and the Singheko battlecruiser is still operational, there is no plan that can succeed with only two cruisers. What should we do then?”
Rita looked at Bekerose. He shook his head. Rita understood what he meant. 
There’s no solution to that question.
“In that case, Captain Teollutt, you are authorized to use your own discretion. You may return to Nidaria if that is your best choice. You may also make clandestine contact with Earth and seek their advice regarding how to proceed. I will leave each Captain with a file regarding my suggestions for making such contact.”
Captain Teollutt nodded. “Thank you, milady.”
Rita looked around the room.
“What else?”
Commander Lirrassa gestured a hand for attention.
“Yes, Commander?”
Lirrassa had a look of deep thought on her face.
“Milady, why don’t we use the other ploy from that second simulation? We could send a corvette outsystem below the ecliptic and have them broadcast a fake fleet signature to distract the Singheko at the last minute.”
Rita thought about it for a bit.
“Bekerose? What do you think?”
“I’d be concerned that we unnecessarily give away our presence in the system,” said Bekerose. “If the corvette brought up the signal even the slightest bit ahead of schedule, the Singheko would go on full alert. That would not help us at all. The potential for mistakes is too great, in my opinion.”
“I agree,” said Rita. “No, we won’t try to be that clever. What else?”
No one spoke. Rita waited a decent amount of time, then smiled at the group.
“Captain Tarraine will release a detail plan to you within two hours. We’ll attack in six hours. I’m sorry for the short notice but every moment we sit here is another opportunity for the Singheko to discover us.”
Rita rose, and the assembled officers in the briefing room rose with her.
It was not required in a ship underway - but Rita did it anyway. She gave her people a slow, sharp salute.
They returned it and held it until she dropped her own.
“Good luck people - and good hunting.”


Sol System. Saturn


Jim grunted, realizing he had fallen asleep. 
He had tried to stay awake for his last few hours of life. He wanted to experience every drop of life, right to the bitter end. It was a promise he had made to himself after he returned from Africa. 
Flying as a mercenary in some of the bloodiest conflicts in the history of that continent, Jim had seen death in every possible form. It had changed him; the young Marine officer of his youth had long since disappeared, replaced by a harder, more cynical man who flew hard, spoke little, and drank much.
But somehow, against all odds, when he returned to the States, he had brought his demons under control. Mostly.
Part of that process had been his sister, Gillian. She had looked up to him, worshiped him as the big brother knight in shining armor. Somehow, that had pulled him back from the brink. He felt he had to live up to her image of him, even if it was distorted from the truth. And slowly, ever so slowly, he had dragged himself back to sanity.
Somewhere along the way - he couldn’t remember just when, but he did remember he had been flying at the time, in some airplane somewhere - he had made a life decision. He had thought the words at first, then spoke them out loud so he would remember them.
“I will never again give in to fear. I will live every day, every hour, every minute, every second of my life, without fear. And I will enjoy my life - right up to the very last hour. The last minute. The last second.”
Now, remembering those words, Jim cursed himself for falling asleep.
Not doing a good job of sticking to that mantra.
On the other hand…
If I go to sleep, I won’t know it when I run out of oxygen. Maybe that’s the way to go after all…
Jim wanted to turn and check the ox gauge again, but he resisted. 
It didn’t matter. He knew he was down to hours, maybe minutes.
Better to just make the best of it. Sit here and enjoy the view. Think about the good things in your life.
Rita. 
Now why did I think of her first? Bonnie’s the one I love…
Wait a minute. I gave up on both of them and started up with Caroline. Why the hell am I thinking about Rita again?
Jim, you are hopeless. What an idiot.
Smiling, Jim looked out at Saturn, now only about half the size it had been thirty-plus hours ago. 
At least I didn’t fall back into the damn planet. Maybe someday they’ll find my body and give me a decent burial on Earth. If Earth is still around.
A small shadow passing across the face of Saturn caught his eye. It was tiny, just a bit larger than a dot.
Another piece of junk from the battle, Jim thought.
Then something about the outline caught his attention.
That wasn’t a piece of junk.
That was a ship.
His mind adjusted some more.
Not a Singheko ship.
With a start, Jim jerked upright in his seat. He slammed the quick release on his harness, knocked the back of the seat down and reached into the bunk area for the emergency kit. Pulling it forward, he restored the seat back to an upright position and quickly rummaged through the kit.
There was a handheld laser designator in the kit. 
Where is it? Dammit!
He found it. He looked back toward Saturn, where he had seen the shadow passing across the planet’s face.
It was gone.
Desperate now, Jim placed the laser designator on the sill of the open canopy and turned it on. He set the adjustment to wide angle and pulled the trigger.
“Yeah, I’ll live every second, but if I can add a few more, I’m all for that,” he mumbled to himself. He held the trigger down and began to pray.

      ***Captain Pojjayan of the corvette Kaimina had traversed the debris field near Saturn several times, looking for information and survivors.
So far it was clear. The humans had caught the Singheko here in an ambush. But their ships were small and carried little firepower compared to the Singheko. The Singheko had taken out the fighters without even slowing down their advance into the system.
But surprisingly, the humans had destroyed two supply ships. Pojjayan was impressed by that. They had been smart enough to know that without the supply ships, the Singheko couldn’t rearm their missile launchers.
They did a great job for what little they had to work with, he thought. But it was pissing in the wind.
His tactical officer called.
“Captain, I have a weak signal coming out of the debris field. Weak laser, intermittent.”
Pojjayan leaned over the tactical officer, looking at his screen.
“Any targets there?”
“Tons of debris that general area, all broken up and scattered around. Nothing large.”
“OK, let’s scoot over there and take a look.”
“Signal disappeared, sir.”
“That’s OK. We’ll go take a look anyway.”
Jim had kept his finger on the trigger of the laser designator for a full hour, waving it gently around in the direction where he had last seen the shadow of the ship against Saturn. His arm was getting tired; he had to hold the pistol-shaped designator up to the sill of the canopy, which was higher than his shoulders. There was no comfortable position he could find. The strain was wearing on him.
I should give up. It’s been an hour. If they haven’t seen it yet, they’re not going to see it.
Ten more minutes. Just ten more minutes, then I’ll stop.
The oxygen gauge on the bulkhead behind him had gone to zero minutes earlier.
Slowly, Jim’s head sank down, and he went to sleep.
Captain Pojjayan was staring at the holo. They had moved to the general area of the intermittent laser signal. There were wrecks of the human fighters all around. Most of them were smashed, exploded, broken into dozens or hundreds of pieces. There were only a few that were even semi-intact.
They had checked two of them now. In both, they had found dead bodies. They left them in place. It would be up to the humans to come find the bodies after the war. If there were still humans to do it.
There was one more wreck that was almost intact. The back was sheared off, the engine half-in and half-out of its mounts. As they approached it, he saw the nose had a large hole punched all the way through it, with wires hanging out. It was coasting at a good clip away from Saturn.
The canopy was open. That was interesting. Either the pilot had abandoned the ship or had stayed alive long enough to open the canopy.
As they pulled up to the fighter, Pojjayan saw the figure of the pilot slumped in the seat. They oriented directly over the ship, opened the bottom sally port, and a two-man team went down to investigate. A few minutes later, he heard a report over his internal comm.
<Pilot is alive but unconscious. We are removing him into the ship. He was holding the laser designator in his hand, so this is the one>
<Understood. Take him to sick bay>


Merkkessa. 30 AU Above the Ecliptic.


“Execute,” said Rita.
And it was just that simple.
One simple word, and her fleet went into battle.
How easy it is to send people to their death, thought Rita. Just one word.
The Merkkessa and the other ships of her fleet went to 255g acceleration. Given their initial velocity, it took only ten minutes for them to be moving directly at Earth at 1,000 miles each second.
3.6 million miles per hour.
And still accelerating.
At the three-hour point, they had already traveled 1 AU.
149,597,871 kilometers. 
192,955,779 miles.
They were moving now at 27,353 kilometers per second.
61,187,247 miles per hour.
Three and half hours later and moving at 20% light speed, they shut off their engines and began their long coast to meet the enemy. The “Silent Arrow” was on its way.
Rita stepped down from the Flag Bridge and made her way back to her Flag Cabin. It was seventeen hours to intercept; there was no point in hanging around the bridge making people nervous.
She checked on Imogen. The baby was awake, but happy, smiling, playing with Flo’s fingers.
She looked like Jim. Rita had to catch her breath.
“We’re close to him, baby,” she said out loud. “Close to Daddy.”
Flo smiled at her.
“I’ve assigned one of my junior aides to be here during the intercept,” Flo said. “I’ll have to be in sick bay in case of injuries.”
“Understood,” said Rita. “Thank you for being here with her now.”
“No worries,” replied Flo. “Happy to do it.”
While Flo disappeared back to her duties, Rita took the baby and sat in the rocking chair. She fed the baby, knowing it would be the last time before the battle. She had instructed Flo to change over to bottle feeding from now on, so that she would be rested and able to make good decisions once they reached intercept.
Imogen cooed and Rita smiled.
What am I doing? I could send Imogen to a corvette and take her to safety before we intercept. Why am I not doing that?
Because I must be with her. We live or die together. I don’t know why. I just don’t.
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Sol System. Earth


Jim, wherever you are, I’m coming. 
The thought jumped into Rita’s mind.
I’m coming, Jimmy Boy.
WHY? Why am I thinking about Jim right now?
Put it out of your mind, girl.
They were approaching intercept. Rita had returned to the bridge and was sitting in her command chair, waiting, just as everyone else on the ship waited.
If the Singheko detected them in time to get their defenses up, they were screwed. Everyone knew that.
The dice were cast and were bouncing.
“Milady, we are twenty minutes from intercept,” called Lt. Larissa.
“Thank you, Lieutenant.”
Rita’s thoughts wandered back to Jim again. She tried to ignore them. But she thought about Jim’s body on hers. She thought about his hands on her. She tingled all over.
My God, why am I thinking this now? Of all the times to go down that rabbit hole…are these truly even my own thoughts? Or is Bonnie’s consciousness taking over? 
I should be focused on this battle. 
But I’ve got nothing to do now. Everything is planned, everything is delegated, everything is in motion.
Maybe just a few seconds. To remember him in bed…one last time. In case I die today…
His hands on me.
His lips on me.
“…Milady?”
Rita abruptly came back to awareness. Someone was talking to her.
“Yes?” she answered, not sure what the question was.
“We are approaching point of no return, milady. If we are to break off the attack, we must do so now. Do we continue?”
“Um. Yes, continue, continue,” Rita blurted out. 
Did the Nidarians notice my distraction?
I need to get focused.
Rita looked at the holo. They were close now - two minutes from intercept. In another minute, they would have them. It would be too late for the Singheko battlecruiser to get out of their way, even if it tried. 
And based on their own experience and the best intelligence the Nidarian Empire could buy, beg, or steal about Singheko fleet capabilities, it took at least one minute for a Singheko battlecruiser to bring up weapons.
One more minute. If the Singheko took no action in the next minute, she would have them, regardless of what happened after that.
Rita bit her lip. Like everyone else on the bridge - and probably everyone in the entire fleet - she started counting down. The countdown timer in the holo was right in front of her, but she counted anyway. It made her feel better. She noticed everyone else on the bridge was also counting down silently, their lips moving.
Tarraine beside her couldn’t resist anymore. He started counting out loud.
“Sixty-five.”
“Sixty-four.”
“Sixty-three.”
“Sixty-two.”
“Sixty-one”
“Battlecruiser is powering up!” yelled the Tactical Officer. “They’ve spotted us!”
“Fifty-nine!” said Tarraine beside her. “I don’t think they can do it! I think we’ve got their ass!”
Rita nodded.
“God willing,” she muttered.


Corvette Kaimina. Near Saturn


What the hell is that stink?
Jim’s awareness came back, but the stink came first. It smelled like rotten eggs. It was like having smelling salts held under his nose. He snapped his eyes open and looked up.
There was a bright light over his head. For a second, he wondered if was dead. Had he walked into the light?
But he didn’t feel dead. Surely being dead didn’t require a headache of this magnitude. It felt like a hundred little elves with a hundred little hammers were pounding away in his skull.
“Oww,” he muttered, reaching up to touch his forehead. “What hit me?”
“A Singheko battlecruiser,” said a voice in heavily accented English. “Pardon if my English not good, but I am still … a studar, I think is the word?”
“Student,” muttered Jim.
“Yes, ah, a student,” said the voice.
Jim managed to turn his head to see the speaker. At the foot of his bed was a small creature. It was roughly like a human, but had a squarish head, not as rounded as a Human. It was no more than four feet tall. It appeared to be female, based on the upper chest which showed obvious mammary glands of some kind. A white uniform made him think of the similar white uniforms of the nurses in the Space Force.
“Where am I?”
“Ah. You are on… ah, let me think of the word … a corvette. A corvette of the Nidarian Navy.”
Jim looked at the creature more closely. When the Corresse had left Earth those many months ago, Bonnie had beamed back a couple of videos as they left the system, showing the people of Earth the Nidarians who were taking her away to their home planet. One of them, called Flo by Bonnie in the videos, had looked like this one, albeit a good bit taller.
“You look like Flo,” he muttered. “Can I sit up?”
“Yes, yes, I am Flo for this corvette. A medical. Yes, please, sit up. That is good.”
Jim managed to drag himself to a sitting position on the bed - which was too short for him. His legs hung over the end. He looked around. It was clearly a sick bay. 
If you’ve seen one sick bay, you’ve seen them all.
“Are we still at Saturn?”
“Yes, for the moment. Soon we will be en route to a … a place to meet. With the rest of the fleet. We are … we are waiting for the fleet to attack the Singheko in … let me think, in your measure … in one minute.”
“One minute!” yelled Jim. “Get me to a holo!”
“Oh, no, honored human. You must rest. You…”
“Get me to a holo!” yelled Jim again. “I have to see this!”


Merkkessa. Nearing Earth


“All weapons free and targeted,” called the Tactical Officer.
“Very good,” Bekerose responded. He turned and gave Rita a small smile.
Rita smiled back at the Captain.
No more waiting. No more doubt. No more planning, no more thinking.
Just fight.
“Three,” she heard Tarraine beside her, not able to keep his countdown silent.
“Two.”
“One.”
The Merkkessa gave a rumble that could be felt throughout the ship as twenty missiles left the tubes. In the holo, she saw the rest of the fleet launch everything they had at the battlecruiser.
There was no point in shooting at the other ships in the Singheko fleet. If they didn’t take down the battlecruiser, it was all over. But if they did, they could come back and finish off the others at their convenience.
Or so the plan said.
Then they flashed by Earth, moving so fast the planet went by like a film in fast motion. The missiles would have to decelerate to hit the Singheko ship, but that was OK. That was part of the plan. The missiles had the capability, and it would make it much harder for the Singheko to defend themselves.
Another countdown timer started on the holo. Rita watched it desperately. 
It told them when they would be able to see the results of their attack.
There was the flight time of the missiles, plus a small light speed delay. The counter started at four seconds and counted down.
It reached zero.
In the holo, magnified to maximum range, Rita saw the Singheko battlecruiser in orbit around Earth.
It looked undamaged.
“Crap,” she muttered.
It didn’t work.
Then the enemy battlecruiser came apart. Like a flower blooming in the springtime, the main hull opened like a can opener had been taken to it. Parts flew off in every direction.
Then a magnificent explosion removed it from the universe.
Nobody said anything. There was no celebration, no cheering. Nobody raised their hands in the air in triumph.
That could just as easily have been them.
“Captain Tarraine, please give the signal to execute plan Alpha-2.”
Tarraine nodded and keyed the command into his console. Rita confirmed it and it was relayed to the rest of the fleet. 
As one, the ships began decelerating, to return to Earth and mop up the rest of the Singheko fleet. Without their battlecruiser, it should be a relatively straightforward operation. Rita stood up to go to her day cabin. At their speed relative to Earth, it would take hours to slow down and reverse course.
“Oh no,” Rita heard from the Tactical Officer. “Oh, by the gods, no, please!”
She spun to look.
At the magnification they were using to see the battlecruiser clearly, Earth was huge, a big brown and blue ball nearly five meters across in the holo. Europe was facing them.
London was a huge orange glow.
Moscow was a huge orange glow.
Just on the very edge of the horizon, another glow could be seen. Rita knew where it was.
Beijing.
Tarraine whispered it out.
“They nuked your planet. Those godforsaken unholy bastards nuked your planet.”
Bekerose turned and looked at Rita, a grim expression on his face.
She shuddered, looking at the holo. 
I miscalculated. I thought we could just drive them away, make them go back to Singheko. I never thought…
Rita was frozen. She couldn’t think. She couldn’t speak.
I killed them. I killed all those people.
Bekerose stared at her. He could see the impact this event had on her. He could see her sanity exposed like a raw wound. 
His instincts told him this was a moment that could destroy any living, thinking creature if it went the wrong way.
And somehow - against all rational probability - he had come to like this human creature in the Admiral’s uniform.
He thought about what he would say to a Nidarian Admiral in the same situation if he wanted to re-focus them on living and pull them back from a precipice of despair.
“Admiral. Let’s go kill some Singheko.” 
Slowly, Rita came back. She brought her gaze down from the holo and stared at Bekerose across the bridge.
I still have a job to do.
“Let’s do that, Captain,” she finally said. “Let’s go kill them all.”


Corvette Kaimina. Near Saturn


Caroline.
Jim thought it slowly, as he sat stunned by the image on the holotank in front of him.
Caroline.
She was in London.
She’s dead.
Jim bowed his head. The pain in his head became nothing compared to the pain in his heart.
Caroline is dead.
He wanted to jump up, throw off the blanket the Nidarian doctor had wrapped around him, scream and rage at the universe.
But it was pointless. All he would accomplish would be to scare the crap out of the Nidarian bridge crew. And the Captain - Pojjayan - had graciously allowed him on the bridge to watch the attack by the Nidarian fleet against the Singheko battlecruiser.
And for a few minutes - for a few precious minutes - he had thought his world was saved.
Then the nukes hit.
The filters in his nose that were supposed to keep the stink out were now choking him to death. He reached up and ripped them out, throwing them on the deck. Then he shook his head.
She’s gone forever.
Slowly, Jim rose to his feet. He looked around the bridge.
Every one of the Nidarian crew avoided his eyes, except for Captain Pojjayan. The Captain gazed at him steadily. Pojjayan walked over to him. 
“I am so sorry for your loss, Major. May I escort you back to sick bay?”
His English was much better than the medics. Jim nodded dumbly.
Caroline.
He let the Captain and the doctor lead him back to sickbay. With a sigh, he lay down on the too-short bed again. The doctor put a needle in his vein, but he didn’t care. He closed his eyes.
Caroline.


Earth. Flagstaff, Arizona


Earlier in the day, Gillian had received the bad news about Jim going missing in the Battle of Saturn. A Space Force Lieutenant pulled up in the driveway and knocked on the door. 
Mark had spent most of his life in the Army. He knew instantly, as soon as he answered the door, what it was about. He invited the man in and called Gillian. 
She came to the living room, took one look at the officer, and knew as well. Like Mark, she had been around the military most of her career.
“Jim?” she had said quietly, and the Captain had nodded.
“Yes, ma’am, I regret to inform you that your brother is missing in action. Unfortunately, I cannot give you any details. But we will keep you informed.”
Gillian nodded dumbly, and Mark thanked the Captain, showed him out of the house.
Now, this evening, he had to ride. It was the only way he could work it all out in his mind. He rode the mare hard, until both were tired. Then he came back to the house, put the horse away, rubbed her down and fed her, and walked slowly in through the back patio. He decided he might take a shower.
Gillian was standing stock still in front of the television. She was as white as Mark had ever seen her. She turned to look at him slowly.
“They nuked Washington,” she said.
Mark thought he misunderstood. 
“What?”
Gillian shook her head slowly.
“They nuked Washington.”
Mark realized she was serious. He stepped over to the television.
She had turned the sound down low, but the picture was unmistakable. A large mushroom cloud, dissipating, the view taken from a helicopter. The crawl under the picture stated that Washington was gone.
Mark turned up the sound. 
“It’s just gone,” said a reporter’s voice. The man talking was clearly distraught. His voice shook.
“It’s all gone, all gone,” he repeated.
Mark turned the sound back down and went to Gillian, held her. By reflex, he smoothed her hair down. He looked out the window at the patio, at the paddock, at the pasture in the distance.
If I had stayed in the Army, I’d have been in the Pentagon today. Gillian would have been at CIA Headquarters at Langley.
Gillian whispered tearfully, her voice breaking with emotion.
“All our friends. Everybody we knew. Gone.”
Mark held her.
“Some will survive. Some would have been on trips, on vacation, elsewhere. Some will survive.”
“Not enough,” cried Gillian, losing control. “Not enough!”
Mark held her, staring out the patio door, while she cried.






  
   Sixteen

Merkkessa. Returning to Earth


It took the fleet 6.7 hours to decel back to zero relative to Earth, and another 9.4 hours to get back to the planet. But the Singheko had fled long before they got back, taking a vector directly away from them to exit the system. Rita would not get the satisfaction of killing the rest of them.  
She let them go; she had to go to Earth.
She had to face the music.
She expected the governments of Earth - the survivors, at least - to court-martial her, and then hang her, or lock her away in prison for the rest of her natural life.
I killed millions upon millions. I deserve whatever they do to me.
As they returned, the news became even worse. The Singheko had nuked Washington, Beijing, London, Moscow, New Delhi, and Tehran.
“Why Tehran?” asked Rita, sitting with Bekerose and Tarraine in the briefing room, looking at the planet on the holo and watching news from Earth on video.
“Who knows?” said Tarraine. “Probably more of an intimidation tactic than anything. Just to put every part of the planet on notice.”
Bitter, Rita slammed her palm down against the table.
“And then they slink away like a snake in the night!”
Bekerose nodded.
“They knew they couldn’t stand against us without their battlecruiser.”
“God, I wish we could catch them and smoke them all,” Rita said.
Bekerose stared across the table at Tarraine.
“No one more than we do, Admiral. But it’s not possible. They’ll be at the mass limit and translate out of the system long before we can catch them.”
“I know. But still…”
“Yes.”
<Incoming message from the corvette Kaimina for the Admiral> Rita heard over her implant. She could see from the faces of Bekerose and Tarraine they had received the message as well. Only private messages were not copied to them.
<Go ahead> responded Rita. She drummed a pencil on the tabletop, a nervous habit.
<Captain Pojjayan reports he has rejoined the fleet and has rescued one human survivor. He will transfer the survivor to the flagship shortly>
<Thank you, Merkkessa>
She lifted her gaze to look back at Tarraine and Bekerose.
“Captain Bekerose, upon arrival at Earth, I’ll go down to the planet to meet with the governments. I’ll take Captain Tarraine and Lieutenant Lirrassa with me. You’ll be in command of the fleet until … if … I return.”
“Very good, milady.”
“Fine. Then we arrive in …”
Rita looked at the chrono on the wall.
“… thirty minutes. I’ll prepare to depart. Oh, and you can bring the survivor from the Kaimina on board my shuttle, I’ll take them down to Earth with me. If they are ambulatory.”
“Very good, milady.”
“Thank you, Tarraine. I need a word with Bekerose before I go.”
Tarraine rose and nodded, turned, and left the briefing room.
“Captain Bekerose. I may not be able to return. The government of Earth would be completely within their rights to hold me responsible for the millions of deaths that have occurred. And they would be right. I am responsible.”
Bekerose began an objection, but Rita held up her hand.
“Please. Let me finish. If I am not able to return, you are in charge of this fleet. I have posted that in my orders. You are to do what you think is right.”
“Yes, milady. I understand.”
“Please remember that Garatella - at least in theory - leased this fleet to Earth. You may therefore do either of two things if I am no longer in command. You may return to Nidaria, leaving Earth to fend for herself. Or you may stay and work with the governments of Earth to establish a defense. If I am no longer in command, that choice is up to you. But I would hope and even pray that you would consider staying to protect Earth.”
“Milady, if it is within my power, I will defend this planet.”
“Thank you, Captain Bekerose. I am proud to have served with you.”
“And I with you, milady.”
Rising, Rita saluted the Captain. With a small smile, he rose and saluted her back.
It was a gesture neither could have imagined six months earlier.
Bekerose left, and Rita went to Imogen’s room. Flo was there, packing up Imogen’s things for the trip down to Earth. Rita gave the little Nidarian doctor a hug - she couldn’t resist. Flo looked at her strangely. But Rita just took Imogen out of the crib and held her for a while, looking at her, thinking about her future.
If they lock me up, who will take care of Imogen?
I’ve tried to reach Jim, but I can’t find him. I’ve called and called, but nobody knows where he is.
She thought about it.
Gillian. Jim’s sister. I’ll go to Gillian, ask her to take care of Imogen. 
<Admiral, we are in orbit over North America. The shuttle is ready>
<On my way>
On the nine-hour return to Earth, Rita had given much thought to where she should go, who she should report to. She had established communications with the U.S. military via the Deep Space network, and had been provided access to a General Raines, a senior commander in the Space Force. He had evidently been out of Washington when the nuke hit, and as a result had become the most senior member of the Space Force in an instant.
Raines told her to meet him in Colorado Springs, at Petersen Air Force Base, the headquarters of the Space Force.
Quickly, Rita recorded a brief message to Gillian, Jim’s sister.
<Hi Gillian. This is Rita Page. I have never met you, but I am the mother of Jim Carter’s child, Imogen. I have just returned from Nidaria and I am on my way to Petersen Air Force Base in Colorado Springs. I need your help. I need to find Jim and I can’t get in touch with him. I may need him to take care of his child. Could you possibly have him meet me there? Contact General Raines at the base for coordination. Thank you>
Rita sent the message and sighed. At least that was done. If they imprisoned her, at least Gillian would know what to do. 
Rising, she walked to the door of her Flag Cabin, and turned to look back one last time. 
I might never see this place again.
Opening the hatch, she stepped out. Gabriel was there to escort her. She smiled at him and started the walk to the shuttle bay. On the way, she passed several crew members. They did the traditional “Attention on deck” call and slammed themselves back against the passageway wall, as they always did when she passed.
But this time, there was something different. Each one snapped to attention and saluted her as she went by.
That’s different, she thought. I wonder what this is all about.
Coming to the shuttle bay, she stepped through the hatch and pulled up short.
A goodly number of the ship’s crew stood in ranks as an honor guard. The flags of both Nidaria and various countries of Earth were arrayed on both sides of the path to the shuttle door. At the front of the path was a small podium, and behind the podium stood Captain Bekerose and Captain Tarraine.
“What’s this?” Rita asked, coming to a confused stop in front of the two of them.
Bekerose spoke, and his words were amplified over the ship’s comm, coming through the speakers overhead. She knew that meant they were also going out via comm to the rest of the ship, and probably to the entire fleet.
“Rita Page of Earth, Admiral of the White,” Bekerose began speaking.
Rita, puzzled, didn’t know how to respond. She knew what an Admiral of the White was. It was a new Admiral who had never fought a battle. Never been blooded. It was the rank assigned to her by Garatella upon her departure from Nidaria.
Bekerose continued, his voice loud over the loudspeakers.
“By order of the High Councilor Garatella of Nidaria, I hereby inform you of your promotion to Admiral of the Black and the title Defender of Nidaria.”
Rita was stunned.
“How...what is this all about?” she asked.
Bekerose smiled.
Tarraine leaned over to Rita and whispered in her ear.
“Garatella provided us with secret instructions, not to be opened until after the battle. We opened them a few hours ago.”
“As of this moment,” Bekerose continued, his voice echoing around the hangar, “all personnel in this fleet will accord Admiral Rita Page of Earth the respect due an Admiral of the Black. Any person failing in their duty to this charge will be severely punished.”
Bekerose reached out a hand and placed two new shoulder boards in Rita’s palm. She looked at them in wonder.
Admiral of the Black. A full admiral in the Nidarian Navy. A blooded admiral, one who had fought the enemy.
Rita looked up at Bekerose. Impulsively, she stepped forward and gave him an awkward hug. Stepping back, she turned to Tarraine and gave him one also.
The assembled crew began cheering. 
Rita felt her face grow hot. She had never experienced anything like this. 
“I am humbled, and don’t know what to say.”
“Then we’ll say it for you,” said Tarraine. “Thank you for being our Admiral. Thank you for not getting us all killed. And thank you for reminding us where honor lies.”
Rita wiped a tear from her eye and shook her head.
“You guys need to get back to work,” she said.
“Aye, milady,” said Bekerose, grinning.
Rita gave him one last hand-touch and then followed Tarraine and Dallitta toward the shuttle, Flo, Gabriel, and Raphael bringing up the back of their little parade. As she walked down the aisle between the ranks of assembled crew, they snapped to attention and saluted. Her eyes still full of tears, she stepped on to the shuttle, with Flo right behind her holding Imogen. Moving to the front, Rita started to sit down when she noticed another human sitting in the front most seat, right behind the cockpit.
Oh yes, the survivor pilot rescued from the battle at Saturn, she remembered. I should say hello to him.
Stepping forward, she came up beside him and looked down to speak to him.


Earth. Flagstaff, Arizona


“What?” asked Gillian, puzzled.
It was strange. Someone had called from Petersen Air Force Base in Colorado Springs and said they had a message for her. Then they asked her to hold for a moment.
She turned to Mark, watching the news on TV. There was nothing but bad news since the nuke strikes. It was all about digging people out of rubble and evacuating the few survivors before the radiation got them.
“I don’t know anyone in Colorado Springs, do I?” she asked him.
“No,” he grunted, never taking his eyes off the television.
The line clicked and a voice came on, a voice she had never heard before.
“Hi Gillian. This is Rita Page. I have never met you, but I am the mother of Jim Carter’s child, Imogen. I have just returned from Nidaria and I am on my way to Petersen Air Force Base in Colorado Springs. I need your help. I need to find Jim and I can’t get in touch with him. I may need him to take care of his child. Could you possibly have him meet me there? Contact General Raines at the base for coordination. Thank you.”
“Oh my God,” whispered Gillian. “She doesn’t know.”
“What?” Mark asked, finally turning around to look at her. “Who doesn’t know what?”
Gillian put down her phone and started at Mark helplessly.
“That was Rita Page. She asked if we could get Jim to Petersen to take care of the baby. She doesn’t know.”
“Oh, God,” said Mark. He stood up. “Can you call her back?”
“No, it was a recorded message. She said she is on her way to Petersen, and she needs Jim to take care of the baby.”
Mark shook his head.
“She’ll be with General Raines. I’d better call him.”
“Yes. Call him. Then throw some clothes in a bag. We have to go to Petersen, Mark. Other than Rita, we’re the only family that baby has. If Rita’s in some kind of dust-up, she’ll need us there.”
Mark stood silent for a second, then nodded slowly. 
“Not that I want to go, but you’re right, of course. We have to go.”


Merkkessa. Shuttle Bay


Stunned, Rita looked down at Jim Carter in the shuttle.
How can this be?
It ran through her mind two or three times as she stood beside him in shock. Then the man looked up at her.
It was Jim, alright. He looked a little the worse for wear. But it was Jim.
“My God, Rita!” he exclaimed. He sprang out of the seat and grabbed her in a bear hug. Gabriel and Raphael ran to Rita’s side, hands on their weapons…
But then Rita grabbed the man’s face and kissed him full on the lips. Puzzled, they hesitated. 
Discreetly, they faded back again.
“Oh my God, Jim. Oh my God. How can you be here?” Rita sobbed, tears running down her cheeks. She held on to him as if she would never let him go. “Oh, Jim! Oh God, I needed you and here you are! How can you be here?”
Jim just held on to her, swaying her from side to side, never wanting to let her go. Tears ran down his cheeks as well. The two of them stood, the emotions raw, while the rest of the people in the shuttle waited quietly. They weren’t sure what they were seeing, but it seemed something good for their Admiral. So they waited.
Flo was the only person on the shuttle who had seen Jim Carter before. Now she stepped forward; Jim looked over Rita’s shoulder, and Rita turned to see Flo standing there with Imogen.
Shyly, Rita Page, Admiral of the Black, turned and took the baby from Flo. She turned back to Jim.
“Jim, meet your daughter. This is Imogen.”


Earth. Flagstaff, Arizona


Mark had talked to General Raines on the phone, and Raines had arranged for a plane to pick them up at the Flagstaff Airport and bring them to Petersen AFB.
They were just pulling into the Flagstaff airport when Gillian’s phone rang.
“Yes? What? What? Oh my God, oh my God. You’re sure? You’re sure? Oh my God, thank you. Thank you so much.”
Mark looked over at Gillian as she put down her phone.
“What?”
Gillian looked at him.
“Jim’s alive. They rescued him.”
“No!”
“Yes. General Raines confirmed it. And get this - he was rescued by a ship from Rita’s fleet. He’s on the shuttle with her right now, coming down from her flagship to Petersen!”
“I swear, that brother of yours has nine lives,” Mark grinned. He pulled over for a moment.
“So do we go back home?”
“Hell, no!” exclaimed Gillian. “We’re going to Petersen to see my new niece!”






  
   Seventeen

Earth. Colorado Springs


Rita’s shuttle touched down at Petersen just at dusk. She was surprised to see an honor guard awaiting her here as well. 
I guess they want to observe the traditions before the court-martial.
It was easier to go through a ceremony the second time. Having Jim at her side helped a lot. Rita and her party filed off the shuttle, a band played, people saluted, and a lot of officers introduced themselves, most of whose names she would never remember.
Then they were inside a building, walking down a long corridor, and into a conference room. General Raines was standing at the middle of the conference table. 
“Welcome, Admiral Page,” he said warmly. He reached out a hand and shook hers, gestured to a chair across from him.
“Won’t you sit down?”
Rita nodded. She walked around the table and stood behind her chair, waiting for the rest of her staff to filter in and find their places. General Raines had recognized Jim and was over pumping his hand, congratulating him on surviving the Battle of Saturn - so far, the only survivor.
Some protocol had been exchanged between the two groups before the meeting; even before her shuttle left the Merkkessa, the two groups had exchanged basic rituals and taboos to prevent misunderstandings.
As a result, the humans in the room knew not to shake the Nidarian’s hands, but instead to touch them on the back of the hand in greeting. And the Nidarians knew that, if a human was carried away and grabbed their hand in greeting, to handle it gracefully.
Now, finally, everyone took a seat. Rita wanted Jim beside her, for moral support, but she knew it would be a breach of protocol - he a mere Major - so he sat at the far end of the table, well away from her. But he kept his eyes on her and a strong, supportive smile on his face.
She could get through this. If Jim were there for her to look upon in times of trouble, she could get through this.
General Raines finally sat, and the meeting could start. Rita felt like she should make an opening statement.
“General Raines, thank you for greeting us so warmly. Of course we are devastated by what has happened. We never expected the Singheko would react the way they did. Had we known, we would have taken a different strategy.”
General Raines looked surprised. He glanced sideways at his protocol officer, whose name Rita had forgotten, and then back at her.
“Admiral Page, you have won a great victory. You have driven off the most dangerous enemy humanity ever faced. Quite frankly, I fail to understand what you have to apologize about.”
Rita sat stunned. She looked over at Tarraine, who gave her a smile.
“General Raines, because of our attack, millions upon millions of people have died. That tragedy is on me. I am so sorry for my error in judgment.”
General Raines looked at her.
“Admiral Page, you seem to be operating under a misunderstanding. Let me clarify the situation for you. Before your arrival, the Singheko communicated an ultimatum to Earth.”
Raines turned to his aide.
“Colonel Garth, will you please read the ultimatum sent by the Singheko upon their arrival?”
“Yes, sir,” said the woman next to General Raines, a full bird Colonel in the uniform of the Space Force.
“I quote: 
Lesser beings of this planet, you are now our slaves. You have no chance of resistance. All who resist will be killed. You will immediately collect 120,000 healthy able-bodied persons between ages twelve to forty for transport to Singheko as the first shipment of slaves. We will take only five million slaves per year. This is very generous on our part. You will agree to these terms and surrender, or we will destroy one city every two hours as the Earth turns beneath us until you surrender your planet.”
Colonel Garth finished reading and looked up. In the background, Flo was just completing her translation to the Nidarian contingent whose English was not yet good enough to follow in real time. The group was quiet.
General Raines continued.
“Admiral Page. The first nuke was launched at Washington. This occurred before your attack - before the Singheko even knew you were attacking. You didn’t see that because the planet was turned away from you as you approached.”
Rita swallowed. Her emotions ran wild. It was all she could do to control herself in front of this crowd. In fact, she did not completely succeed, as a tear slid slowly down her face. She lifted a hand and wiped it away. She realized she was not the only one around the table wiping away tears now.
“Admiral, you did not cause the Singheko to nuke our planet. They had already started that process before your attack saved us from slavery by these animals. Yes, you may have caused them to hurry things. But you probably saved many of the world’s cities, even if you don’t know it.”
Rita wiped away another tear.
“I don’t see that, General. If I had not attacked, you would have had time to negotiate a surrender, or at least negotiate with them.”
General Raines shook his head.
“I think humanity has more backbone than we suspected, Admiral. The consensus had already been reached among the nations of the world that we would not surrender. Thus, you changed nothing, except to drive the bastards away before they could nuke any more cities.”
Rita sat, stunned.
General Raines continued.
“By the time of your attack, the decision had already been made. We had already decided to tell them to go pound sand. We had started emergency evacuations of all the major cities.” 
Rita just shook her head. She couldn’t speak at the moment. Beside her, Captain Tarraine reached over and touched the back of her hand, the ultimate sign of support from a Nidarian in public.
“The plans were coming together to conduct guerrilla operations against them as they landed. I think you may have underestimated humanity, Admiral. We weren’t going to go quietly.”
Rita finally found her voice. She looked over at Tarraine, smiled to thank him for his support, and then looked back at General Raines.
“You need to keep moving forward with those plans, General. This is a temporary reprieve, we think. The Singheko will not give up this easily. They’ll be back in force, and with a lot more ships. We don’t know how long, but it could be soon. It’s possible this was just an advance party. A larger fleet could be right behind them.”
“I agree,” said Raines. “We need to form a strategy for fighting them when they come back.” Raines turned to Jim Carter.
“Major Carter, you fought them at Saturn. Can you give us any insight into tactics that would be more effective against them?” 
Jim nodded. “I’ll try, sir. The main thing we learned at Saturn is that small, unarmored fighters have a tough time penetrating their point defense. The flak took down all our fighters; we destroyed none of their capital ships. The Longsword can’t penetrate that flak. Worse, our missiles were largely taken out as well. We need bigger, tougher missiles, with more evasive capability, and those can’t be carried by small fighters.”
“What are you recommending, Major?”
Jim perused the table, his brow furrowed. “I’m not sure exactly, General. We need a task force to come up with a new approach, and quickly. But one thing is certain, we need to start on new missiles immediately. Missiles with much more AI capability, better maneuverability, and bigger payloads. That much is certain - we can start on that today. Then we have to figure out how to deliver them to penetrate the flak and hit the targets.”


Sol System. In the Black


The Corresse translated into three-space 20 AU below the ecliptic, off-center of the Sun, in the middle of nowhere. Bonnie and Arteveld felt it was the safest place to be in case the Singheko were already dominant in the system.
They studied the holo carefully. The information there would be two and a half hours out of date, but that was close enough for their purposes now. It didn’t take them long to get the lay of the land.
“Nidarian battlecruiser in orbit around Earth, along with the rest of Rita’s fleet. Lots of debris, though. Looks like the remains of a Singheko battlecruiser. Good for Rita,” said Arteveld.
“Another swarm of debris out by Saturn,” said the XO, Commander Dallitta. “The wreck of at least one ship there, and what looks like lots of wrecked fighters.”
“Agree,” said Arteveld. Then Arteveld looked a bit closer at the holo.
“Colonel,” he said quietly.
“What?”
“Look at the major cities on the planet.”
Bonnie leaned forward, stared at the holo. She ran the magnification up a bit.
“Oh, sweet Jesus.”
Arteveld was grim.
“They nuked a bunch of cities,” he said.
Bonnie retched, gagged, nearly puked. She threw her hand over her mouth, trying to fight it off. Regaining control of herself, she leaned back in her chair, wordless. Together, the three of them sat for a long while, staring at the blue planet in the holo with the dark craters on it.
After a long while of bitter thinking, Bonnie spoke.
“We can’t let this stop our mission. That problem is in the hands of Rita and the Earth governments. They have a job to do. And we have a job to do.”
Arteveld nodded silently.
Bonnie turned to him.
“We will find that damn starship.”
“Aye, Colonel.”
Bonnie was still not used to that title. She ducked her head, thought for a bit, then looked up and responded.
“I don’t want to be detected when we come in. I don’t want to have to explain to the Earth governments what we’re doing here or go through a lot of red tape. Can you put us on the backside of the moon without being detected?”
“That would be difficult, with the Nidarian fleet there. Their sensors would pick us up the minute we boosted for the moon. But…”
Arteveld dipped his head, as if in apology.
“…Garatella anticipated this situation. He briefed Bekerose and Tarraine in a set of secret orders to be opened only when they arrived at Earth, and only if the fleet was still intact. I assume they have read those orders by now.”
“Really?” asked Bonnie. “And what do those orders say?”
“They let Bekerose and Tarraine know we are coming. They identify us as a courier boat from Nidaria, come to check on the status of the mission. We can drive right in and park in orbit, just like we own the place.”
“Damn. That Garatella is scary good,” said Bonnie.
“You don’t become High Councilor by being stupid,” Arteveld smiled weakly.
“OK. Take us in, park us in orbit at some convenient place to Tibet, and let’s prepare to go looking for some hidden caves.”
Nineteen hours later, the Corresse settled into orbit over Afghanistan, behind the corvette Kaimina.
Bonnie and Arteveld convened in the briefing room to plan next steps.
“Can you get us to Tibet without detection?” she asked Arteveld.
“I think so,” he said. “You’ll remember we have that little shuttle you used at Dutch Harbor - the one that looks like a smaller version of a normal blended-wing airliner. From a distance, it’s hard to tell the difference. We used to do this all the time when we were here on our research mission. You have no idea how many times we landed on Earth to dig out information and were never detected. We can drop into the atmosphere over an uninhabited area - Antarctica probably - then fly like a normal aircraft to our destination.”
“Could we drop in over Mongolia or Siberia instead? That would be a lot closer.”
“Maybe. Let me check their radar coverages. If I can find a gap in their radar, we can do that. But the last thing we want is to trigger a Russian or Chinese alert and have a bunch of their fighters come up in our face.”
Bonnie was somewhat bitter as she spoke.
“Sad to say, they may have other things on their minds right now.”
Arteveld nodded. “Still, we can’t take chances. Let me check it out. I’ll know within the hour where we can come in. Why don’t you and Dallitta get ready for the mission, prepare everything you need, and stage it on the shuttle? I’ll prepare the flight plan.”
“Done.”
Bonnie got up and left to her cabin.
It’ll feel good to get out of this ship for a change. I love the Corresse, but still … six months cooped up on this damn thing. Let me out of here!
An hour later, Bonnie stood with Dallitta just outside the shuttle. Arteveld had found a spot where he was reasonably sure the shuttle could slip into the airspace over Siberia without detection. From there, they could make it safely to Tibet. It involved a lot of low-level terrain following once they got down, but he assured them the AI could handle it.
“Let’s do this, Dallitta,” Bonnie smiled.
“Let’s!” replied Dallitta. The little Commander was excited. She had been on previous missions to Earth during her last tour, and she loved it. She thought the planet was wonderful - although she said the atmosphere lacked flavor, as it had no rotten egg smell.
Buckling into the shuttle, they prepared for the drop into atmosphere. The clamshell doors beneath them opened, and with a lurch, they were pushed away from the Corresse by large springs. The AI took control and the little blended-wing shuttle decelerated rapidly. A few moments later, the ship had become stationary relative to their entry point and they descended into the atmosphere like a hawk stooping on a kill.


Earth. Colorado Springs


Mark and Gillian arrived at Petersen Air Force Base well after midnight. Gillian had kept in touch with General Raine’s staff, so she knew the lay of the land. She had even talked to Jim, and he assured her he was alright. He told her he would be waiting for them to arrive.
“Jim, you should sleep,” she said.
“I slept in the Longsword when I was on mission,” Jim laughed. “I’m good, sis.”
Now they passed through the gate and followed an escort sent by General Raines to lead them to Jim and Rita. Rita had been given a four-bedroom house on base for her use; their guide pulled up in front. Mark and Gillian parked and got out. 
Coming out to meet them, Jim grabbed Gillian first, giving his sister a big bear hug, and then kissing her on the forehead.
“I’m glad to see you, Jimmy Boy,” Gillian said, trying not to cry. She held on to him a bit longer, then she looked over at Mark. Gillian released him, and Mark grabbed him roughly.
“You look like shit,” he grinned at Jim.
“Thank God I don’t feel as bad as I look,” Jim shot back. Although he had showered and shaved and changed into uniform, Jim’s face still reflected his ordeal. He had lost ten pounds during the mission.
“Come in the house and meet Rita and the baby,” Jim said. He led them inside. Rita was waiting for them, with Flo beside her holding a sleeping Imogen in her arms.
Mark had met Rita at Dutch Harbor, briefly, before she left with Bonnie on the Corresse. But Gillian had never met her. Jim introduced them, and Gillian gave Rita a hug.
Then they introduced Gillian to Flo - her first glimpse of a Nidarian in the flesh. Gillian immediately reached for the baby, taking her gently and cradling her, cooing at her even though she was sleeping.
Jim glanced at Mark.
“I think this conversation is about to degenerate into baby talk, so maybe we should adjourn to the den,” he smiled.
Mark nodded, gave Gillian a quick kiss, and Jim and Mark left for the den. Gillian, Rita, and Flo headed for the baby’s nursery.
Their peace and happiness would last exactly twenty-four more hours.






  
   Eighteen

Earth. Colorado Springs


The first day after the holocaust was spent digging out, re-forging connections to foreign governments, and getting used to the new normal of the world. All the countries impacted declared new capital cities. Shanghai, St. Petersburg, Mumbai, Birmingham, Isfahan - all became the new capitals of their respective nations. 
And Philadelphia. Once again it was the capital of a nation at war, as it had been in 1776. 
There were survivors of the government - the Secretary of State had been on a trip away from Washington. She assumed the role of acting President under the Presidential Succession Act. She immediately declared martial law, to allow the executive branch to do the things necessary to re-create a viable government. 
The only other senior member of the Executive branch to survive, the Attorney General, assumed the role of Vice-President.
The Senate and House had been completely decapitated - they had been in session when the bomb struck, with only a half-dozen of them out of the Capital for various reasons. The President issued a second Executive Order that the six remaining elected legislators constituted a quorum and could propose and enact temporary laws until new elections were held. 
There were few survivors in D.C. Those few that were pulled out of the outskirts of the city died of radiation sickness soon after. It had not been a clean bomb. The consensus was that the Singheko didn’t care how many people they killed, because there were plenty of slaves available for them on Earth anyway - far more than they could carry off the planet in any reasonable amount of time.
In the face of this mounting horror, Rita and Jim went their different ways - Rita for a conference with General Raines on the defense of the planet, and Jim to meet with technical staff on a full debrief of the Battle of Saturn.
General Raines had also sent Mark to an Intelligence meeting; although Mark was retired, it had only been two years. Since he had been a participant at the Battle of Dutch Harbor, Raines wanted his input.
Captain Bekerose, in orbit, sent out corvettes and destroyers as pickets, each one posted 10 AU from Earth and in position to give early warning of any Singheko movements.
The rest of the planet went on about their business, for the most part. There was a sudden surge of marriages, as people all over the world realized how short life could suddenly become in this new reality. The battles and wars that were ongoing mostly sputtered to a stop that second day, although there were a few combatants that just couldn’t stop killing each other, even in the face of a greater menace.
And after working all day, Rita, Jim, and Mark came back together in the evening, exhausted, and with no better answers than when they had left in the morning.
“They’ll be back, and in greater force,” said Mark. He had reviewed records of both battles, Saturn as well as Earth. “There’s no doubt in my mind. And we are totally unprepared for a large fleet.”
Rita nodded. “I know.”
“I think the only solution right now is to prepare for guerrilla warfare. Both in space and on the planet. And hope the Nidarians have mercy on us and send reinforcements.”
“Agreed,” said Rita. “And General Raines also agrees. I talked to Bekerose this afternoon, and he is in complete agreement with us. So now the question is how to implement that approach.”
Mark went quiet, thinking. Then he spoke.
“Do you think there’s any possibility Garatella sent a fleet right behind yours? You’ve said he’s a tricky bastard. What if you are the stalking horse - the bait - and he has another, larger fleet right behind you to smash the Singheko reinforcements?”
“That would be just like that clever SOB, but we have no way to know,” replied Rita. “The Corresse arrived a little while ago with some dispatches, but there was nothing in them that gave any clue to Garatella’s thinking. Just routine stuff.”
“Yes, I heard. But why do you think he sent a courier boat just three days after your departure? Doesn’t that seem a little strange?”
Rita nodded. “It does. Captain Arteveld said Garatella ordered him to assess the situation and report back to Sanctuary. But it does seem a bit strange to me.”
There was a long silence as they withdrew into their own thoughts.
Jim’s thoughts wandered to Caroline. So far, he had been too busy to think about her. But now, with the meetings over for today, his mind kept returning to her fate. 
And he realized he needed to mourn her. Their relationship had been short - a few weeks, only a day if you counted the intimate part.
But he needed to mourn her.
“If you guys will excuse me, I’m going to take a short walk,” he said. 
Leaving them, he walked outside and down the street, trying to clear his head. The air was crisp, not cold but not warm, just that perfect temperature that makes you glad you’re alive.
But Caroline is not alive. Dear God, please let it have been so quick for her that she never knew it. Please don’t let her have suffered.
Jim wondered if God listened to such prayers. Jim considered God a distant, aloof entity, who had created the Universe and then moved on to other priorities, letting the gears turn and the chips fall where they may.
But if you listen to us, he thought, please hear my prayer. Take good care of Caroline. And Angel. And Spanky, and Bobber. They gave everything. Please hold them in a special place in your heart. And protect my baby Imogen. If you can find it in yourself to keep her safe, I would gladly give you my life in exchange for hers. Please protect my baby.
To his surprise, Jim realized he had made the block and was back at their quarters. He started up the driveway and went into the house. There was a commotion going on; he could hear Rita talking, and her voice sounded grim. He walked into the den. Mark and Rita were standing. Rita was on the phone, and Mark looked pale.
“What?” Jim asked.
Mark looked over at him.
“They’re back. A much larger fleet. Two battlecruisers, four cruisers, eight destroyers, six corvettes. Ten big fat freighters.”
Jim nodded in understanding.
“The freighters are for the slaves,” he said. “The first fleet was just their test, to see what our defenses were like. Now they know exactly what it takes to defeat us.”
Mark agreed. “The first fleet was expendable. They wanted to draw out the Nidarians.”
Jim spoke bitterly. 
“They’re not as dumb as they look.”


Earth. Over Siberia


The shuttle with Bonnie and Dallitta on board didn’t reenter the atmosphere with heat and flames like a capsule, or with a long streak of disturbed air behind it. It had been designed specifically to allow the Nidarians to sneak down to the planet with a minimum risk of detection. At night - like tonight - it was virtually invisible.
As they entered the atmosphere, wing extensions unfolded up and out and oriented the shuttle in a stable position. Their inertial system engine fired nearly continuously, keeping their speed down. 
After a while, the air became thick enough for the extended wings to bite. In a few more minutes, the air was thick enough for the blended wing configuration to provide lift, and the wing extensions folded back out of sight.
They became an aircraft.
Bonnie took manual control, not because she needed to - the AI could fly the plane better than she could - but because she was a fighter pilot, and it had been two years since she had been behind a stick. She gave a yelp of joy as she twisted and turned the little shuttle, bleeding off speed. Dallitta shared her enthusiasm - after a few minutes, Bonnie handed control over to Dallitta, who also twisted, turned, and generally abused the shuttle as they coasted down to the lower atmosphere.
Finally they got serious, as the ground came up and they fell below 25,000 feet. They turned control back to the AI and let it resume their flight plan.
“Where are we, Corresse?’ Bonnie asked the AI.
<We are 120 miles north of the Tunguska State Nature Reserve. We are on a course to the Abakan Mountains of southwestern Siberia. From there, we will enter Mongolia over the province of Zavkhan, and make our way to the Bayan Har mountains of Tibet. The entire trip will take nearly six hours, so you may want to sleep> 
“Why so long?” asked Bonnie. “It’s only about 3,200 klicks, right?”
<Yes. But to perform terrain following at night without detection, I cannot fly faster than 300 knots, or roughly 555 klicks as you say in your language>
“Fine,” grumbled Bonnie. “Wake me when we get there.”
And with that, she settled into her seat and closed her eyes.


Earth. Colorado Springs


Rita finished up her phone call and looked at Jim across the den.
“I’m going back to the Merkkessa. I’m going to fight them from there.”
“I’m going with you,” Jim responded.
“I’d rather you stayed here with Imogen. I’m leaving her with Gillian and Mark. Please stay with her and keep her safe.”
“I can’t, Rita. My place is in the fight. Mark and Gillian will take good care of her.”
Rita looked down, accepting Jim’s decision.
“Get your things together, then. I’m leaving in a half hour.”
“On it,” said Jim. He left to their room.
Rita turned to Gillian and Flo, who were standing in the doorway to the kitchen. Their faces reflected the utter sadness in their hearts as they realized Rita and Jim were headed back into harm’s way.
“Gillian, please take good care of my baby,” Rita said. A tear glistened on her cheek. “If I don’t come back…”
Gillian shushed her. “Don’t talk like that, Rita. You’ll come back. And in the meantime, know in your heart that Mark and I will do everything in our power to keep Imogen safe. Don’t even think about fretting about that. Flagstaff will be one of the safest places on this planet.”
Rita nodded, wiping the tear from her cheek. She turned to Flo.
“Flo, you’ve stood by me through thick and thin. I’ll never forget it. But I’d like you to be with your husband now. We don’t know what will happen. But at least you’ll be together.”
“Thank you, Admiral.”
“You can ride up with us on the shuttle, then transfer over to the Corresse from there.”
Flo nodded.
“OK. Then that’s that,” said Rita. She stood. Walking to Gillian, she gave her a good long hug.
“I’ll go kiss my baby goodbye and we’ll head for the shuttle.”
“Take care of yourself, Rita. I’m proud to have met you. I think Jim is lucky to have you,” Gillian whispered.
Rita blinked back the tears.
“Thank you, Gillian.”
Rita went to Imogen’s room and stood over the crib. She looked down at the sleeping baby. Carefully she leaned in and kissed her on the cheek.
“Goodbye, little one. I may not see you again. If I don’t make it back, know that I loved you very much.”
Quickly, before she started crying again, Rita left. She grabbed her bag and walked outside with Jim and Flo. Tarraine and Lirrassa were waiting with a vehicle. They drove to the shuttle pad, and in a half-hour, they were launching for space.
The plan was for Flo to remain on the shuttle after Rita and her party debarked on the Merkkessa, then the shuttle would take Flo over to the Corresse. But just before they docked into the shuttle bay of the Merkkessa, Flo got the closed eye look of someone receiving a private comm. Suddenly her eyes flew wide open, and she stared at Jim.
“Jim, we have a problem. You need to go back to Earth.”
“What?” Jim looked puzzled. “Why?”
“You need to trust me. Arteveld has something to tell you, and it’s for your ears only.”
Jim looked at Rita.
“There’s nothing he can tell me that can’t be for the ears of the Admiral also,” Jim said firmly. “Rita is in charge of the entire fleet.”
“No. The Corresse is on a detached mission, not part of the fleet.”
Rita figured it out, the conclusion coming into her brain instantly.
“Bonnie,” she said suddenly. “Bonnie’s on the Corresse.”
Flo sighed. “I knew you’d figure it out sooner or later.”
Jim was stunned.
“You mean Bonnie’s on the Corresse? Right now?”
“Not exactly,” said Flo. “She’s on her way to Earth in a shuttle right now. But here’s the problem. The Corresse was supposed to be the support system for her mission. But Arteveld can’t stay here with the Singheko coming back. Like the rest of the fleet, he must find someplace to hide. That leaves Bonnie with no support and no comms back to the rest of us.”
“So Arteveld wants Jim to go back to Earth and be Bonnie’s support system,” said Rita.
“Exactly.”
“What’s Bonnie’s mission?”
“I don’t know. Something Arteveld is holding close to his vest. But it must be important, or Garatella wouldn’t have sent her separately.”
Rita looked at Jim.
“I don’t want you to go. I just got you back. Send someone else.”
Jim gazed at Rita, sadness in his face.
“You know I can’t do that, Rita. Bonnie is us, and we are Bonnie. The three of us are a team. We can’t leave her alone in this.”
“Dammit!” cursed Rita. She threw a half-full coffee cup against the wall of the shuttle, shocking those around her. “Just for once, can’t you choose me over Bonnie?”
Jim tried to say something, but Rita cut him off.
“Just go. I don’t give a shit anymore. That’s fine. Just get your ass back to Earth and do whatever.”
Very gently, Jim spoke.
“Rita. This is not choosing one over another. This is about where I can add the most value. On the Merkkessa, I can do little. I know nothing about your ship or your processes. I could fly one of your fighters - but not as good as your own pilots can. I can support you emotionally, yes. But I will be of more value helping Bonnie complete her mission. Whatever it is, Garatella thought it important enough to send her here.”
With a crunch, they arrived in the shuttle bay. Silently, the rest of her staff left the shuttle, knowing they needed to give Rita and Jim time to sort through their emotions. 
In a moment, they were alone, with only Flo remaining behind.
Rita heaved a long sigh. Staring at the coffee dripping down the shuttle wall, she turned to Jim. She gave him a long, deep kiss - a goodbye kiss for two people who knew they might never see each other again.
“Alright. Go. I’ll give you one of the Devastator fighters. The AI can teach you to fly it as you go.”
Jim held Rita close, not wanting to let her go. But he had no choice. In his world of honor, he couldn’t leave Bonnie to fend for herself without support.
Rita pulled back from him. The bitterness was gone from her voice now. Only sadness lingered.
“Go take care of the woman we both love, Jimmy Boy. And try not to die.”


Earth. Bayan Har Mountains, Tibet


Bonnie and Dallitta were a long way from anywhere. They were in the middle of an inhospitable mountain range, with nothing for miles in any direction. 
The ends of the Earth.
Arteveld had spent the entire night doing remote sensing from the Corresse. Now he transmitted his data down to them. He had found three caves in the area which were possibilities.
“We’ll start with the one which is the most accessible to civilization,” Bonnie told him, and Arteveld gave her the coordinates.
Bonnie and Dallitta selected a likely looking area to hide the shuttle and put it down into a deep rocky hollow just as dawn was breaking. Completely surrounded by rocks and trees, it would be difficult to see unless someone fell into the pocket by accident.
Then Arteveld gave them the bad news.
“The Singheko are back, a much larger force,” he told them. “Rita is taking the fleet to hide in the Kuiper belt and conduct guerrilla warfare against them. I can’t stay here, so I’m going with them.”
“Understood,” replied Bonnie. “Good luck to you.”
“One more thing,” added Arteveld. “I couldn’t leave you there without support. I notified Jim Carter of your location. He’s coming to help you.”
“What?” Bonnie was shocked. “How did you get in touch with him?”
“It’s a long story. I’ll let him tell you when he finds you. In any case, he has your coordinates. How he gets to you is his problem. Oh, he said you’d know the frequency to monitor.”
Bonnie smiled.
“Yes, I know the frequency. Thank you, Arteveld.”
“Corresse out. Good hunting.”
“Good hunting to you, Corresse.”






  
   Nineteen

Merkkessa. Leaving Earth Orbit


Rita felt cut in half.  
First, she had failed to protect Earth, and millions of people had died. 
Now the Singheko were coming back - so it was all in vain.
And lastly, the absence of Jim, Flo and Imogen tore her soul apart.
But she couldn’t show it.
“Captain Bekerose, take us out of here. Find us someplace to hide,” Rita said crisply as she walked onto the bridge with Tarraine and Lirrassa. 
“Aye, milady,” Bekerose acknowledged. He motioned to the Tac Officer, who entered a command. Within seconds, the Merkkessa was moving, clearing Earth orbit.
They were on the opposite side of the planet from the incoming Singheko fleet. The Singheko were 20 AU out, coming much faster than the first incursion. They had nothing to fear now; they knew the humans couldn’t stop them.
“Dammit all to hell!” Rita cursed, looking at the holo.
Beside her, Tarraine nodded in silent agreement. He was getting quite good at cursing in English, just as Rita was quite good at cursing in Nidarian. They found it a useful talent.
“Private comm from General Raines, milady,” said the Tac Officer.
“Give it to me,” called Rita.
The comm came over her implant.
<Admiral Page, the decision has been made by the United Nations. We’ll make a show of surrendering to them for now, to prevent any more nukes dropped on civilian populations. But we’ll fight them on the ground everywhere. Every time they land, every time they set foot on this planet, we’ll fight. We’ll stay coordinated with you using the codes we’ve established. Good luck and good hunting>
Rita had expected it. There was no use killing more millions of people, when it was clear they couldn’t stand against the Singheko. A token surrender, followed by guerrilla warfare, was the only answer that made any sense.
With a big sigh, she looked at the holo. They were headed directly away from the Singheko, into the Kuiper Belt. The Earth was between them and the incoming fleet, hiding them for the moment. 
By the time they came out from behind the planet’s radar shadow, they would be coasting, cold and dark. The Singheko would play merry hell following their path. Getting to the 14.35 AU point where they could translate into six-space and make their escape should be no problem for her fleet.
But then what? How could she fight the Singheko from there?
It required more thought than she could bring to bear for the moment. All she could do right now was run - run away, and it hurt like hell. It hurt like hell to leave behind the people of Earth, leave them to face the Singheko and Lord only knew what kind of retribution.
But she had to preserve the fleet. That was her first and foremost responsibility. It was the only small chance they had to fight another day.
“Captain Tarraine. As soon as we are safely away, convene a meeting in the briefing room. We need to start planning some dirty tricks.”
“Aye, milady,” acknowledged Tarraine.
Rita got up and left the bridge. She went to her day cabin and down the stairs to her Flag Cabin, and into her bedroom.
There she threw herself on the bed and stared at the ceiling.
She pushed all thoughts of Jim, and Bonnie, and Imogen out of her mind. She focused on one thing, and one thing only.
How to kill Singheko.


Earth. Bayan Har Mountains, Tibet


“I give up. It’s a fools’ errand,” said Bonnie, slumped on the side of a slope only a mountain goat could love.
Dallitta lay beside her in the rocks and scree.
“It’s only two miles back to the shuttle, Colonel,” said Dallitta. “Let’s just rest a bit and then keep at it. We need to get back there before nightfall, or we might not find it in the dark.”
“I can’t move another inch, Dallitta. I’m gonna lay right here and die.”
Dallitta managed a weak smile. They had trekked out at dawn, trying for the first cave on the list provided by Arteveld. It took them six hours to find the cave; and except for bear excrement, it was empty. There was nothing in the vicinity; no signs of habitation, no artifacts, no graves, nothing.
Dallitta had brought a handheld sensor along. It could detect a Nidarian starship reactor, even after two thousand years, if they were within a mile or so. Or so Dallitta claimed. 
But it had registered nothing.
The trek back was supposed to be easier. But it wasn’t. They had now been walking on the return for five hours, and it was getting dark.
And two miles still to go.
Dallitta rose to her feet. Just in case of an inadvertent sighting by a human, she had disguised herself in a hooded jacket with a face mask and goggles. Now she pushed the goggles up on her forehead.
“Come, Colonel. We have only two miles to go. You can make it.”
Bonnie sighed and pulled herself to her feet. They had fabricated walking poles with the 3D synthesizer on the Corresse before they departed. Now they started down the slope again, using the poles and working their way at an angle to maintain their footing. Bonnie reached out a hand behind her and pulled Dallitta’s hand onto her shoulder, to help them balance.
“This is a waste of time, Dallitta. There’s nothing in these mountains but rock, scree, bears, goats and batshit.”
Dallitta laughed. “It amazes me you still have a somewhat limited vocabulary in our language yet can curse like a sailor in it.”
Bonnie grunted, slipping on a rock and catching herself.
“One has to keep one’s priorities in order, you know.”
Dallitta giggled, slipped, and said a Nidarian curse.
“See what I mean?” quipped Bonnie.
Finally they reached the end of the slope and some relatively flat ground. It was getting on toward twilight now. They stepped out, trying to make the shuttle before full dark. After a half hour, tired and focused on putting one foot in front of the other, they were walking head down, not looking ahead of them. That was how they came upon the man without seeing him until the last second.
Abruptly Bonnie realized there was someone standing in front of them. She slammed to a stop, holding out her arm to stop Dallitta behind her.
Before her stood a figure, indistinct in the dusk, but clearly human. It was a man, she decided, even though his clothing looked like a skirt. He had a heavy load on his back, which appeared to be made up mostly of sticks.
Bonnie and Dallitta stood silently, and the figure before them also stood frozen in the dusk. Finally, the man spoke.
“Tashi delek,” he said. He stood, seemingly waiting for an answer.
Bonnie turned sideways to Dallitta, who had come up beside her.
“Any idea what he said?” she asked in Nidarian.
“Not a clue,” said Dallitta. “But I learned a little Chinese when I was here for five years. Let me try that.”
Dallitta spoke in Chinese. But the man did not immediately reply. Instead, he backed up in great fear, and turned, as if he would run away. But he seemed to get his fear under control, and stopped, turning back to them. He stepped forward again and looked hard at Dallitta in the dim light. He took another step forward, and another, until he was only a few feet from Dallitta, staring at her intently.
Then he spoke to Dallitta, in crude and heavily accented Nidarian.
“You too far from home, Dropa.”


Earth. In Orbit


The AI had taken control of Jim’s Devastator fighter and flown it out of the hangar just minutes before the Merkkessa departed. For the first hour, Jim was content to let the AI continue the flight, as it taught him the rudiments of controlling the black, wedge-shaped Nidarian fighter. The AI had walked him through basic maneuvers using the throttles and sidestick, then moved on to the weapons and comm systems. 
A fighter is a fighter, thought Jim. There are only so many ways you can ergonomically design it for a humanoid.
He felt comfortable now with the nasty-looking beast and was hand-flying the ship, getting to know it better. He was still in orbit.
“Devastator, I can’t keep calling you by that clumsy name. Can I rename you?”
<Of course. You may choose any name you like>
<Good. Then henceforth you shall be named Angel. After my former wingman. He was a good one>
<I am now “Angel” and will respond to that name>
<Excellent. Angel, compute a deorbit maneuver to put me at the coordinates Arteveld provided for Bonnie’s shuttle while minimizing the likelihood of detection by any Earth entity>
<I have computed a re-entry over Antarctica which will put you at Bonnie’s location in twenty-two hours with 2 percent chance of detection.”
“Oh, hell, no. That’s too long. Compute another one that’s shorter and doesn’t involve Antarctica.”
<I have computed a re-entry over the Arctic which will put you at Bonnie’s location in twelve hours with 6.8 percent chance of detection.”
“Damn, Angel. Can’t you find something that will get me there sooner? We can accept a little more risk.”
<I have computed a re-entry over Siberia and Kazakhstan which will put you at Bonnie’s location in seven hours but carries a 12.2 percent chance of detection by Russian Air Defenses.”
“That’s fine, do that one. If they detect me, I think they’ll leave me alone once they catch sight of me.”
<Anticipate an initial deorbit acceleration of 2.1g in 90 seconds. Please ensure you are strapped in and your life support systems are attached and functional>
“Everything is checked, you’re good to go, Angel.”
Ninety seconds later, the Devastator broke orbit and headed down into the atmosphere. 
Jim was in no mood for interference. He rode a black angel of death and was prepared to use it. The Devastator was fully loaded with six missiles and a laser cannon that had a range of a thousand miles in space and ten to twenty miles in atmosphere.
Jim was quite sure that was enough.


Earth. Bayan Har Mountains, Tibet


“You too far from home, Dropa.”
The man spoke again. Dallitta was stunned, as was Bonnie.
“That’s…that’s some kind of Nidarian!” said Dallitta.
“Yes,” said the man. “I speak … little. Why you far from Dropa place? You die here.”
Bonnie was stunned; she couldn’t think of anything to say. Dallitta recovered more quickly. 
“We are lost,” she said. “Can you help us get back to Dropa place?”
The man paused, clearly thinking about it.
“No. I don’t go. Too danger. But I show,” he said. He turned and pointed in the distance. 
“That mountain,” he said.
Bonnie and Dallitta turned and squinted in the gathering dusk. In the direction the man pointed were several mountains, but the largest was a distinct, snow-capped one at least a thousand feet taller than the others.
“The big one?” asked Dallitta. “With the snow?”
“Yes,” said the man. “You go there, other side. At snow. Behind snow. You don’t come back here. You die here.”
Then, the man turned suddenly and started moving off, quickly. 
“Wait!” called Dallitta, but the man never paused, never looked back. He was clearly troubled, fearful to be in their presence.
Bonnie watched him go and turned to Dallitta.
“Well, that was special.”
Dallitta nodded. “How is that even possible? How could a human in the middle of Tibet know Nidarian? And his words were crude - I could hardly understand them.”
“Well, let’s not worry about that now. Let’s get our asses back to the shuttle.”
Dallitta nodded and they started out again. Trudging along, they moved as fast as safely possible in the deepening night, but their speed was limited by their need to watch out for rocks, potholes, and slippery patches of snow. It was slow going.
Finally, after another fifteen minutes of hard trekking, they found the depression hiding the shuttle. They had climbed out via ropes and now they took them from their hiding place, threw them back down into the hole and climbed down, exhausted.
Inside the shuttle, they collapsed into the tiny galley and prepared food, almost too tired to eat.
“That was one of the hardest days of my life,” said Bonnie.
“Mine as well,” said Dallitta. “And remember, I take three steps for every two of yours.”
Bonnie smiled grimly.
“Sorry about that.”
They ate their meal mostly silent. They were too tired to talk. But finally, they finished, rose from the table, and headed for the small bunks in the back of the shuttle.
“We’ll go check out that big mountain first thing in the morning,” said Bonnie.
Dallitta nodded. She fell into a bunk and her eyes closed. She was asleep in seconds.
Bonnie smiled. Despite her exhaustion, she paused for a second before climbing into the other bunk.
She loved working with the happy-go-lucky Commander. Dallitta always had a joke or a quip to make the time pass. And she was smart, prepared, and effective at her job.
Sometimes you just get lucky, she thought. She was asleep before she knew it.






  
   Twenty

Earth. Bayan Har Mountains, Tibet


Next morning, Bonnie and Dallitta crawled out of bed, groaning, their bodies sore from the previous day’s exertions. 
“Primates are not designed to climb mountains,” grumbled Bonnie, putting together a breakfast in the galley.
Dallitta smiled. 
“I’m not a primate, but I agree,” she said.
“Oh, that’s right,” said Bonnie as she sat down to breakfast. “Nidarians are not evolved from a primate-type of ancestor. You come from what we humans would call a type of marsupial, I think. Or something close to that.”
“Yes, I suspect that would be the closest Earth-approximation. It’s surprising, though, that after millions of years of evolution, a marsupial and a primate grew so close together in terms of appearance.”
Bonnie ate, thinking, then responded.
“I think it’s convergent evolution, as we’ve talked about before. The need for an intelligent creature to free up their hands for toolmaking. The need for a large brain case. The need for speech. All these things coming together to drive the body pattern in a common direction.”
Dallitta agreed. “And don’t forget the need for sex to ensure a more rapid evolution and more diversity,” she giggled.
Bonnie smiled. In her time on Nidaria, she had learned that Nidarian sexual evolution had also converged in the same general way as humans. Even though they started as marsupials millions of years prior, they had long since lost that aspect of their body plan and were now virtually identical to humans in their reproductive systems.
Which had caused no end of jokes among Nidarian females as they realized human males would be much bigger than Nidarian males. Bonnie had lost count of the times Nidarian females had asked if all the areas of human males’ bodies were proportionately larger than Nidarians.
A question she had steadfastly refused to answer, merely inviting the questioners to find out for themselves.
Finishing breakfast, they adjourned to the cockpit and plotted a course to the other side of the big snow-covered mountain.
“Is one of the other caves that Arteveld gave us over there?” asked Bonnie.
“No, doesn’t seem so,” responded Dallitta. “It’s not on the list.”
“Hmm. Interesting,” said Bonnie. “OK, let’s go check it out.”
With a hum, the shuttle lifted off into the dawn light. They moved carefully through a low saddle across the ridge in front of them and over into the next valley, then up that valley until they were at the foot of the big mountain. They slowly moved up the face of it, past the trees until they were approaching the snowline.
They were letting the AI fly the shuttle while Dallitta ran sensors. Bonnie was monitoring the visual environment on the screens.
Suddenly Dallitta jumped.
“I’ve got a hit on residual radiation,” she called. “Ten o’clock, one-half mile.”
They moved to that point and stopped, hovering. They were just slightly above snow line now, about a hundred meters past the nearest trees below them.
“No place to hide here,” said Bonnie. “We’d stand out like a sore thumb. Let’s mark this spot and then go down into the trees and find a hiding place.”
“Roger that,” responded Dallitta. Marking the spot on their inertial nav system, they turned and went down the mountain. About a kilometer down, they found a small meadow, surrounded by rocks, which would make a good hiding place for the shuttle. Landing, they put on their parkas, gathered their packs and walking poles, and headed out. 
It was hard going uphill. The slope was steep, and they spent as much time crawling as they did walking. It took them a full hour to make the kilometer back to the site.
Entering the snow, they slogged through it until they arrived at the location they had marked. Dallitta frowned at her sensor.
“According to this…” she said, paused, then continued.
“According to this, we’re standing right on top of it. Something directly beneath us is showing residual radiation of the type I would expect to see for a two-thousand-year-old Nidarian reactor.”
Bonnie nodded, and started punching her snow pole into the hard-packed surface. She walked in a circle, starting at Dallitta’s location and spiraling out, punching a hole about once every foot as she went outward. Dallitta moved over about ten feet from Bonnie and started a similar search. The two of them worked for fifteen minutes but found nothing.
Bonnie stopped, disgusted. 
“Nothing,” she said.
Dallitta stopped and looked at her sensor again. She adjusted a small knob, looked again, and looked around at the holes they had punched in the snow. There were two well-defined circles of holes, one circle punched by Bonnie and one circle punched by Dallitta.
Dallitta walked over to a point right in between the two circles, and then turned and walked up the mountain a few meters. She looked at her sensor, and then down at the snow. She punched her snow pole down hard into the snow.
There was a solid thunk.
Dallitta looked at Bonnie. Then she dropped to her knees and began digging in the snow. Bonnie rushed to her side, and they started digging together, trying to get down to the bottom of the pole, which seemed to be about three feet down. It was slow going, as the snow was packed. It took them a good minute to gain sight of the bottom of the pole.
It was resting against a black metallic plate. As they pulled more and more snow away from it, the outline of it became clear.
It was an antenna, not that different from the one on the outside of their shuttle. 
And it was solidly connected to something underneath.


Earth. Russian-Kazakhstan Border


The two Russian fighters finally gave up the chase as Jim crossed the border into Kazakhstan. He had played with them a little. It was cruel - but he couldn’t resist.
The Russians had picked him up somewhere over Siberia. He could tell they were having trouble tracking him, so he turned off the stealth to help them. The two fighters came up on him fast then as he cruised along a few hundred feet over the terrain. His AI - Angel - warned him when they were getting close, and he sped up just enough that they started to fall behind. After a minute, they started to catch up again as they went into afterburner. He let them get a little bit closer. Then, just as they were almost into missile range, he sped up again.
It was cruel, but he was bored.
Finally, the Kazakhstan border came up, and they dropped off. He was sure they would call the Kazakh to intercept him, but he didn’t plan to make it easy for them. As soon as the Russians were out of range, he turned his stealth back on, kicked his speed up to Mach 5 and headed for Tashkent. 
He wanted to disguise his true destination as much as possible. Had he turned directly for Tibet, it would have been obvious, and the Chinese would be waiting for him. 
Instead, he continued south, crossing the border into Kyrgyzstan west of Tashkent and then down into Tajikistan. He did pick up a couple of Kazakh interceptors coming at him out of Almaty, but they couldn’t find him with his stealth on and never got close.
Finally, after passing the Pamirs, he turned a bit more southeast and flew just north of the Karakoram range, sticking to the Chinese side but low - he didn’t think they had much chance of spotting him. The Devastator was designed for space combat; it was black as the devil and heavily stealthed.
Finally, shortly after dawn, he arrived at the Bayan Har mountains. Arteveld had sent him the coordinates for Bonnie and Rita; he found the site and circled over it. It was a deep depression, almost invisible except from directly overhead.
They weren’t there.


Earth. Bayan Har Mountains, Tibet


It took Bonnie and Dallitta three hours to dig enough snow away from the object to find a hatch. But long before that, Dallitta had identified the object.
“This is an ancient Nidarian shuttlecraft,” she said, panting, as they dug. “It’s not the Dragon. It’s too small. It’s more like our own shuttle.”
“Damn. I knew it was too easy,” Bonnie said, gasping for air in the high altitude as they worked. Her gloved fingers were near-frozen. She had to stop and warm them every few minutes.
“But it’s something,” said Dallitta. “It’s a lead, at least. We know they made it to Earth.”
Breathing hard, Bonnie kept digging.
“Do you think any of the shuttle’s log would still be readable?”
“Who knows?” said Dallitta. “If the maintenance microbots survived, then yes. But two thousand years in this environment? Hard to tell.”
“Then…what good is it? We still won’t know what happened.”
“Don’t give up hope, Colonel. There’s always hope,” smiled Dallitta, digging away in the snow. Suddenly she stopped and stared. Then she gave a whoop.
“A hatch!” she cried. “Look! Here’s the edge of it! And there’s a hinge!”
“Damn straight,” said Bonnie. She turned to help Dallitta. In another five minutes, they had cleared a space of snow around the hatch. There was no doubt of its nature; it was nearly identical to the top hatch of their own shuttle.
They squatted back on their heels, breathing hard, trying to catch their breath, as they stared at the closed hatch. Finally, able to breathe again, they looked at each other.
“You go first, Dallitta,” said Bonnie. “It’s your people.”
“Thank you, Colonel,” smiled Dallitta. She reached out, pulled on the lever, but it wouldn’t budge. It was frozen solid.
Bonnie reached into her pack and pulled out a snow hammer, giving it to Dallitta. Dallitta pounded gently on the hatch handle, trying to shake loose two thousand years of ice, snow, and neglect without breaking the handle off.
The handle moved a tiny bit. Dallitta kept up her gentle thumping. A few more strokes and the handle moved again, this time by a quarter of an inch.
Dallitta put the hammer down and pushed on the handle. With a groan, it moved a full inch, then stopped. She pushed again, harder, and it moved another three inches. With one last effort, she pushed as hard as she could, and the handle moved all the way around to the stop. A soft sigh of air came out of the hatch as it popped open.
Bonnie helped Dallitta pull the hatch open, and they looked inside. It was dark inside, but it appeared to be an airlock, with a ladder leading down to another hatch. Dallitta looked at Bonnie.
“Here’s goes nothing,” she said, and put her feet over the edge onto the rungs of the ladder. She climbed down into the shuttle to the bottom of the ladder and stepped off beside the lower hatch.
“There’s another hatch. I’m going in.”
Bonnie heard a creaking sound from below, then another exhalation of stale air pulsed up from below. She saw the top of Dallitta’s head disappear into the lower hatch.
“It’s what I thought,” called Dallitta. “It’s an old shuttle. You can come down if you want to.”
Bonnie stepped into the hatch and went down the ladder, through the lower hatch, and down another ladder. She found herself on the deck of an ancient shuttlecraft. Everything was covered with dust and cobwebs.
Dallitta looked sad. 
“It’s a derelict,” she said. 
Bonnie nodded. She walked to the front, where the cockpit was. There she found everything smashed. Screens, controls, seats, even the walls had been destroyed, hammered, and punctured by blunt force and something that looked like axe damage.
“This was no accident,” she said to Dallitta. “Someone intentionally destroyed this shuttle.”
“Yes,” Dallitta agreed. “Such a waste. Such a hideous waste.”
They investigated for an hour, but nothing in the wreck helped them. It was a mess. It had been systematically and thoroughly destroyed. 
Finally they gave up. Hearts broken, they climbed the ladder back to the top, shut and sealed the hatch, and covered it over with snow again. Then they started the long walk back to their own shuttle. Slipping and sliding on the snow until they got back down to the forest, they moved into the shade of the trees, lost in their own thoughts. Neither of them saw the welcoming party waiting for them at their shuttle until it was too late to run.






  
   Twenty-One

Earth. Bayan Har Mountains, Tibet


Bonnie froze. Dallitta, confused, bumped into her from behind, then stopped and stepped to the side to see. 
Ahead of them was their shuttle, tucked away in the meadow, surrounded by tall trees on all sides.
In front of the shuttle stood a dozen men. They were dressed much like the man they had seen the night before on the mountainside. They wore traditional Tibetan garb; but the AK-47 rifles they carried were modern.
And those rifles were pointed directly at Bonnie and Dallitta.
The men stepped forward, advancing on them. It was too late to run. They were trapped.
The man in front - she assumed he was the leader - came up to within a few feet of her and motioned with the rifle. He pointed toward the ground and said something in Tibetan. She shook her head.
“I don’t understand.”
One of the men came forward, pushed her roughly on the shoulders down to her knees. Another did the same to Dallitta.
I guess they shoot us right now, thought Bonnie. No candy, no dinner, no foreplay.
But the man behind them pulled rope out of his robes and started binding their hands behind them. He was efficient but very rough doing it. When he was finished, the leader said something else in Tibetan, and gestured with his rifle for them to stand.
They stood, and the men started off, leaving the clearing. Half of them went ahead and the other half stayed behind Bonnie and Dallitta, pushing them forward. They pushed hard with the gun barrels if they slowed down even for a minute. They seemed to be in a hurry.
They walked for hours. It was soon twilight, but the men slowed only a little in the dim light, keeping up a hard pace. Then it was night, but they kept moving. Dallitta was having a hard time; her short legs were the limiting factor of the march, and the men were angry that she couldn’t keep up. The third time she fell and one of the men jerked her roughly back to her feet, Bonnie had reached a breaking point. She turned and yelled.
“No!” she screamed at the man pulling Dallitta hard to bring her back to her footing. She advanced toward him. He lifted a rifle, but she didn’t stop. She walked to Dallitta and stood beside her, defiant.
“No more!” she yelled. “She can’t move any faster!”
The man slammed the rifle butt into Bonnie’s stomach, dropping her like a poleaxed steer. She lay in the rocks groaning, gasping for breath. She felt Dallitta’s hand on her, trying to help her, but there was nothing the little Nidarian could do. Only time could bring her breath back. She gasped for what seemed like minutes before she could breathe again. Finally, she was able to open her eyes and look up.
The leader of the group stood over her. He wore a red cap. Now Red Cap looked down at her and said something in Tibetan, but she couldn’t understand it. Then he said something in Chinese. Dallitta jerked her head up, then said something in return to him. He spoke again in Chinese, and then stalked off back to the front of the group.
Dallitta helped Bonnie to her feet.
“What did he say?” Bonnie asked Dallitta.
“He said, you get up, but no more yelling. If no more yelling, they slow down a little so I can keep up.”
“OK, that sounds like a deal,” moaned Bonnie. “I couldn’t yell right now if my life depended on it.”
Together, the two of them started off again down the trail. They had been trending down the entire trip. They continued downward for another two hours. Then they came out of the forest into a clearing. There were three small cabins arranged around the clearing. The men herded them into one of the cabins. It had a small table, four chairs and a tiny kitchen area. 
They were forced to sit at the table. One of the men roughly removed their ropes, and the men left, slamming the door behind them.
“Well, here’s another nice mess you’ve got me into,” muttered Bonnie in English, rubbing her wrists to get the blood flowing again.
“What?” asked Dallitta, not following.
“An old expression I picked up from Jim Carter,” said Bonnie, switching back to Nidarian.
“Oh, the lover you left behind,” said Dallitta.
“That’s the one.”
“What do you think they want with us?”
“Nothing good, I suspect,” said Bonnie.
They sat for an hour. Bonnie got up once and tried the door, but it was locked from the outside. She tried to peek out a window, but a rifle barrel on the outside waved at her, so she returned to her seat.
The door opened. Red Cap came in, followed by another man, a tall ugly one they didn’t recognize from the earlier group. He was wearing a yellow cap. Yellow Cap stopped and stared at them, mostly at Dallitta. He walked around her, looked at her, pulling back her hood. He muttered under his breath as he inspected her. They heard the word “Dropa” a couple of times.
Finally he turned back to the leader by the door and spoke a long string of Tibetan to him. Then he left.
Red Cap smiled at them and spoke to Dallitta in Chinese. Then he departed. Bonnie heard the lock fall into place from outside.
“What did he say?” Bonnie asked.
Dallitta looked glum.
“He said I am a blasphemy to humans, and they will kill us tomorrow at dawn.”

      ***The next morning dawned cold and cloudy with spatters of showers occurring from time to time. Bonnie had been unable to sleep; it was hard to do when your execution time had been set. Dallitta as well had sat up all night, staring glumly into space. They tried to talk a bit, but there was really nothing to talk about.
Men had come back into the cabin and re-tied their hands, and then tied them to the chairs, ensuring they could not escape. They gave it the old college try; both spent several hours trying to work the bindings loose. But all they succeeded in doing was wearing sores on their hands until they were bleeding.
When the light coming in through the windows was bright, the door opened again. Red Cap came in, followed by three other men. The men grabbed them roughly and hustled them out of the cabin into the clearing. 
Off to one side, they had erected two posts. Now they tied them to the posts, yanking the leather tight enough to cut off the blood flow.
Then Red Cap walked off a dozen meters and turned back to them. Six of the men came forward with their AK-47 rifles at the ready and placed themselves in a line. The leader started a long harangue in Tibetan. Although Bonnie couldn’t follow it, she could guess.
These evil witches must die, or they will contaminate the village, she thought. Or something like that.
The laser fired across the men so quickly, Bonnie had no concept of what was happening. Red Cap was cut completely in half; the other six standing in line with their rifles sustained slightly less gruesome wounds, but just as devastating. All six of them fell dead, one of them without a head.
The rest of the men standing around screamed and ran, throwing their rifles to the ground as they vanished in seconds.
Bonnie and Dallitta found themselves alone, tied to posts in the middle of a clearing in the Bayan Har mountains, with no idea of what had just occurred.
Out of the corner of her eye, Bonnie saw figures approaching from the forest. They were small, dressed in hooded cloaks, and carried long, thin weapons that looked like rifles, but without stocks or triggers. There were four of them; they came up and stood in front of Dallitta, ignoring Bonnie. Although they were clearly men, they were no more than five feet tall. 
One of them spoke to Dallitta. It was in Nidarian, but so heavily accented that Bonnie could just barely make it out.
“Are you of the people?” asked the man.
Dallitta looked at him in shock.
“I am Nidarian,” she said. “Is that what you mean?”
Upon hearing her voice, all four of the men fell to the ground and prostrated themselves before the Nidarian officer.
Dallitta, at a loss how to proceed, looked at Bonnie.
“Ask them to untie us,” suggested Bonnie.
Dallitta nodded and made the request. The man who appeared to be the leader jumped up and made haste to remove the ropes binding them to the posts, and then untied their hands. 
Bonnie stood, rubbing her wrists, while Dallitta carried on a conversation with the leader of the group. Bonnie could follow most of it, although his language was broken and heavily accented.
The gist that Bonnie got was that these men were called the Dropa, and were hated by the local Tibetans, who viewed them as witches. The man suggested they should leave while they had a chance.
Dallitta agreed and the six of them trooped off, back up the mountain.
At least we’re going in the general direction of the shuttle, Bonnie thought. That helps.
They walked for an hour, then called a stop for rest. Bonnie and Dallitta hadn’t eaten since breakfast the day before and were hungry. Dallitta communicated this to the Dropa leader, and he rummaged around in his pack and pulled out some bread cakes for them.
After a short break, they started out again, climbing the mountain higher and higher. Bonnie was starting to get concerned they would bypass the shuttle completely, and she was right. Before long, the men turned and took a different path. Another three hours of walking and they were well around the mountain, the shuttle far behind them.
Then they came to a large rock escarpment, forming a natural terrace. They started up it. It was hard climbing, and Bonnie and Dallitta slipped many times, the men helping them as necessary.
They came to a dead end. The way was blocked by a large boulder. The men halted and milled around, waiting for Bonnie and Dallitta to catch up. At last the two females were standing at the boulder, looking at the men in confusion. 
The leader and two of his followers grabbed a smaller rock that was standing between the boulder and another one, and grunting, pulled it out of place. In the space it left, a dark cleft could be seen between the two larger boulders. The first two men got down on their bellies and crawled into the cleft, one at a time, leaving one man on guard outside and the leader with Bonnie and Dallitta. He gestured to the cleft.
“Cave,” he said. “We go inside.”
Dallitta nodded, got down on her stomach, and crawled into the cleft. Bonnie shook her head.
“I guess I go inside,” she said. Getting on her stomach, she wriggled through the cleft into darkness.
After a few feet, the space widened out considerably. Bonnie was able to see dim light. She got to all fours and crawled forward. The space got wider, and the light brighter. In another few meters, she could stand up and look around.
She was in a large cave, with flickering torches in holders around the walls. Racks on the walls contained a dozen of the laser weapons, and the two men who had entered ahead of her were replacing their weapons in the racks. The leader of the group came up behind them; he gestured to the back of the cave and led Bonnie and Dallitta to something that looked like a small altar.
In the center of the altar was a large stone, about twelve inches in diameter. It had a two-inch hole in the center. Two lines curved away from the hole, spiraling out to the edge of the stone.
“What is that?” Bonnie asked Dallitta.
“It is a stone as I described on the way here,” said Dallitta. “But I don’t know its meaning.”
The leader of the men smiled at them.
“It is the Waiting Stone,” he said. “It waits for you. We have kept it for your arrival for two thousand years.”
Bonnie and Dallitta stared at the large round stone on the altar.
“Waiting Stone?” asked Dallitta in Chinese. “What does that mean?”
The leader of the Dropa shook his head, replying in Chinese.
“We do not know. We have preserved it and guarded it for 2,000 years. But over the centuries, the meaning of it and the reason for it have been forgotten.”
Dallitta translated for Bonnie, who just shook her head.
“Who were those people who tried to kill us?” she asked Dallitta in Nidarian.
Before Dallitta could translate into Chinese, the leader replied in broken, heavily accented Nidarian.
“You speak. Is good. Enemies of Dropa. Those men.”
Bonnie nodded.
“But why enemies?”
“We do not know. They kill us, we kill them. We hide from them all times, but sometimes they find us.”
“But you’re human - not Nidarian!” said Bonnie. “Why do they kill you?”
“We … guard stone. They know stone. They want stone. They think … evil. Much evil. From old days, they hunt us. But we know stone not evil. It is Waiting Stone.”
Bonnie looked at Dallitta, who had walked over to the stone and was bent over, examining it.
“What is the purpose of the Waiting Stone?” asked Bonnie.
“Save Earth,” said the leader of the small band. “Waiting Stone here to save Earth from demons.”

      ***A half-hour later, Bonnie sat leaning against the wall of the cave, exhausted from the ordeal of the capture, near-execution, and escape. 
And the uncertainty and frustration of their present situation.
The leader of the men had sent away the rest of his band. He had produced more food from his pack and offered it to Bonnie and Dallitta. It seemed to be some kind of rice cake, hard but edible. Barely. Bonnie was so hungry, she wolfed it down regardless.
Dallitta was still examining the stone. She had walked around it for minutes, looking at it from every angle. Then she had squatted down and stared at it for at least ten minutes now.
“Anything?” called Bonnie across the cave.
“I think …” Dallitta began, but then she hesitated.
“What?”
“I think there is writing in the spiral grooves, but I can’t make it out. It’s tiny. It could be ancient Nidarian, but I just can’t be sure.”
“So what can we do?”
Dallitta stood up and turned to Bonnie.
“We have to get it back to the shuttle and let the AI scan it.”
Bonnie looked at the leader.
“We need to take the stone to our ship,” she told him. “Can you help us?”
“Yes,” said the leader. “We have a way to carry it. The others are coming just now with a harness.”
Bonnie wearily climbed to her feet. 
God, I’m not looking forward to another hike on this mountain.
But there was no choice. She watched as the other three Dropa came back into the cave, carrying a leather harness with slings and ropes attached. Deftly, they opened the harness, placed the large stone into it reverently, tied it in place and carried the entire assembly to the cave exit. One of them crawled out of the cave, then the other two pushed the stone through the opening. 
The leader pulled four of the laser weapons off the rack and held them bundled in his arms. He gestured to Bonnie and Dallitta to leave. Dallitta crawled through the opening followed by Bonnie, and they were outside again.
The sun had come out and the day was getting better. It wasn’t as cold as earlier. Bonnie looked up at the sky.
What am I doing? How did I come to be here in this place, with these people, and this craziness? I should be in Deseret, curled up with Jim in his bed, watching the sunset over the mountains and drinking wine…
The leader came out of the cave and passed two of the laser weapons to his companion. Then the other two men arranged the harness between them and started on the trail, back the way they had come earlier in the day. They seemed to know where they were going.
“Do you know where our ship is?” asked Dallitta.
“We know,” said the leader.
Bonnie looked at Dallitta and shrugged. They started off following the two with the stone. The other two Dropa fell in behind, carrying their weapons.






  
   Twenty-Two

Merkkessa. Kuiper Belt, 35 AU from Earth


“It won’t be as easy this time,” said Bekerose. 
Rita and her staff were gathered around the conference table in the Merkkessa’s briefing room.
“No, it won’t,” agreed Rita. “They’ll be ready for us.”
Tarraine pointed to the holo. “They’ve put out plenty of pickets. The two battlecruisers and one of the cruisers are in orbit around Earth. The slave ships have all landed now, near the largest cities. But the rest of their fleet is scattered around the system, set up to be pickets - early warning systems. They’ve got the corvettes out the farthest - 10 AU from Earth. They’re not taking any chances this time.”
“Once burned, twice shy,” said Rita. “They’ve learned.”
“But,” Bekerose thought out loud, looking at the plot, “that actually gives us an opportunity. Look here,” he pointed to the holo with a laser pointer.
“… right here, they’ve got one of their destroyers a bit over-extended if you ask me. I’d have to run the numbers, but I don’t think they can get reinforcements to it before we can take it out. It’s just a bit too far away from support.”
Rita studied the holo.
“Good eye, Captain Bekerose. I think you may be right. Lt. Lirrassa - have Tactical run the numbers on that destroyer out by Jupiter. See if we can take it out in a “Silent Arrow” attack and get away before they can get reinforcements to it.”
“Aye, milady,” said Lt. Lirrassa. Her eyes crossed a bit as she went into a comm session with the tactical team.
Rita looked around the room at the assembled officers and staff.
“It’s going to be guerrilla warfare now, folks. For a long while, I expect. We’ll have to pick them off one at a time, when they make a mistake. And if they don’t make a mistake, we must be patient. We can’t force the issue. If we get in a rush, they’ll have us for sure.”
Lirrassa came out of her cross-eyed comm session with Tactical.
“Tactical says we can do a “Silent Arrow” on the destroyer at Jupiter and make an escape back into six-space before they can catch us or reinforce. It’ll be close, but just barely doable. We’ll have to hit them when they’re on the far side of their orbit, and the timing will have to be perfect, but it can be done. Also, they pointed out that if we hit the one at Jupiter, we might as well hit the one at Mars too. They’re both on the same side of the system, so we can get a double.”
“Excellent. We’ll take what we can get. Two destroyers are better than nothing. Put it together, please, Tarraine.”
“Aye, milady,” answered Captain Tarraine.
Rita rose, and the group rose as one.
“Thank you everyone and keep up the good work. We’ve got a long road in front of us, but we’ll get there.” She turned and headed to her suite. As the rest of the group departed, Tarraine caught up to her.
“Milady, a word please?”
“Yes?” said Rita, pausing to turn to him.
“Milady, I request to go on the mission.”
Rita stared at him.
She understood what he was saying; and she understood why. He was a Flag Aide; he supported her, translated her wishes into actions, stood by her side as she decided the fate of her fleet.
But he was a full Captain in the Nidarian Navy. He wanted to fight. He wanted to return to Nidaria with his head held high, a mission command patch on his jacket.
And she couldn’t let him. He was too valuable.
Just spit it out, just tell him.
“Tarraine. If there was any way I could succeed without you, I would let you go. But I cannot. You are my right hand. I can’t afford to lose you. I simply cannot. I’m sorry.”
Tarraine looked disappointed, but he accepted it with a good heart.
“Thank you, milady. I had to ask.”
“I know.”
“I’ll report back when we have the attack plan finalized.”


Earth. Bayan Har Mountains, Tibet


“God, my feet hurt,” said Bonnie.
Dallitta nodded agreement. They had been walking for two hours. The sun was high, and it was getting hot on the mountain. Their escorts seemed to be following a faint trail, but it wasn’t an easy walk.
“We should be almost there,” said Dallitta.
Bonnie could just grunt. From walking most of the day yesterday, and all this morning, and now again back to the shuttle, they had spent most of two days on their feet. She was too tired to speak anymore. 
The Dropa leader, who had moved ahead to the front of the column, dropped back and joined them.
“Five more minutes,” he said.
“Thank God!” exclaimed Bonnie. 
She trooped along, head down, thinking.
If the AI in the shuttle can scan the stone and get useful information out of it, then maybe this wasn’t a wasted trip after all. But… if not, then I have totally wasted my time coming to Tibet. I’ll have to go back to the Corresse and start over. Dammit.
Suddenly rifle fire came from all around them. The sound was deafening. She hit the dirt, as did Dallitta. She looked up to see what was happening.
The two Dropa carrying the stone were already crumpled on the ground, and they looked very dead.
The leader and the other one had pulled their laser weapons out and were firing into the trees beside the trail, but Bonnie couldn’t see what they were firing at. And she didn’t think they could either. With a groan, the leader fell over, hit hard. Seconds later, the other Dropa also fell, blood spurting from holes stitched down his stomach.
The rifle fire stopped. Bonnie and Dallitta lay in the dirt, uncertain what would come next.
Out of the trees in front of them, ugly Yellow Hat from the day before came slowly out, rifle at the ready, along with a half-dozen of the others from the camp where they had been held prisoner.
Yellow Hat prodded the bodies of the Dropa to make sure they were dead, then turned to Bonnie and Dallitta. He gestured with the rifle and yelled a command. This time, Bonnie understood it. She got up, and stood, swaying in shock and anger.
Yellow Hat gestured to the stone, half-hidden under the dead bodies of the two Dropa who had fallen atop it and yelled again in Chinese.
“We are to carry the stone,” said Dallitta. 
One of the men pushed his rifle barrel into Dallitta harshly. She moved over to the dead Dropa covering the stone and pulled one of them out of the way. Dazed and moving like a zombie in shock and horror, Bonnie went and pulled away the other one. Together, they fitted the rope and leather harness around themselves and lifted the stone off the ground. The leader stepped off down the trail and someone behind them poked them with a rifle barrel. 
They started walking. The stone was heavy, but with the two of them and the harness, it was possible to maintain a normal walking pace. If they slowed, the man behind poked them with the rifle barrel. They followed the faint trail for a few minutes, and suddenly they came out into the meadow.
There was the shuttle, right where they had left it. The leader of the men marched over to it, and waved at his men, gesticulating wildly and screaming orders at them. Two of the men put down their packs and started pulling something out of them. Bonnie knew what it was instantly - C4 explosive.
They were going to blow up the shuttle.
No!” Bonnie shouted, dropping the stone with a thunk. “No you cannot!” she screamed again, charging at the leader. The speed and suddenness of her rush bowled him over, and he hit the ground on his back. Bonnie smashed her fists into his face, over and over, until a rifle butt hit her in the back of the head, and all went dark.

      ***“Where can they be?”
Jim was frustrated. He had arrived at dawn the previous day. Bonnie and Dallitta were not at the coordinates Arteveld had provided. Jim had found the rocky hole where they were supposed to be, and it was empty. The shuttle was gone. He had called on comms, but there was no answer. 
Arteveld had also provided the coordinates of three caves which they planned to investigate. He assumed they had already completed the check of the first cave, returned to the shuttle, and left for one of the others.
He had flown to each of the three sets of coordinates but found nothing. Then he orbited the area for a while, again finding nothing. He was concerned the Devastator - a strange black craft with no wings and little sound - would attract too much attention. The last thing he wanted right now was to have the Chinese Air Force on his case. 
After a few more minutes of futile searching in the general area, he gave up and went back to the depression in the mountains, putting the Devastator down in the empty spot.
He exited the ship and climbed out of the cockpit, examining the depression. It was really almost a hole, with sides so steep he wasn’t sure he could climb them without assistance. He rummaged through the small cargo compartment on the Devastator but found nothing that would help him scale the sides. Then he walked around the perimeter of the space. 
On one side he found a spot where he could scale the wall. Slowly, he made his way up the rocks, working his way out of the hole until with a gasp of relief, he reached the top.
Knowing it was a waste of time, he trekked to the first set of coordinates Arteveld had given. But his instincts were correct. There was no sign of Bonnie and Dallitta there. By the time he returned to the Devastator, it was late in the day. He thought about lifting off and searching for them in the dark, but the risk of running into a mountain was so great, he talked himself out of it. 
Better to be sighted by the Chinese Air Force in the air tomorrow and outrun them, than to smash the Devastator into the side of a mountain tonight and leave the wreckage for them to find later.
Jim climbed back into the Devastator. Like the Longsword, it had a small bunk behind the seat for the long missions a space fighter could make. 
Rummaging around, he found a food compartment and broke out some rations. It wasn’t bad - his first Nidarian food - and afterward he lay back in the bunk, staring out the open canopy at the sky. The Milky Way was overhead and in the darkness of the mountains, it was magnificent.
A little closer to home, he could see Jupiter and Saturn, near each other in the night sky.
Somewhere out there is Rita and the fleet. I wonder where they decided to hide. I’m sure they’re in the Kuiper Belt, but that doesn’t narrow it down much. Or they might have gone high and be sitting 50 AU above the ecliptic. Or 50 AU below it. Or at some random point 50 AU in any damn direction at all.
Jim sighed.
Bonnie and Rita. I love both of them, both of them love me, and it can’t go on like this forever. And I will be the one that has to choose. I know that. Bonnie and Rita will never choose. They’ll force that decision on me. And I guess that’s right. I guess it has to be that way.
But it sucks.
Finally, he slept. And while he slept, the stars turned above him in the night sky, and the planets whirled in their races around the sun.
The sun hitting Jim in the face next morning woke him up. He grimaced, holding his hand over his eyes, then managed to get up on one elbow and look around.
Where the hell am I?
It took him a few seconds to get oriented. Then he remembered.
Gotta find Bonnie. She’s around here somewhere. 
Getting out of the cockpit, Jim took care of his morning business, then returned to the cockpit and tried to contact Arteveld. But it was no use; he couldn’t raise the Corresse or any of Rita’s fleet. Likewise, there was no response to his attempts to contact Bonnie in the shuttle.
Breaking out more of the rations, he had breakfast, then settled himself back in the cockpit and strapped in.
“OK, Jimmy Boy, then we’ll just go look for them,” he said. He powered up the Devastator, closed the canopy, and slowly lifted out of the depression until he was several thousand feet in the air. He started moving around the mountain, searching every possible clearing and depression for any sign of the shuttle. 
He spent most of the morning working the mountain but found nothing. Then he moved on to the next mountain, which was directly west. But again, a thorough search of the entire mountain found nothing. 
By early afternoon, he was losing all hope that he would find them.
I think they’ve left the area. But where would they go? They knew that Arteveld was leaving with Rita. So they know he’s gone. They can’t go back to the Corresse. Would they go to Philadelphia? Colorado Springs? Back to Deseret looking for me?
“Angel, I’ll search one more mountain. Then I’m leaving,” Jim announced to his AI, who really didn’t care.
<Very good, Jim>
Jim smiled and turned the Devastator toward the larger mountain to the northwest. He started a search pattern around it, about halfway up the side, circling the mountain slowly, moving up after each complete sweep to the next higher level. He was getting plenty worried about the Chinese Air Force now; he had been up at altitude in broad daylight for six hours. The day was bright and sunny, and he had to be standing out like a sore thumb in the black-as-night Devastator.
He tried once again to call Bonnie in the shuttle on comms, but there was no response. 
With a sigh, he reached the snow line and made one last circle of the mountain. But there was nothing.
“I give up, Angel,” he announced to the AI. “Let’s go to Nevada, I guess. That’s the only place I can think of where she would go.”
Turning the fighter to the south, Jim started a slow descent back to the valley between the mountains. A glint of light off to one side flashed; his eyes unconsciously turned to see what it was. In a small clearing several miles away, something flashed again.
Curious, Jim made a slight turn and headed toward the clearing. Approaching it, his heart leaped. There was the shuttle, tucked in among the trees in the edge of the clearing. As he got closer, he turned the Devastator, trying to see into the clearing.
And saw Bonnie lying on the ground, with men pointing rifles at her. Even from this distance, he could see blood on the back of her head. Dallitta was a little distance away, with two men guarding her as well.
Spinning the Devastator around, Jim got it pointed directly at the men and dropped it over the edge of the trees, planting it firmly on the ground with the nose pointed directly at them. The big black fighter with the droop snout had a huge laser cannon mounted on the front, and the barrel of the cannon was pointed directly at them. Now Jim hit the arming switch for the cannon, and a loud howling noise came from it as it started building up a charge. He toggled the auto-tracking radar, and the cannon barrel twitched and jerked as it tried to find a starship target in this strange environment.
That was enough for the men with the rifles. They broke and ran, as fast as they could go, and disappeared into the trees. Jim turned off the laser, popped the canopy and unstrapped. He hopped out of the fighter, slid down the stub wing, and ran to Bonnie. Dallitta beat him there; she was cradling Bonnie’s head in her arms, and she looked up at Jim.
She said something in Nidarian, but Jim couldn’t understand her. But she pointed to the shuttle and then gestured for Jim to take Bonnie. Quickly, he picked her up. Dallitta went to the shuttle and opened the airlock hatch. They carried Bonnie inside; just behind the cockpit were two small bunks. Jim placed Bonnie on one of them and Dallitta shooed him back, began examining the wound. She got up and ran to a compartment on the wall, took out a medical kit, and returned to Bonnie. From the medical kit she took a cloth and handed it to Jim.
“Water,” she said in English. “Hot. There.” She pointed to a door in the back of the shuttle. Jim opened the door and found a small restroom. He ran hot water over the cloth and returned it to Dallitta. She gently cleaned the wound, then sprayed antiseptic into it. Finally, she stood up and turned to Jim.
“We go. Quick. They return maybe.”
Jim nodded. 
“Where?”
“I don’t know,” said Dallitta. “You decide.”
Then she knelt back at Bonnie’s side and started strapping her into the bunk.
Jim nodded. He thought hard.
The Singheko were in orbital position by now. He knew from his AI that the Singheko had positioned three capital warships in equidistant geocentric orbits over the Earth - one battlecruiser over the equator slightly west of Central America monitoring North and South America, one just north of New Guinea to watch Australia, China, and the rest of Asia, and one cruiser over Africa to keep an eye on that continent as well as Europe. The slave ships had landed at various locations around the Earth near major population centers.
“We go to Antarctica. Do you know Antarctica?” asked Jim.
Dallitta stood up. 
“Yes. I know Antarctica. We go quick.”
“OK. Antarctica it is. I’m Jim, by the way.”
The little Nidarian stared at him, a bemused expression on her face.
“Oh, the lover left behind. Jim Carter.”
Jim nodded. “Yep, that’s me.”
“I am Dallitta. We go now. Go quick now.”
Jim turned and headed for the airlock.
“Wait!” Dallitta yelled. “Bring stone! We must have stone!”
“I’ll get it,” said Jim. He ran out the hatch and looked on the ground. There he saw a large stone, tangled in a rope and leather harness. He ran to it, lifted it with a grunt, and carried it back inside the shuttle. He laid it on the other bunk and used the straps to tie it down. He could hear Dallitta up front in the cockpit, already throwing switches. He heard the engines start to whine in the rear.
Running back out the airlock, he slammed the hatch shut and started for the Devastator. Suddenly AK-47 fire started coming out of the forest to his right; he ran faster, dodging and weaving as bullets smacked into the ground around him. He reached the Devastator and slammed his feet into the emergency steps on the side, climbed to the top and threw himself into the cockpit as bullets pinged off the side of the ship. He hit the canopy switch and as it closed around him, he toggled the arming switch for the cannon. 
I don’t have to worry about hitting Bonnie this time, so no bluff, you bastards. This time I’m sending it.
The cannon barrel twitched, and the ready light came on, and Jim pressed the trigger on the stick. The laser was designed to punch a hole in a starship from a range of a thousand miles in space; here on the mountain it cut a swath two meters wide and five miles long, cutting the trees to bits, crashing them down into smoking, flaming piles.
The rifle fire stopped and was replaced by screaming. Jim turned off the cannon and lifted, translating backwards to cover the shuttle as it also rose out of the clearing. 
<Message from Dallitta> said his AI, automatically translating into English. <There is no sub-orbital path to Antarctica which will keep us from direct line-of-sight of the Singheko. We will have to go nap of the earth. You have better terrain-following, so please lead, I will follow>
“Acknowledged,” replied Jim.
He turned and once more headed down into the valley to the south. The shuttle turned and fell in behind him. In tight formation, they started their long journey to the bottom of the world.






  
   Twenty-Three

Earth. McMurdo Station, Antarctica


It took them twelve hours to get to Antarctica. By the time they arrived, both Jim and Dallitta were running on pure nerve. Neither of them could talk anymore - they were just too tired. Jim made his approach to the airstrip at McMurdo without a word, and Dallitta followed silently behind him. When the Devastator was finally safe on the ground and the engines whined down, Jim decided to close his eyes for a moment. He was unaware when he went to sleep. 
He woke up when someone started pounding on the side of the canopy. He hit the switch to open the canopy. The cold air hit him like a knife, taking his breath away and hurting his throat. A man wearing a huge parka, with a face mask and goggles, stared down at him. 
“Well, at least you’re human!” he said.
Jim managed a weak smile. The man handed him a face mask and goggles. Jim put them on, then the man helped him out of the cockpit. He had placed a ladder beside the Devastator, which helped. Jim climbed down, shivering, and the man handed him a parka.
“I guess you came from the Nidarian fleet?” he asked.
Jim nodded.
“Yes. Indirectly.”
“Should we go to the other one - the airplane looking thing? Or do you want to go to McMurdo Station?”
“Let’s go to the other shuttle. It’s closer. We’ll talk there.”
The man led Jim to the shuttle, which was parked forty meters away. The cold bit into him and he shivered. The man turned back to him.
“Lucky for you we’re having a warm spell today,” he said.
“Yeah. Lucky.”
Reaching the shuttle, Jim opened the hatch and they entered the airlock. Dallitta had closed the inner door; now she opened it, waiting for them.
The man paused at the sight of Dallitta. Videos of the Nidarians had been common on Earth before the arrival of the Fleet, and even more had been posted afterward. But the first sight of one still took humans by surprise.
Dallitta waved them in and shut the hatch behind them. It was warm inside the shuttle. They shed their parkas, masks, and goggles. Jim turned to his guide, now revealed to be a gray-haired man of indeterminate age, and pointed to Bonnie, still unconscious in the bunk beside them.
“We have an injured officer here. Do you have a doctor available?”
“Yes, absolutely,” said the man. He pulled out a walkie-talkie and talked to someone briefly.
“They’re on their way,” he said. “It’ll take about thirty minutes for them to get here.”
“OK, thank you for helping us,” Jim said. “I’m Major Jim Carter of the Space Force. This is … uh, Dallitta.” 
“Commander Dallitta,” Dallitta added in English. “Pleased to meet you.”
“Greetings and welcome to McMurdo,” the man said. “I’m Lieutenant Ken Johnson, the Operations Officer here today. What brings you to Antarctica, and how can we help?”
Dallitta turned away to attend to Bonnie. Jim thought about how to respond, finally decided the truth was best.
“We need a place to hide from the Singheko for a bit. I’m not sure how long. It could be a few hours, or it could be days or weeks.”
Ken nodded. “We heard ‘bout the invasion. It just doesn’t seem real. Especially to us, stuck way down here. It’s hard to believe.”
“It’s real, all right. Have you heard any recent news? In the last two days?”
“Well, let’s see. Earth surrendered, you know. No possible way we could fight them. At least not in space. The Singheko appointed the U.N. as a World Government - they said they weren’t going to deal with hundreds of countries, so we had to accept it. Or else. Then they landed those big-ass ships all over the planet, and now they’re collecting up slaves to load them up.” 
Jim looked at Dallitta. She shook her head grimly, then continued working to change the bandage on Bonnie’s head.
“I think we’ll need some time to sleep first,” said Jim. “We’ve been airborne for hours. We’re out on our feet. I think it best if we sleep here in the shuttle, though. In case we have to make a quick departure.”
“Understood,” said Ken. “Just tell us what you need, we’ll take care of it for you.”
Jim swayed.
“Sleep,” he muttered, and then crumpled to the bunk.


Sol System. Backside of Mars


Rita watched on the holo as her detached task force of three Nidarian destroyers slashed past the Singheko destroyer orbiting Jupiter. The Singheko never had a chance. The Singheko warship had about sixty seconds warning and did manage to fire two missiles at the Nidarians as they flashed by. But it was far too little, and far too late. Before they could fire again, Nidarian missiles smashed into the enemy destroyer, leaving an expanding cloud of gas, starship parts and Singheko bodies.
“Scratch one destroyer,” said Tarraine, watching the holo. Then the three attacking Nidarian warships accelerated as they tried for the mass limit to escape. 
Unfortunately, the Nidarian ships had seemingly miscalculated. Although they clearly had enough velocity to escape pursuers closer in to Sol, there was one Singheko cruiser farther out they had apparently overlooked. 
The Singheko cruiser had recently changed her picket location to be inside the orbit of Saturn and was perfectly positioned to catch them before they could make the mass limit. The Singheko, pissed at the loss of their destroyer, gave immediate chase with the cruiser.
The Nidarian destroyers, detecting the engine signature of the Singheko cruiser, vectored away, trying to escape, but it seemed to be hopeless. The Singheko cruiser was soon making ground on them and would catch them before they could reach the mass limit.
However, in the event, all the Singheko cruiser did was catch the rest of Rita’s fleet, lying in the black directly in its path, engines off and cold, just waiting for the cruiser to waltz into their trap. It was another ambush.
The cruiser picked them up a half-minute before intercept. It was far too late for the Singheko cruiser to reverse course or to even veer off at a tangent. The enemy was caught like a fly in a spider’s web. 
With no other option available, the Singheko cruiser attempted to accelerate through Rita’s fleet, firing every missile tube she had at them as she entered engagement range. But in terms of missile capacity, she was outnumbered by better than five to one. 
The Singheko cruiser survived just long enough to watch one Nidarian destroyer take a direct hit in the nose, knocking the front of the ship completely away, spilling flame, debris and crew into space, and her counterpart - one of the other Nidarian cruisers - take a hit in the engines, knocking one of its four engines out of action. 
Then the Singheko cruiser became a large ball of expanding junk in the black, on a long orbit to nowhere.
And suddenly, at Mars, another two Nidarian destroyers flashed past the Singheko picket in orbit there, while its attention was focused on the battle going on by Saturn. Before its crew even knew there was another attack occurring, they were all dead.
“And scratch two more of those assholes,” muttered Tarraine grimly.
On board the Merkkessa, Rita gazed at the holo, then turned to Captain Bekerose nearby.
“Congratulations, Captain Bekerose. Your plan was much better than our original one. You are a devious fellow, Bekerose, has anyone ever told you that?”
“Thank you, milady,” replied Bekerose. “I think. But we took some losses, I’m afraid.”
“Yes,” stated Rita. “We did. But it is what it is. This is war. Any movement from the rest of the Singheko ships?”
“None so far, milady. They’re holding position. I think they’ve had enough for one day.”
“Very good, Captain. But I think we should get out of here and back to never-never land as soon as possible.”
“Aye, milady,” agreed Bekerose. “We’re leaving now.”
Rita turned back to Lt. Lirrassa. “Lieutenant, please send a message to General Raines on Earth. Give him the results of the battle, tell him we’ll disappear for a while, and warn him of almost certain retribution by the Singheko.”
“Aye, milady,” responded Lirrassa.
Rita rose from her chair.
“Captain Tarraine, I’ll be in my day cabin if needed.”
“Aye, milady.”
She went to her cabin and closed the hatch behind her.
Then Rita Page, Admiral of the Black, sat on her couch. She let one tear slide down her cheek for the lives lost - and the more lives that would be lost on Earth because of her actions. She knew the retribution would be horrible.
Please forgive me, she whispered. You who are innocent. Please forgive me. But I don’t have the luxury of choosing. I must fight them and kill them as long as I draw breath. That is my job.


Earth. 
Petersen Air Force Base, Colorado Springs


“How many?”
“Ten thousand, sir. In retaliation for the attack on their ships.”
General Raines hung his head, moisture flashing into his eyes. It was all he could do to speak.
“Where?”
“The collection point outside Los Angeles. They just slaughtered them. They told them to assemble for loading into the slave ship. When they were gathered, they brought down a squadron of fighters and killed them all.”
The officers of his staff sitting at his conference table were silent.
Raines took a deep breath.
“We expected it. We knew they would retaliate. But I didn’t think it would be this bad.”
“It’s going to happen every time we attack them,” said his aide, Colonel Garth. “We either accept it as the cost of war, or we give up for real and submit to them.”
There was a growl of dissent around the table. Giving in to the Singheko wasn’t a concept they could tolerate.
“Well, we’re not giving in.” spoke Raines. “We’re going to have to accept the cost of war. As painful as it is, as much as it hurts, we will not give in to these bastards.”
“So we proceed with Operation Pearl Earring?”
“We proceed. You have a green light,” said General Raines. “Go kill some Singheko.”


Teterboro, New Jersey


The slave ship was huge. It was shaped like a pentagon, remarkably like a smaller version of the famous building in Washington, D.C. Each side was 450 feet in length and 35 feet tall. The Singheko had taken over Teterboro Airport to park it. It sat in the middle of the runway and taxiways, a black symbol of humanity’s surrender. 
Each side of the pentagon had two hatches. From each hatch, ramps led down to pens that looked remarkably like the cattle holding pens in a stockyard.
The busses left from the Port Authority Bus Terminal in downtown New York City. Each bus contained fifty manacled and shackled convicts, with ten heavily armed guards watching them. It took 45 minutes for the convoy of buses to make the trip to Teterboro, sandwiched between four armored cars.
Upon arrival at Teterboro, each bus went through a human checkpoint. The name of every prisoner was double-checked against a master list, and their fingerprints and iris scans were taken one last time. Then the bus passed through to a second checkpoint. 
The second one was a Singheko checkpoint. The human guards left the bus, glad to be away from an onerous and horrible duty. Big burly Singheko guards came on board, the smallest of them six and a half feet tall. Waving laser rifles, they glared at the prisoners, yelling at them in an unintelligible language, growling, slapping any prisoner who made eye contact.
It was then the convicts knew they were truly and completely forsaken by humanity. They had known it logically much earlier; the day after the surrender, the U.N. had announced that the first bodies to fill the Singheko slave ships would come from prisoners sentenced to death or life imprisonment. It was a brutal kind of logic. Those who had no say about it would be the first to go. 
Now the bus would be driven to the holding pens, and the prisoners would unload directly into the pens. There, they would be stripped naked and their hair shaved, forced through a disinfectant dip like cattle, and pushed up a ramp to disappear into the ship.
No one knew what happened inside the ship after that.
Operation Pearl Earring began before dawn, two days after Rita’s attack - and after the first day of loading had completed. 4,000 prisoners had been loaded on the slave ship that first day. There were two more days to reach the quota of 12,000 slaves demanded for each slave ship.
Two hours before dawn, a small Delta Force team slipped onto the field. They killed all the Singheko guards around the ship, most of whom were asleep at their posts - the Singheko had no concept the humans would attack after surrendering. 
Working quickly, the Delta Force team moved to the hatches around the perimeter of the ship and prepared for entry. They breached the hatches and attacked into the ship, killing every Singheko they encountered. They found the prisoners in huge cages, stuffed in like livestock; they freed them as they came to them. 
Each Delta Force member carried an extra rifle and two extra pistols; as they freed the prisoners, they handed the weapons to them. The so-called prisoners - now revealed to be fellow Special Forces volunteers, naked and unafraid - joined the hunt for the Singheko. In an hour, it was all over - there wasn’t a Singheko left alive on the ship or on the airport.
By dawn, the area had been evacuated of all personnel, and charges went off throughout the ship, enough ordnance to render it a pockmarked crater that couldn’t be recognized as a once-terrible symbol of their conquerors.
They knew the retribution would be terrible. There was no doubt.
But this war had just begun.


McMurdo Station, Antarctica


Bonnie came to her senses in the dispensary at McMurdo Station.
Her first thought was that she was dead, because her head hurt so badly, she was cold, and it was eerily silent.
But after a few seconds of looking up at the white ceiling over her head, with its long fluorescent bulbs in a rusty fixture and a pockmarked faux ceiling that had seen its better days, she decided heaven wouldn’t be nearly this tacky.
“Hello there,” said a voice she would recognize anywhere. She lifted her head to see Jim sitting in a chair past the end of her bed, a reading tablet in his hand.
“About time you got here,” she mumbled, her mouth not working quite right.
“You’ve been pretty doped up, so don’t do anything strenuous - like badmouth me,” said Jim.
“Ha. The day I can’t find the strength to badmouth you, I’ll be lying in a pine box.”
Jim, serious for a moment, got up and walked over to her, took her hand.
“Well, you almost made it this time. Don’t scare me like that again, OK?”
“I’ll do my best. Where the hell am I? And why is it so damn cold?”
“We’re at McMurdo Station in Antarctica. I found you guys right after that creep bashed you in the head. Dallitta and I loaded you in the shuttle and made a break for Antarctica. It’s the only place we could think of to give us some quiet time for analyzing the stone.”
“Oh. I hope you smoked that yellow hat son of a bitch.”
Jim grinned. “I’m quite sure I did. Last time I saw him, he was the brightest spot in a forest fire.”
“Good,” Bonnie said. Her eyes started to close. “Good. Wake me when we get there.”
And she was out again.
Hours later, Bonnie woke up again. Someone - a doctor, she decided - was checking her blood pressure and raking a thermometer across her forehead to get a temperature.
“Are you a doctor or just a stray pervert?” asked Bonnie.
The man laughed.
“Possibly both,” he smiled. “I’m Dr. Riza. How are you feeling?”
“Like someone peeled back my head and filled it with rocks,” said Bonnie.
“Oh, good, you can feel the rocks,” said the doctor. “I wasn’t sure we put enough in.”
Bonnie laughed, then groaned. “Oh, shit. That hurt. Don’t make me laugh.”
“OK, fair enough. You don’t make me laugh; I won’t make you laugh.”
“Deal,” said Bonnie. “Where’s my crew?”
“They’re in that strange aircraft, the one that looks like a fat black miniature space shuttle. They are working on something which is top secret.”
“Ah,” said Bonnie. “So everybody knows…”
“Of course,” replied Dr. Riza. “We are a small community here, and there isn’t much to talk about. They are trying to decipher the writing hidden on the stone.”
“Are they having any success?”
“Ah, that you would have to ask them directly,” smiled Dr. Riza.
“May I get up?” asked Bonnie.
“You may get up and walk around a bit, but please don’t overdo it.”
A few minutes later, Bonnie had managed to walk weakly down the hallway to a small waiting area. There, she sat in an overstuffed chair and watched the news on a television.
According to the news, guerrilla forces outside the control of the U.N. had attacked one of the Singheko slave ships in Teterboro, New Jersey, killing 317 Singheko, freeing 4,000 prisoners, and destroying the entire ship. 
The Singheko had retaliated by killing another ten thousand humans in Chicago, Illinois. 
The U.N. had protested they couldn’t be responsible for every underground guerrilla movement in the world. 
The Singheko had declared that any more attacks on their ships or personnel would result in double the retribution.
Meanwhile, the loading of the other nine slave ships scattered over the world continued. The ship in LA was now three-quarters full, with 9,000 convicts loaded aboard. Ships in Europe, China, and Australia were half-full.
And the one in Russia was full and ready to launch. The Singheko announced it would depart Earth tomorrow.
It was an ugly day all around.






  
   Twenty-Four

Earth. McMurdo Station, Antarctica


A day later, Bonnie felt well enough to go to the shuttle and join Jim and Dallitta. She found them huddled over their screens, trying to decipher the stone. 
“OK, I’m here now,” she announced, coming into the shuttle. “You’re saved from a lifetime of failure trying to figure out that stone.”
Jim and Dallitta both jumped up from their chairs and embraced her, one on each side. They hugged together for a bit, until Bonnie, blushing, pushed them back.
“Hey, give a girl a break! We’ve got work to do!”
Laughing, Jim and Dallitta led her to a workstation they had set up in the shuttle. It was a tiny shuttle compared to most - about the size of the average corporate jet - but in addition to the two bunks behind the cockpit, it had six large first-class seats and a decent galley. Bonnie settled into one of the plush seats with a screen and keyboard before her and looked at the pictures on the monitor.
“What have you got so far?” she asked.
“The AI scanned the stone and as I suspected, there are tiny, almost invisible characters in the spirals. The AI has identified them as archaic Nidarian. But the problem is that when we get to the key part, the stone is damaged.”
Dallitta pointed to a part of the image where the stone showed some intense weathering. The line of characters in the bottom of the spiral disappeared for a space.
“Tell me what you’ve deciphered so far.”
Dallitta pointed to a translation on the other screen.
“Here it is. They begin by saying that the Dragon is damaged. They just barely made it to the Sol system before the interstellar engine quit. In fact, it quit nearly 100 AU from Sol, and they had to make it the rest of the way on their standard system engine. They parked the Dragon and came down to Earth in the shuttle to obtain the materials for repairing the interstellar drive. They were ambushed by the locals and most of the party killed. Here…”
Dallitta pointed to a highlighted part of the translation:
“… it says the survivors were captured by a different tribe of locals, who looked upon them as gods and refused to let them go back to the shuttle. They were kept for many years, until they were old. The last two survivors prepared this stone, along with several others, to leave behind in case anyone ever came looking for them.”
Dallitta leaned back and gazed sadly at Bonnie.
“That’s all,” she said.
“What?” croaked Bonnie. “Where’s the Dragon? Where did they park it?”
Dallitta shook her head sadly.
“That’s the part that’s damaged.”
Jim leaned over and pointed to the translation.
“See? Right here. It says, ‘we parked the Dragon at …” and then the rest is gone. The stone is too damaged for the AI to read the characters until the next sentence picks up with, ‘Then we came down to this place in the shuttle to get the iridium.”
Bonnie cursed, slapped the table, and cursed again.
“Not fucking iridium again! After Jade, I hoped I’d never see those damn words ever again in my life!”
“Yeah, me too,” Jim agreed. “But it is what it is. They needed iridium and came down here to get it. They left the Dragon somewhere else. But we don’t know where.”
“The most logical place would be the Moon,” said Dallitta.
“Yep, but that doesn’t narrow it down much,” said Jim. “The moon may be only a quarter the size of Earth, but it’s still a big place. And hundreds, maybe thousands of rills and valleys and holes where you could hide a ship.”
“Well, we’ve extensively explored the near side. So it would have to be somewhere on the far side,” responded Bonnie.
“Yeah, I agree - if it’s on the moon at all. But what if it’s on Mars, or one of the Galilean moons of Jupiter? Or Titan? Or one of the dwarf planets, Ceres or Eris?”
Dallitta objected. “They wouldn’t leave it so far out. It must be inside the orbit of Saturn, I think. It would be a long trip on the shuttle to go much farther.”
“Fine,” agreed Jim. “Even so - it would take us years to search everyplace it could be.”
Bonnie had been quietly studying the image of the stone on her screen. Now she jumped back into the conversation.
“What’s in the other spiral?”
“What?”
She turned to Jim and Dallitta.
“What’s in the other spiral?”
“Oh. Nothing that we can see,” replied Dallitta. “We’ve examined it very carefully, and it appears to be blank.”
Bonnie shook her head.
“Why make another spiral and then leave it blank? If they were trying to make sure their message passed down through the years intact, they had to provide some level of redundancy.”
Dallitta pointed to the magnified image on the screen.
“But there’s nothing there. You can see it. The second spiral is blank. We think maybe they never got a chance to finish it.”
Bonnie shook her head. 
“No. I’m not buying it. They completed the first spiral. How likely is it they would be interrupted exactly when the first one was complete and the second one not yet started?”
She looked up at Jim and Dallitta standing beside her chair, looking down at the images.
“We’re missing something here. We need to look at alternatives to written characters. They did something else for redundancy. But they didn’t use the second spiral, for some reason. Maybe they were being threatened by that time. So they did something besides writing into the second spiral.”
Dallitta looked puzzled.
“What else could they do in a primitive setting like they were in, except writing?”
Bonnie leaned back and thought.
“We know they had some of the technology out of the shuttle, because the Dropa had their lasers. Which still worked after two thousand years, so good tech.”
She looked over at Dallitta.
“What could you do if you had a small laser? A handheld one?”
Dallitta shook her head. “I don’t know - cut some kind of pattern into the stone?”
Bonnie looked back at the images of the stone. Incised around the entire rim of the stone were regular ridges, almost like the patterns on the edge of a coin. 
Dallitta and Jim had assumed they were decorative only. Bonnie looked up at Dallitta and pointed to the pictures of the rim pattern.
Dallitta snapped to the possibility instantly.
“Corresse, analyze the rim of the stone for any patterns that could be interpreted as communication.”
<I am analyzing. I have completed my analysis. The spacing between the ridges on the rim of the stone is not regular. It varies from ridge to ridge. Taking the variations into account, the spacings appear to fit an ancient Nidarian communications code similar to the Morse code of this world.”
“Bonnie, you are the cat’s meow,” smiled Jim. Dallitta was beside herself.
“Corresse. Can you translate the rim? Specifically, the section pinpointing the location of the Dragon?”
<Yes. Translating from archaic Nidarian. Translation complete. The sentence reads: ‘We parked the Dragon on Mars, in a canyon just east of Candor Chasma’>
“Yes!” exclaimed Jim, pumping his fist in the air. “Mars! Candor Chasma! We can find it!”
Jim and Dallitta started dancing around, laughing gaily. Bonnie couldn’t help but smile at the incongruous sight of the big, six-two Jim Carter dancing like a madman with the little five-foot Nidarian.
Finally, as the celebration started to die down, Bonnie said dryly, “Perhaps we can celebrate after we get to Mars?”

      ***“We have two main problems,” said Bonnie. “One - we have to get the iridium to repair the Dragon, and - two - we have to get by the Singheko before we can get to Mars.”
“We can get the iridium from General Raines,” said Jim.
“Who’s General Raines?” asked Bonnie.
“The new head of the Space Force at Petersen. If we get in touch with him, he can get it for us.”
Bonnie agreed. “OK. So he gets the iridium for us. How do we get our hands on it?”
Jim was lost in thought for a bit. 
“That’s a problem, all right. Let me think on that. But while I’m thinking, we have a bigger problem. We can’t get to Mars without the Singheko detecting us.”
“Sure we can,” piped up Bonnie. “You go up in the Devastator and distract them, while Dallitta and I escape in the shuttle.”
“Distract them? How?” asked Jim.
“Attack the cruiser that’s parked over Africa,” replied Bonnie. “That should get their attention.”
Jim looked astonished.
“Attack a cruiser with a single Devastator?” 
“Well, you don’t have to actually attack it. Just make a run at it. Pretend to attack it. Then sheer off at the last minute and make a run in the opposite direction.”
“Sure,” said Jim. “Just sheer off in the opposite direction. With twenty or thirty of their fighters on my ass.”
Bonnie winked. “I’m sure you can handle it, Mr. Carter.”
Jim glared at her.
“That’s Major Carter to you, Colonel.”
“Oops, not, sorry,” said Bonnie. “No longer active reserve. So it’s just Miss Page, thank you very much.”
Jim shook his head, but he was smiling.
“OK. Let’s say, just for the sake of argument, that some idiot was crazy enough to go attack the cruiser with a Devastator and distract the Singheko. Then what?”
“We’ll go straight out the south pole of Earth to about 1 AU. That should give us sufficient distance to lose any pursuers.”
Jim grunted. “If one of their fighters comes after you, it won’t matter how far you go. They’ll catch you in a heartbeat.”
Dallitta demurred. “Not so, Major. The shuttle is deceptively fast in three-space. I venture to say we can hold our own with any fighter.”
“Yeah,” rebutted Jim, “but even if they can’t catch you, they can still stay with you until you’ve got no place left to go.
Suddenly Bonnie jumped to her feet. “Hey, that gives me a hell of an idea! We need to contact Rita!”

      ***It took a week to get the iridium. The AI translation of the stone revealed they required thirty pounds of it. Using McMurdo’s encrypted satphone, Jim was able to reach General Raines in Colorado Springs and outline their plan.
“Excellent idea!” he told Jim over the phone. “Let’s do it! I’ll have the iridium to you within a week. That’s enough time for us to plan the rest of the mission. Call me again tomorrow night and we’ll do a status!”
“Roger, sir, call you tomorrow night,” said Jim, signing off.
He turned to Bonnie and Dallitta, standing nearby in the comm shack. 
“Done,” he said. “We have a ‘go’ from Raines. Let’s work out the details and be ready when the iridium comes in.”
The next two days were spent fine-tuning their plan. When they were satisfied with it, they communicated the last details to General Raines. Raines assured them he had found the required quantity of iridium and it was on the way to McMurdo via a drone A400D routed through New Zealand. Since it was a normal supply flight, they saw no reason for it to arouse any suspicions with the Singheko.
Then they waited. Bonnie’s head healed up and she was back to her normal, acidic personality. She baited Jim unmercifully, but he loved every minute of it. They had been separated for more than eighteen months; now it was like they had never been apart. 
Yet a deep sadness still permeated Jim’s soul, one he was having difficulty shaking off. Bonnie noticed, and finally on the last day she came and sat beside him in the cabin of the shuttle as he was working on his screen.
“Jimmy Boy, I think it’s time you tell me about her,” she started out. “I can see it in your eyes. Who was she?”
Jim looked at her. He had expected this conversation, sooner or later. He pushed his keyboard away, put his head down, and thought for a few seconds. 
“Her name was Caroline,” he said. “I met her on Mars when I went to the First Space Wing. We got together.”
“And?” asked Bonnie.
“She’s dead,” said Jim.
Bonnie was silent for a bit.
“Washington?” she finally asked.
“No. London,” said Jim. “They evacuated all civilians from the base when the first Singheko wave entered the system. She got home just in time to die.”
“Was it serious?” asked Bonnie.
Jim shook his head and looked down at the table in front of him.
“Not really. We didn’t have enough time to know if it was going to be serious or not. It was just a few weeks, then she was gone.”
“It didn’t take you and I long,” said Bonnie. “I knew it was serious after the first night with you.”
Jim nodded. “Yeah. So did I.”
“We had a good thing, you and I.”
Jim looked back up at her. 
“Yeah. We did. Until you decided to go off and explore the universe without me.”
Bonnie closed her eyes, hurt.
“I know,” she whispered. “But I had no choice. It was either you or all of humanity. I had to make a decision.”
“I know that,” admitted Jim. “But that didn’t make it hurt any less.”
Bonnie opened her eyes and looked back at Jim.
“I do still love you, you know.”
“I know,” said Jim.
“Not like before. Not the hot and heavy. But still strong.”
“I know. Me too.”
“And exploring the universe isn’t all it was cracked up to be, you know?”
Jim laughed.
“You mean spending six months coercing bureaucrats on a stinking planet, getting chased around by Singheko, getting your head bashed, and freezing to death in Antarctica?”
Bonnie smiled. “Yeah. Jim, when this is over - or mostly over, whenever we get a breathing spell…”
“Yeah?”
“You need to make a decision. You need to let us know.”
“Yeah. I know.”
“You have to choose between Rita and me. And you must be clear about it. As much as the three of us love each other, this can’t go on forever. I know that as far as you and Rita go, it could. You two would be happy if the three of us were together forever. But I can’t do that. I’m a different breed of cat. I have to have resolution.”
“I know,” Jim admitted. “I know I have to decide. But it’s like cutting off an arm or a leg.”
“Even so,” said Bonnie. “When we are at a good point, you decide, and you make it clear to us. So we can go on with our lives.” 
Jim nodded. “I will.”
“OK,” said Bonnie. She rose from her chair. 
“I think I hear the drone coming in. Let’s get our iridium and get the hell out of here.”

      ***The drone A400D came in from New Zealand with the iridium in a crate. They unloaded it and strapped it into the cargo bay of the shuttle.
Then they were ready.
Their plan required Jim to leave seven hours ahead of Bonnie and Dallitta. They went to McMurdo Station and said their goodbyes to Lt. Johnson and Dr. Riza and others who had helped them, then returned to the shuttle. Jim said goodbye to Dallitta, who was wise enough to disappear into the cockpit for a while. Bonnie held him tight in the cabin, and they kissed goodbye, and embraced; an embrace they both knew might never come again if things went south.
Then Jim went out and strapped himself into the Devastator, and Bonnie and Dallitta buttoned up the shuttle and prepared to wait for their own departure time. After Jim’s departure, they would take a sleep cycle, then depart when Jim had sufficiently diverted the Singheko. 
If it worked.
Jim, alone now in the cockpit of the fighter, said the standard fighter pilot’s prayer as he finished his pre-start checklist.
“God, please don’t let me fuck up.”
Then he hit the engine start switch and listened as the system engine came to life. With the help of the AI, he did his post-start checklist and was ready to depart.
“Angel One is ready to go,” he called to Bonnie, who was working comms for the shuttle.
“Angel Two copies. Good hunting,” called Bonnie. “Let’s do it.”
Lifting off, Jim translated to his outbound vector and slowly accelerated. Before all else, he needed to ensure his diversionary attack on the cruiser didn’t lead back to McMurdo. So his first destination was Amsterdam Island, a small island in the middle of nowhere in the vast reaches of the Southern Indian Ocean, 3,500 miles from McMurdo. 
Flying at 100 meters over the snow, the AI piloted the Devastator expertly, rising and falling with the terrain to maintain a precise altitude. Jim started out at Mach 1, feeling that he would be largely out of sight and range of any Doppler radar coverage by the Singheko in orbit over the Earth. As he left the continent and came out over the ocean, he dropped down to 75 feet and increased his speed to Mach 2.
Then he settled back in his seat, relaxed, and let the AI fly.
Three and a half hours after departing McMurdo, Jim roused himself and watched Amsterdam Island pass off to his left. Now it was time to change course. He turned slightly to the northwest, heading for Abu Dhabi on the Arabian Peninsula, another 4,500 miles away, and kicked his speed up one more notch. Once again, Jim leaned back in his seat and dozed off. 
Three hours later, passing over Abu Dhabi at six in the morning, Jim was finally ready. 
“Well, Angel, here goes nothing,” he said to the AI.
<Understood, nothing is going>
Jim grinned.
“Not exactly, but close enough. Give me manual control.”
<You have control>
Jim turned and took a vector directly for the Singheko cruiser in an equatorial orbit above Libreville, Gabon. He accelerated steadily as he cleared atmosphere.
It didn’t take long for the Singheko to notice him. Within a minute, the AI reported the Singheko cruiser was launching fighters. 
“Yippie ki yi yay, motherfuckers!” Jim yelled as he saw two dozen blips appear on his display. “Let’s tango!”
Jim hit the master arm switch and the AI beeped an error - target out of range. He hit the override switch and fired four missiles at the cruiser. There was no way any of the missiles would survive the point defenses of the cruiser from such a distance. 
But that was not the object of the attack. 
Jim vectored hard now, turning away from the cruiser and the oncoming fighter squadrons to escape. He gave every appearance of a frightened rabbit as he jinked madly, even though none of the enemy fighters had fired at him yet.
This is a real head game, he thought. 
Behind him as he sped away, he saw all four of his missiles taken down by the cruiser’s point defense. 
No surprise there.
Jim pushed his accel up to 257g - two g over compensated limits - and headed for Jupiter.
Now we’ll see how long these fat fuckers want to chase me.
His long day was just beginning.






  
   Twenty-Five

Earth. McMurdo Station.


Bonnie and Dallitta lifted off from the snow-covered apron at McMurdo and headed out on a vector straight away from Earth, right out the South Pole of the planet. As they cleared atmosphere, they accelerated to 255g. In twenty-five minutes they were 2.9 million klicks from Earth, traveling upwards of 13.7 million kph. 
There was no pursuit, at least none they could see. They dropped their accel and held their course for another two and a half hours. With still no signs of pursuit, they breathed a sigh of relief. 
“I think we got away clean,” said Dallitta. “Nothing coming after us, no sign they noticed us.”
“Thank the Lord,” Bonnie exclaimed. “Can you spot Jim?”
“Yes, he’s blazing a bright path. I can still track him from here. Without stealth mode turned on, that Devastator stands out like a sore thumb. He’s got a couple dozen fighters on his tail, and he’s about a quarter of the way to Jupiter. But like you predicted, they’ve backed off on the accel. They’re only pushing 10g right now. Too much danger of hitting a rock - hell, at the speed they’re moving, even a grain of sand would take out a fighter. So they had to drop off the hard accel. But they’re still keeping on his tail.”
Bonnie leaned over and looked at the display.
“What’s his ETA at Jupiter?”
Dallitta peered at her display.
“If they don’t change accel again, he’ll get there in 28 hours.”
Bonnie sighed.
“I feel for him in that damn fighter. At least we have a full galley and nice bunks.”
Dallitta nodded.
“Yeah. But he drew the short straw.” She turned to Bonnie.
“Let’s head for Mars.”


Sol System. Nearing Jupiter


<Time to wake up, Major Carter>
Jim ignored the alarm. He was exhausted.
<Time to wake up, Major Carter>
Dammit.
“I’m awake, Angel,” he finally grunted.
<We are approaching the Line of Departure, Major>
“Very good, Angel. Thanks for waking me.”
Jim pulled an orange juice out of the tiny fridge in the back of the fighter and slammed it down, then ate two of the protein bars he had brought from McMurdo. He washed them down with a bottled water and inched his way back into the cockpit, pulling up the seat back and locking it into place. Then he strapped in, hooked up, and put his helmet back on.
“How long, Angel?”
<Twenty minutes to intercept, Major>
“Are they still chasing me?”
<Yes. As you instructed me, I have let them draw a bit closer, as if I were not paying attention. They have boosted quite subtly to 10.05g, but I did not respond. As a result, they have been closing the gap quite nicely and will catch up to us exactly at the intercept point>
“Angel, you are an angel,” said Jim. “How about the destroyer?”
<Exactly as you hoped for, the destroyer that had been replaced at Mars has come out to intercept and is almost upon us. That ship will also catch up to us as we pass Ganymede. In nineteen minutes and four seconds, we will be shot to pieces by the combined forces of the destroyer and the fighters behind us>
“Excellent work, Angel. My compliments.”
<Thank you, Major>


Sol System. Surface of Ganymede


Rita had learned well from her simulations with Captain Bekerose - especially the one where she got her ass kicked at Ganymede. Now the two destroyers and forty-eight fighters of the Nidarian raiding party lay on the surface of Ganymede, engines idling. Rita could see Jim Carter’s ship coming over the top of the moon’s horizon. With his stealth turned off, his fighter was easy to spot in the black. 
The two dozen Singheko fighters were almost on him; and the Singheko destroyer lured away from Mars was going to catch him in about two minutes.
“Sixty seconds, everyone,” said Tarraine from the lead destroyer. “Good luck and good hunting.”
Rita had finally relented and let Tarraine lead a mission. It was a risk; but everything in war was a risk, and she couldn’t say no to him anymore.
Of course, she negotiated the deal such that she got to fly a fighter herself. Which Tarraine was not happy about and had made his objections known with an uncharacteristically raised voice for the normally quiet and efficient Captain.
Even Bekerose had objected, telling Rita it was an absolute breach of regulations for an Admiral to take an operational part in a mission.
All of which Rita had ignored.
<Thirty seconds, Admiral> said Rita’s AI.
“Thank you, Jimmy Boy,” Rita replied. She always named her AI helpers after Jim. It was part of her good luck ritual. 
I hope it works this time too.
There were four squadrons of Devastator fighters in position on Ganymede, ready to ambush the approaching enemy. Each squadron consisted of twelve fighters. 
Rita had been forced to join Green Squadron, which was the reserve squadron. It would be the last to launch and the last to engage. 
But Bekerose and Tarraine would have it no other way. They put their foot down at the end, threatening mutiny if she tried to lead the attack. She finally gave in, happy just to get off the ship and take part in the mission, even in the reserve squadron.
She was assigned as wingman to the Green Squadron leader, Major Willedda. She had met him before - he was also the Wing Intelligence Officer for the Merkkessa. 
<Twenty seconds, Admiral> said Rita’s AI. <Arm weapons and set engine boost to max>
“Roger,” acknowledged Rita. She toggled the necessary switches and all the lights on the panel turned green. 
<Green board, Admiral. You are ready for combat>
Rita took another look at the range scanner. Jim was past Ganymede now. The fighters were coming over the horizon. The destroyer would be about ten seconds behind them. It was going to be a bit close for Jim, but they had no choice - they had to wait until the destroyer passed in order to catch it in the rear.
“Hang in there, Jim,” Rita breathed under her breath as the first of the Singheko fighters launched missiles at Jim’s Devastator. 
<Ten seconds, Admiral>
Then things started happening fast. Rita watched Jim suddenly go into stealth as the missiles started climbing up his backside. Because of his coded IFF transponder, he was still visible to her and the rest of the Nidarian ships, but not to the enemy.
But not completely invisible. Another couple of Singheko fighters launched missiles at him. The first pair of missiles was almost on him and the second pair not far behind.
“Jink!” Rita yelled involuntarily, as the missiles got too close to him. Then suddenly he did, jinking hard, accelerating to 265g and vectoring right into the missiles, radar and laser chaff spraying out behind him as he turned. He went right in between two missiles and was a bit past them when they both exploded.
“Shit!” Rita yelled. Then the Singheko destroyer was past, and all hell broke loose. The two Nidarian destroyers sitting on the surface of Ganymede launched their missiles from the ground, not even bothering to take off first, then both of them accelerated off the moon and made chase on the enemy destroyer, firing more missiles as they went.
<Launch, launch, launch> her AI spoke, and Rita was busy launching off the surface of Ganymede, the other fighter squadrons accelerating away in front of her, she trying to stay attached to her flight lead, a crazy world of missiles and lasers coming to life in front of her. She saw at least two hundred missiles in her battlefield display, everybody shooting at everybody. But the advantage held by the Nidarians, coming from behind and by surprise, was overwhelming. Fighter after fighter of the Singheko went down, blasted to bits.
Suddenly Rita saw Jim’s Devastator go by her at incredible acceleration, heading away from the battle.
She couldn’t resist.
“Where you going, Jimmy Boy?” she called out to him on her private AI channel.
“The hell away from here, baby. My job is done and I’m out of missiles. I’m not hanging around. Y’all have fun!”
And with that he was gone, and Rita didn’t even have time for a snappy comeback because a missile was coming at her and she had to jink. She elected to use the same tactic Jim had used. She waited until the last second, then vectored away at 265g, throwing chaff and flares behind her, moaning under the crush of the incredible g-forces. Without her g-suit she would have been unconscious long before. The missile exploded nearby, and shrapnel pinged off her fighter, but all her status lights stayed green. She checked pressure and engine, and all were good, so she looked for her element lead again. 
There!
Major Willedda was nearby, but in trouble. He had two of the Singheko fighters on him. Rita vectored back toward him, pushed it up to 265g again, and grunted with pain as her trajectory slowly moved back toward his. When she was close, she dropped it back to standard, breathed in to catch her breath, and settled her targeting pipper on the tail-end Charlie of the two Singheko fighters. She got a red “locked” light and fired two missiles at the Singheko. Both went right up the fighter’s engine cone, and it disappeared in a flash of high explosive and engine parts flying in every direction.
The other enemy fighter, realizing she was on his six, bugged out and tried to make a run for it. She left that one to Major Willedda, who chased it down and dispatched it near the surface of Ganymede while she hung on his wing, protecting his rear.
“Good job there, Green Two,” she heard from Willedda.
“Thank you, Major.”
Rita checked the display. All the enemy fighters had been destroyed or disabled. The Singheko destroyer had its engines knocked out and was on a slow decaying orbit into Jupiter. Unless it surrendered and allowed them to rescue the crew, they were goners. Rita decided to leave that decision up to Tarraine - it was his mission.
Staying tucked in close to Major Willedda’s wing, Rita felt the adrenalin slowly leave her body, and started working to calm her breathing and get back to a state of semi-normalcy.
“Not a bad day’s work, Captain Tarraine,” she finally sent over her private AI channel.
“Thanks, Admiral. We’re talking to the destroyer crew. They are so far refusing to surrender, so we’re just letting them fall into Jupiter. But I’m keeping a couple of our destroyers nearby in case they change their mind.”
“Thanks for the status, Captain, but this is your mission. I’m headed back to the Merkkessa with Major Willedda. Be safe out there.”
“Roger Wilco,” came back from Tarraine. “And thank you, Admiral, for letting me do this.”
“Likewise,” grinned Rita.


Sol System. Mars


Bonnie and Dallitta hovered over a small canyon in the surface of Mars. 
The shuttle’s AI had identified this location as the one consistent with the coordinates recorded on the stone.
From the air, it looked like any small canyon, separated from the much larger Candor Chasma to the west by a few miles.
“We need to run a subsurface survey before we land, Bonnie. If we land on something unstable, we could collapse it and fall in.”
“Roger,” said Bonnie. “I’ll monitor the ship while you do the survey.”
Dallitta acknowledged and began running a radar survey on the bottom of the small canyon, while the AI held the ship in position and Bonnie monitored, ready to take control if anything went wrong. It was standard procedure for planetary operations; no matter how good an AI was, it could make mistakes, and there had to be a human in the loop for safety.
“OK,” said Dallitta, finishing up. “There’s a good solid surface.” 
She pointed to the display, which showed shades of color, with one oblong gray area highlighted near the center of the canyon floor.
“Alright, let’s do it,” responded Bonnie.
Dallitta issued the commands and the AI moved them to the designated coordinates, then settled them gently to the canyon floor. With a descending whine, the system engine shut down.
“Mom, I’m home!” yelled Bonnie in English, unable to resist.
Dallitta looked at her strangely.
“You humans have a very warped sense of humor,” she said.
“That’s been said before,” Bonnie grinned at her. “So now what? Do we wait for Jim?”
“Hell, no,” replied Dallitta. “He won’t be here for a while. Let’s go take a look.”
“But where do we look?”
“Ah. That. Well, remember I have a sensor to detect residual radiation from a system engine. If there is a Nidarian spaceship in this canyon, we can find it.”
“I’m not sure I want to find it now,” said Bonnie. “If it’s a piece of junk, I’m going to be so disappointed.”
“Cross fingers,” said Dallitta.
An hour later, Bonnie and Dallitta stood on the floor of the canyon outside the shuttle. Bonnie was pulling a small cart with tools and equipment. Dallitta scanned with her handheld device.
“I have something,” she said. She pointed to their left. “Over there somewhere.”
They started walking. The direction was toward the center of the canyon. Bonnie was a bit surprised.
“I would have thought it would be toward the sides of the canyon,” she said.
“Too much danger of a landslide coming down and hitting the ship,” replied Dallitta. “If it’s here, they parked it in the center of the canyon.”
They walked for a hundred meters, until they were in the center of the canyon. Finally Dallitta stopped, looking down.
“It’s here,” she said, pointing to the ground.
Bonnie looked down.
“I don’t see anything but regolith.”
Dallitta muttered under her breath, turned around a couple of times, then returned to her starting point.
“It’s here,” she insisted. “It’s under us.”
“OK,” Bonnie muttered. “I guess we dig.”
Taking shovels from the equipment cart, they carefully started digging into the soil. The ground was a bit hard. They got down about five inches when Bonnie’s shovel hit something.
“Whoops,” she called out, the shovel clanking on something. “Found something.”
Carefully, using their hands and a trowel, they brushed away the loose soil until a black surface could be seen. Kneeling, with the hole between them, they looked at each other.
“That’s a starship hull,” said Dallitta.
“Yep.”
“That’s the Dragon.”
“Yep.”
Then they went crazy. They jumped up, screamed, hit each other, raised their arms to the sky in a prayer of thanksgiving, then danced and jigged until they were both out of breath.
Then they kneeled beside the hole and looked down at the black hull beneath them.
“Any idea where the hatch might be?”
“No. We don’t have any idea of the design of the ship. It was two thousand years ago. It could be anything.”
Bonnie sighed.
“OK. Let’s dig some more.”


Sol System. Mars


Jim came into the atmosphere of Mars at a screaming Mach 20, letting the Devastator heat up until the overheat alarms went off and he had to use the system engine to slam on the brakes.
That was for you, Caroline.
Coming down over Valles Marineris, he located Candor Chasma and the little isolated canyon to the east of it. Making a pass over, he saw the shuttle sitting in the canyon. A hundred meters away, he saw Bonnie and Dallitta standing beside a hole in the ground.
A black surface could be seen at the bottom of the hole.
“Hey ladies, what y’all doing down there?” Jim transmitted as he made his pass over them.
They waved at him and shaded their eyes to watch the fighter go over.
“We’re just sittin’ here waitin’ for you, big boy,” he heard Bonnie say.
“On my way down,” Jim called, and made a fighter break over the canyon, just for the hell of it. Then he slowed, settled into a space right next to the shuttle, and shut down the fighter.
By the time he got the Devastator powered down and the canopy open, Bonnie and Dallitta were standing beside it. He unhooked, got out and stepped down onto the surface of Mars. Overcome with emotion from his exhausting journey, he took a step forward and embraced Bonnie, holding her as close as he could through the spacesuits they both wore. Then, on impulse, he turned to Dallitta and embraced her gently as well, trying to be careful not to hurt her. Dallitta hugged him back.
“Sorry, Dallitta, I hope I didn’t break any Nidarian taboos.”
“No problem, Jim, although now you have to give me children for the rest of my life.”
Jim choked and turned red, but both Bonnie and Dallitta started laughing, so he realized it was a joke. 
“I deserved that,” he said. “I should have asked first.”
“No worries,” said Dallitta. “Would you like to take a look at Dragon?”
“God, yes,” said Jim. He followed them to the excavation. Standing on the edge, he looked down.
They had dug out about a five-by-five square foot area. There was a black hull showing, the same type of surface he remembered from Jade - a composite-looking material formed by nanobots that was common to both Singheko and Nidarian ships. Jim had a sudden feeling of deja vu, remembering a similar sight beside a river in Canada more than two years earlier.
“That looks familiar,” he said. He glanced over at Bonnie. “Remember?”
“Yes, I know. It looks like Jade’s hull. But this is Dragon, not Jade. Don’t let it throw you.”
“Do you want to dig some more today?” asked Dallitta to Bonnie.
“No. Jim’s tired, probably way beyond tired. Let’s call it a day and pick it up tomorrow.”
“OK by me,” shrugged Dallitta. “My shoulders and back are killing me.”
The trio trudged back to the ship and entered the airlock, shedding their suits into an autocleaner.
Entering the shuttle proper, Jim collapsed on one of the bunk beds and was out like a light. Bonnie and Dallitta looked at him and smiled.
“Guess I’ll sleep on the floor tonight,” said Bonnie.
“Not necessary,” said Dallitta. “I’ll go sleep in the Devastator. There’s plenty of room in the flight bunk behind the seat, and I’ll see if Jim left me any food.”
“Better take some with you,” said Bonnie. “I know Jim. There won’t be any food in there.”






  
   Twenty-Six

Sol System. Mars


Jim woke up like coming back from the dead. It was dark.  
Someone was taking off his pants.
“That better be you, Bonnie,” he whispered.
“Would you care who it was at this point?” Bonnie whispered back.
Jim smiled.
She’s got me there.

      ***Next morning, Dallitta came in through the airlock and found exactly what she was expecting.
Two naked humans together in one bunk, entwined with each other like a couple of Terran octopuses.
“Ahem,” she cleared her throat loudly. There was no reaction.
“Ahem Ahem,” she tried again.
Bonnie stirred, lifting her head.
“Oh, shit,” she said, realizing Dallitta was standing in the cabin.
“I’m going to the galley to make breakfast,” Dallitta said pointedly. She turned and went into the small galley and started preparing food. She could hear the two humans just outside, sorting clothes and dressing.
“Here, this is yours,” she heard Jim say.
“Got it,” she heard from Bonnie.
In a few minutes, Bonnie came into the galley.
“So how’s your morning going?” she asked brightly.
Dallitta smiled at her.
“Not nearly as good as yours, I think.”
Bonnie grinned and poured herself a cup of nish and sat down at the small table. Dallitta continued working on breakfast but talked over her shoulder.
“You know I’m a xenologist too, right?”
Bonnie shook her head, then said, “No, I didn’t know that.”
“Yes. In addition to my naval duties, I have what you would call a Doctorate in Xenology.”
“That’s the study of aliens, right?”
“Yes. The study of alien culture, history, language, habits, and all that.”
“Oh. Good.”
“So you realize what this means…”
“Not really.”
“I’ll have to write a university paper on this when I get back to Nidaria.”
There was a silence from Bonnie. 
Dallitta looked at her mischievously just as Jim came into the galley.
“I think I’ll title it Mating Habits of the Human Under Stress,” Dallitta added in English.
Jim stopped, looked astonished at Dallitta.
“What?”
Bonnie just shook her head.
“Never mind, Jim. You’re going to be a star in the annals of Nidarian science.”
An hour later, the three of them were digging in the excavation. They had decided to dig in a common direction. If they guessed right, they would come up to the hatch sooner. Of course, if they guessed wrong, they’d come out at the engines and have to start over.
Thirty minutes after they started, Dallitta’s shovel hit something solid. 
They stopped and stared as Dallitta got down on her knees with the trowel and carefully began to move dirt away from the raised lip of a hatch. When she had cleared enough away, they stood and looked down at it.
It was clearly the hatch of the ship’s top airlock.
Bonnie looked over at Dallitta.
“It’s your people,” Bonnie said, as she had on the mountain in Tibet. “You go first.”
Dallitta nodded. She knelt, grabbed the manual handle, and pulled it hard. It moved a bit, stopped, moved again, then with a sudden rush it went to the stop and the hatch cracked open.
It was virtually identical to the top airlock on their shuttle. Dallitta gave Bonnie and Jim a thumbs-up, then descended the ladder into the airlock. 
At the bottom was a separate hatch. Dallitta looked at the telltale on the hatch.
“Oh, wow, it still has pressure!” she said. “At least according to this gauge!”
“How is that possible?” asked Jim.
Bonnie elbowed him in the ribs. “Think about it, Jimmy boy. This ship was built by nanobots and uses nanobots for maintenance. If the nanobots are still functional…”
“Oh. Right. If the nanobots are healthy, then the ship is healthy.”
Dallitta pulled the lever on the hatch. It moved to a halfway position and stopped. A safety valve let out a huge rush of air as pressure equalized between the interior of the ship and the Martian atmosphere. It took five full minutes before the safety valve released and the hatch lever would move again to the fully open position.
“So it still has power,” said Dallitta. “If it didn’t, the safety systems wouldn’t work.”
She lifted the hatch cover and entered the ship. Bonnie and Jim followed, working their way down the ladder, through the second hatch, and into the ship proper.
It was huge.
“Oh my God, I had no idea,” said Bonnie, looking around. “I was expecting something small, like the shuttlecraft.”
Dallitta was walking around, examining things. 
“I knew it would be big,” she said. “After all, they launched a shuttle to Earth from this thing. I think this is a destroyer,” she added.
“Where’s the cockpit?” asked Jim.
“This way,” said Dallitta. They walked toward the front of the ship. They crossed three side passages before they arrived at a heavily fortified door.
“Bridge,” translated Bonnie, looking at the sign on the door.
The door was locked. There was no keypad or visible means of unlocking it.
Dallitta mused on it for a few seconds.
“If the AI is still active, it’ll be a voice lock,” she said. She raised her voice.
“Dragon!”
<I am here> said a voice.
Dallitta turned to them. “It’s an archaic form of Nidarian. I can just barely understand it.”
She turned back to the bridge hatch.
“Dragon. What is your status?”
<I await orders>
<Please open the bridge hatch>
<Authenticate, please>
“Crap,” said Dallitta in perfect English. “I was afraid of that.”
<That is an incorrect authentication>
“Any ideas?” asked Bonnie. She was having great difficulty following the Nidarian words because they were so archaic.
“Think, Dallitta,” said Dallitta, mostly to herself. “What authentication would they leave, knowing it might be any random Nidarian who found the ship?”
“What’s the oldest word in your language?” asked Bonnie.
“Crap,” said Dallitta in Nidarian.
<That is an incorrect authentication>
“What?” asked Jim.
“She said, ‘crap’” Bonnie interjected in English.
Dallitta ignored them. She was thinking.
I’m in a strange, alien solar system. I must leave the ship and I might not return. I want only a true Nidarian to be able to open the ship. What code word would I put on it?
My destination. Only a Nidarian would know that.
“Sword,” said Dallitta.
<That is an incorrect authentication>
They wouldn’t make it quite that easy, thought Dallitta. But maybe…
“My destination is Sword.”
<Authentication accepted>
The bridge hatch clunked as the locking mechanism tripped open. Dallitta turned to Bonnie and Jim.
“After you, o humans of mine,” she said gaily. Bonnie grabbed her and gave her a hug. Then she pulled the hatch open and stepped inside, Jim behind her and Dallitta behind the two of them.
It was a pristine bridge, and not a small one. All the screens and consoles were dark, but there were a couple of little lights blinking here and there. So clearly there was at least some power.
“Dragon, please report ship status.”
“Main reactor is shut down. Standby reactor is running at 1% of rated power. System maintenance records show the star drive is inoperable due to a lack of iridium catalyst. All other systems are operable but in an off state>
“I’ve really got to learn Nidarian,” muttered Jim. “What did she say?”
Dallitta looked thoughtful.
“Dragon. Are you able to link to our internal comm units?”
<Yes, I can link to them>
“All of them? All three of us?”
<Yes>
“Good. Link to our comm units, please, but use Nidarian for my language. For the other two, use English.”
<English is an undefined language for me>
“Damn, I forgot about that,” said Dallitta. 
Bonnie was looking at her with eyebrows raised. Jim was just looking puzzled.
“How about the English translation routine on the shuttle?” asked Bonnie in Nidarian.
“Oh, of course,” said Dallitta. “Dragon - can you access the shuttle parked nearby?”
<I can partially access it. It is using a strange format. It requires a code word>
“Oh, right. Use code word Dallitta-Corresse-two-two-four-two-nine.”
<I have obtained read-only access to the nearby shuttle>
“Good. Can you download and integrate the English language translation routines from the shuttle?”
<Checking. I have located the routines. I can download them, but I will be required to take a substantial software update from the shuttle. Is that acceptable?>
<That is acceptable. Take the update.”
<Updating…>
Dallitta turned to Bonnie and Jim.
“OK, here’s the deal. The AI is downloading an update from the shuttle to bring it up to date. From there, we should be able to add English to its translation repertoire. Then when we communicate, you and Bonnie can use English and I can use Nidarian, but everybody will understand via our internal comms.”
“Fantastic,” said Jim.
While they waited for the update to complete, they walked around the bridge. The layout was not much different from that of the Corresse or any of the other ships of the Nidarian fleet.
But this ship was much larger than the Corresse. They walked back into the crew quarters and counted the bunks.
There were twenty bunks on the ship, not counting four officer cabins which appeared to be one-person compartments.
“This thing is huge, a lot bigger than a corvette,” said Dallitta. “This is a damn destroyer.”
“Yeah,” agreed Bonnie. “Which makes me wonder…”
“What?”
“I wonder if it has weapons, and if those weapons still work.”
“Good question,” said Dallitta. “We’ll soon know.”
They checked out the galley. It appeared the crew had cleaned everything out when they departed. There was nothing in the galley except dishes.
“They took everything with them on the shuttle,” said Dallitta. “They didn’t know if they would ever return. So they took all the food.”
“I feel so sorry for that crew,” Bonnie said.
<Update complete>
All three of them heard over their internal comms - Dallitta hearing it in Nidarian, Bonnie and Jim in English.
“Wow!” said Jim. “It worked!”
“Awesome!” said Bonnie. “Now we can get to work!”

      ***They spent three days assessing the condition of the Dragon. They were pleasantly surprised to find all systems partially or completely functional, except for the star drive. They got the ship pressure checked and it passed, so they brought atmospheric pressure back up and stopped wearing their pressure suits inside the ship.
And to their great relief, they didn’t have to shovel the rest of the dirt off the top. The AI informed them there were maintenance bots that could do that. Dallitta dispatched the little creatures, and they had the entire ship uncovered within twenty-four hours.
So now Bonnie was sitting at the flight console, working through a simulated flight with the AI whispering a tutorial in her ear. She had spent hours teaching herself how to fly the ship. Jim and Dallitta sat behind her, Dallitta in the Captain’s chair and Jim in the XO chair.
“Dallitta,” said Jim via his comm, “I’ve been thinking.”
“Not that again,” she shot back.
“I know. It’s a terrible habit I’m trying to break.”
“So what have you been thinking this time, Major?”
“We’re awfully exposed out here right now. We’ve got the shuttle, the Devastator, and now the Dragon all sitting out here for the Singheko to see if they put another picket ship around Mars. And they will. There could be one on the way right now.”
“Good point,” Dallitta said. She thought for a bit. “We need to find a more protected place to complete Dragon’s repairs.”
“And I know just the place,” said Jim. “The old First Wing Headquarters over at Acidalia Planitia. It was abandoned after the Battle of Saturn. The Singheko already went down and checked it out, we know that. So they have no reason to go down there again.”
“Does it have room for all three ships?”
“No; but it has a pressurized working environment big enough to hold the Dragon, I think. We can work without pressure suits. We can sleep in full-size beds at night. There might even be food left in the cafeteria reefers.”
“Good. Let’s move over there. Bonnie - are you able to fly the Dragon yet?”
“I can certainly fly it well enough to make it to Acidalia Planitia,” responded Bonnie.
“OK. Let’s take all three ships over. Jim, may I suggest that you go first and check it out, make sure it’s still empty and safe for us to come in?”
“Will do,” said Jim, jumping up. He headed for the airlock. “Give me a four-hour head start to make sure everything’s OK, then I’ll meet you guys there this afternoon.”
“Wait!” said Bonnie. She trotted over to Jim and gave him a kiss.
“Just for luck,” she said.
Jim winked at her and went into the airlock. A short time later, they heard the whine of the Devastator as it powered up and departed.
Bonnie returned to her flight console and started checking everything. She had already checked and re-checked every system necessary for flight, but this time it was for real. 
They were going to kick the tires and light the fires.
Dallitta had been lost in thought since Jim left. Now she suddenly lifted her head and got a glint in her eyes.
“Bonnie! You know what else we should do before the Singheko put a new picket on this planet?”
“What?” asked Bonnie, turning back to face Dallitta, puzzled.
“Get Arteveld back here with the Corresse. We’ll need a crew for this ship; we can’t get it back to Nidaria without a crew. And Arteveld would be a tremendous help. I think we should get him to come join us at Acidalia Planitia.”
Bonnie nodded vigorously. “That’s a damn good idea, Dallitta.”
Dallitta spoke to the AI.
“Dragon. Contact the Corresse using my standard code and the comm methods you downloaded from the shuttle. Bring Arteveld up to speed on our status. Tell him we are relocating to Acidalia Planitia. Suggest he join us there to finish repairs of the Dragon and lend us crew members for her operation.”
<Message ready for transmission>
“Transmit.”
<Message sent>
Bonnie looked at Dallitta.
“How long do you think it will take to get a reply?”
“I don’t know,” said Dallitta. “If they are following standard operating procedure, they’ll have placed repeater buoys at sixteen points around the system, such that no matter where they are, they can pick up messages. If they’re in the Kuiper Belt somewhere, they’ll get the message about 7 to 10 hours from now. Then we should get a response in about 14 to 20 hours, not counting their discussion time.”
“Fantastic. So let’s head for the base at Acidalia Planitia.”
“Let’s,” said Dallitta. “I’ll go over to the shuttle and get ready to depart.”
Four hours later, Bonnie sat at the flight console of the Dragon. Of course, the AI would do the actual flying. Bonnie would be monitor pilot in case anything went wrong. 
But still… her heart beat a little faster.
Slowly, the Dragon lifted out of its pit and into the air. It turned and headed for Acidalia Planitia. As it rose to a comfortable cruising altitude, its speed increased to 1,200 miles per hour. Dallitta fell in behind it with the shuttle.
As they flew, Bonnie was lost in thought.
Two thousand years. And still flight ready. Thanks to the maintenance bots. We need this technology. Humans need this technology now. We can’t wait. The Singheko will overwhelm us without it.
Can I give this ship back to Garatella? Wouldn’t that be stupid?

      ***They parked the Dragon inside the pressurized hangar at the old First Wing Headquarters complex in Acidalia Planitia. It was a tight fit; the only way they could get it inside was to turn it corner wise. The Dragon turned out to be 110 meters long. Destroyer-class for sure.
Then they spent two days bringing the hangar back into a pressurized state so they could work in a shirt-sleeves environment. They also pressurized one section of the living quarters on the base so they could sleep inside. Dallitta had a room of her own. Bonnie shared a room with Jim. 
At the end of their third day of work, Arteveld and the Corresse arrived. 
While the Singheko had not yet put a new picket ship at Mars, they knew it would happen sooner or later. So they reloaded the shuttlecraft back into the shuttle bay of the Corresse. Then they moved the Corresse under the portico next to the Devastator, out of sight of prying eyes from overhead.
Arteveld and Flo moved into the rooms next to Bonnie and Jim and Dallitta, and the rest of Arteveld’s crew moved into the next corridor, glad to get some time away from their small bunk spaces on the Corresse.
With the help of Arteveld and his crew, they made quick work of refurbishing the Dragon for extended flight. They loaded the iridium brought from Earth into the 3D synthesizer in the Dragon. The crew from the Corresse showed them how to take the finished product out and stack it in the Engineering space ready for installation by the maintenance bots.
Bonnie and Dallitta had found quite a bit of food left over in the cafeteria at the base. They moved enough into the Dragon to ensure it was fully stocked and gave the rest to Arteveld and the crew of the Corresse. Then Arteveld assigned a portion of his crew to the Dragon for flight test.
After another two days, the AI declared the stardrive fully repaired and ready for testing. 
It was time.
Like Bonnie, Dallitta had spent hours at the Dragon’s flight console, with the AI whispering in her ear, practicing simulated missions. Now Bonnie took the Captain’s chair for their flight test. Jim sat in the XO seat, not sure he would be needed, but ready to lend a hand as necessary. Arteveld and the Corresse would act as chase in case an emergency arose.
The hangar was depressurized, and the doors opened wide. The Dragon worked its way out of the tight space, then levitated across the apron under the portico until it was in the open area outside.
They had scanned for Singheko ships for several hours and found nothing. Now they executed one more scan. The sky was still clear. Arteveld and the Corresse hovered beside them, ready for flight.
“Execute Flight Plan Test-One,” intoned Dallitta at the Flight Console.
<Executing Flight Plan Test-One> responded the AI.
The Dragon rose into the sky, headed for space. Bonnie kept a close eye on the sensors, still concerned that a Singheko destroyer might be in the area. But she saw nothing. When they were clear of atmosphere, the AI turned them toward the mass limit and steadied down on a vector.
<Increasing reactor to full power. Ready for acceleration>
“Confirm,” said Dallitta. “Execute.”
The Dragon started to accelerate. 
And accelerate.
And accelerate.
They passed 255g and continued to build.
But there was no g-force acting on their bodies.
“Holy shit!” Jim swore as they passed 270g. 
The Corresse was being left behind so fast, it was already out of sight.
And still they accelerated. At 300g, the accel stabilized.
<Stable at Military standard acceleration> said the AI.
Bonnie spoke in a small voice, still disbelieving.
“Dragon…this is your max standard acceleration with full compensation?”
<Yes. That is correct>
“What is the maximum speed you can achieve in-system with sufficient wedge deflection to keep us safe from rocks and dust?”
<Fifty percent light speed>
Bonnie sat stunned.
“Say that again, please.”
<Fifty percent light speed>
“Don’t you mean five percent of light speed?”
<Incorrect. I can maintain fifty percent of light speed without danger>
Bonnie turned and looked at Jim.
“What the hell have we got here, Major Jim?”






  
   Twenty-Seven

Sol System. Outbound from Mars toward Pluto


“Never mind following us,  Corresse,” Bonnie sent to Arteveld. “Return to base. We’ll call you if we run into problems.”
They were already so far ahead of the corvette it was pointless. Arteveld would never catch them.
Bonnie was a little skittish about letting the Dragon accelerate to its rated maximum velocity of 50% light speed, so she had Dallitta stop their accel at 25% light. Even so, they reached the mass limit in seven hours.
Now it was really showtime.
“Dragon, set a six-space course for Point Alpha.”
<Course set>
“Execute.”
The universe went away, and they were in six-space.
“Well, at least the stardrive works!” yelled Dallitta. “Good work, guys!”
Dallitta was peering at the displays. Her eyes grew wide.
“Oh my God,” she said quietly.
“What?” asked Jim and Bonnie simultaneously.
“We’re making thirty-three light years per day,” said Dallitta. She turned in her chair and stared at the two of them.
“Thirty-three light years per standard Earth day. Ten times the current max speed of a starship in six-space.”
Bonnie couldn’t believe it.
“That’s impossible!”
“Look!” exclaimed Dallitta. She pointed to the display. Both saw what she was pointing to and looked at each other.
“We could get back to Nidaria in eighteen days,” whispered Bonnie.
“Or,” said Jim, a wicked light glinting in his eyes, “We could take out the entire Singheko fleet before they knew what hit them.”
“What? How?” asked Bonnie.
“Think about it,” said Jim. “We can waltz right up to them, invite them to come out and play. Then we fire our missiles and just run away. They couldn’t possibly catch us. We can hit and run without mercy.”
“But I’m not sure we have missiles,” muttered Bonnie. “I keep promising myself to check weapons, but something always distracts me.” She turned back to her console.
“Dragon, what is your current weapons loadout?”
<40 standard missiles, 5 ECM drones, two laser cannon, one long-range gamma lance>
“What?” three voices said simultaneously. “What’s a gamma lance?”
<A gamma lance is a weapon with the impact of five missiles hitting simultaneously in the same spot>
“Holy crap!” Jim exclaimed. 
“Dragon, when you say long-range, what do you mean?”
“The gamma lance has a range of 4,500 miles>
The three looked at each other, stunned. Their standard missiles had a range of no more than 2,500 miles. As did the Singheko missiles.
“This is a game changer,” breathed Dallitta. “This is an entirely new kind of weapon. Something not seen before.”
“And Garatella knew it!” shouted Bonnie, slapping herself in the forehead as it all became clear to her. “That son of a bitch knew it! He didn’t send us here to find Dragon because of the faster drive! He wanted the weapon!”
<Entering three-space> said the AI. With a slight whine, they found themselves back in the normal universe. Bonnie took a quick look at the display.
“Where are we?” asked Jim.
Bonnie turned and looked at him.
“Point Alpha. One light year from the Sun.”
In amazement, the three of them looked at the display.
Jim spoke first, in a low voice.
“What do we do now?”
Bonnie looked at Dallitta.
“I think we go report to Rita and talk this through with her,” said Bonnie.
Dallitta looked troubled.
“We’re supposed to take this ship back to Garatella immediately,” she said.
Bonnie nodded.
“I know that. But the situation has changed. First of all, we didn’t know anything about this new weapon. Secondly, Rita’s fleet was pushed out of the system. We didn’t plan on that. We’ve got a whole new ball game here. We need to take this to Rita and talk it through with her.”
Dallitta was not happy.
“We are disobeying our orders.”
Bonnie looked at her sternly.
“We are delaying the execution of our orders for a good reason, Dallitta. I never said we won’t go back to Nidaria. But I want to talk this over with Rita first.”
Bonnie turned back to Jim, signifying the discussion was over. Arteveld had provided them with coordinates of a position to contact Rita if absolutely necessary. 
“Dragon, take us to Point Baker-Two-Four immediately.”
<Moving to Point Baker-Two-Four. Ready>
“Execute.”
The universe went away again. They were headed for a coded location in the Kuiper Belt, where Rita had assured them they would be quickly found by her fleet.


Sol System. Kuiper Belt


Rita’s comm beeped at 4 AM ship time.
“Admiral, we have a priority message from the corvette Kaimina on picket duty.”
“Read it, please.”
“Rita, this is Bonnie and Jim, we got the Dragon up and running, we’re here and need to talk to you urgently.”
That was quick, thought Rita. And they didn’t waste any time getting here.
“Have the Kaimina escort them into our perimeter, Larissa. What’s their ETA?”
<30 minutes, milady>
“Very good. Wake Tarraine, read the message to him, and have him meet me in the briefing room when they arrive.”
<Wilco>
Rita got out of bed, stretched, and stripped her clothes off. Stepping into the shower, she stood under the water for a good ten minutes, trying to wake herself up. Out of the shower, she dressed and started brushing her hair. As if by magic, her new steward Gakodda entered the room, bearing nish and toast. He put it down quietly by her hand and departed.
Now that’s a steward. 
Rita attacked the nish, downing it in a minute. Then she finished brushing her hair and stood up, adjusting her uniform.
This had better be good, she thought. Four fucking AM.
Her AI beeped again.
<Commander Dallitta, Major Carter, and Bonnie Page are being escorted from the shuttle deck to your office. They will arrive in three minutes>
Leaving her bedroom, Rita entered the briefing room. As expected, Tarraine was already there. She smiled at him and sat at the head of the table.
“Well, Captain Tarraine, you know as much as I do. I have no idea why they felt it so important to break protocol and come in person. I can only assume it’s worth the risk.”
Tarraine smiled. “Let us hope so, milady.”
The door swung open and Bonnie stepped in, followed by Jim Carter and Commander Dallitta.
Rita felt a terrible urge to run to Jim and kiss him. She fought it off. She stood. Bonnie walked to her, and for a moment she thought Bonnie was going to embrace her. But Bonnie, recognizing the military formality required of the moment, reached out a hand instead.
“Hello, Admiral. How are you?” she asked as they shook hands, as if they had never been lovers.
“I’m good, Bonnie. How are you?”
“Much better than good, Admiral. And after we tell you our story, you’re going to be much better than good as well.”
They sat at the briefing table, Bonnie opposite Tarraine, Jim and Dallitta across the table from each other. Bonnie glanced at Jim as if to ask who should start. Jim nodded at her to go ahead.
Turning back to Rita, Bonnie began.
“I really don’t know where to start. This is so crazy.”
Rita smiled. “Usually it’s best to start at the beginning.”
“Well, we got Dragon repaired and took her on a test flight.”
Rita waited patiently, glancing at Tarraine.
“In three-space, she can do 300g accel and 50% of light speed - with full protection,” said Bonnie, as if it were the most matter-of-fact thing in the world.
There was a long silence. Tarraine looked a bit stunned. He spoke, almost involuntary as he comprehended Bonnie’s statement.
“That’s…that’s 45g more than we can pull. And we can only maintain reasonable protection up to 25% of light…”
Bonnie and Jim could see the wheels turning in Tarraine’s head. Rita kept a good poker face, however.
“What about six-space?” Rita asked.
Bonnie smiled at Jim. 
“33.3 light years per standard Earth day.”
Tarraine almost choked. Even Rita had difficulty keeping her expression under control.
“That’s 10 times faster than our current technology.” Tarraine sputtered. “Are you sure? This must be some kind of mistake!”
“No mistake,” said Jim. “We tested it out to one light year.”
Now Bonnie leaned forward, staring directly into Rita’s eyes.
“That’s not even the best part,” she said. “It has a different kind of weapon on board, something we’ve never seen. Something the AI calls a gamma lance. The impact of five missiles hitting simultaneously. Range of 4,500 miles.”
This time Rita reacted. She rose straight in her seat, looked away and up at the ceiling. They could see the wheels turning in her head. She stood, walked away, paced back and forth, thinking.
“Are you sure?” she suddenly asked, wheeling on Bonnie with urgency in her voice.
“We tested it on three asteroids,” replied Bonnie. “It seems to work as advertised.”
Rita looked at Tarraine.
“Convene a staff meeting immediately. I think we’re going to have a new mission.”
Now Dallitta interrupted.
“Milady! Our orders were clear! The High Councilor directed us to locate the Dragon and bring it back to Sanctuary immediately! We cannot risk it in a battle!”
Rita gazed down at her.
“Commander Dallitta, I understand. I know how you must feel. But I’m responsible for this solar system now. I must make the hard decisions. We’re going to use the Dragon to help clear this system of the Singheko. Then I’ll decide the next steps.”
Dallitta was clearly angry and upset. She started to speak again; Bonnie laid a hand on her arm.
“Commander Dallitta, I take full responsibility for this. I made the decision to bring the Dragon here. All the consequences will be on me,” said Bonnie.
Dallitta was not satisfied. She looked at Rita, prepared to continue the debate. But before she could speak, Rita forestalled her.
“Commander Dallitta, your objections are noted. However, the decision is made. Are we clear?”
“Clear, milady,” mumbled Dallitta.
“Very good. Bonnie, I propose to draft you into my officer corps, if you’ll take the job. Captain of the Dragon. What do you say?”
Bonnie looked at the woman standing before her. 
This is not the same woman who came out of the medpod on Jade. The woman who had trouble distinguishing her own memories from mine and Jim’s. The woman who cried at night when we were on the moon. 
This is an Admiral.
“I’d be happy to accept that position.”
“Excellent. Commander Dallitta,” Rita added, turning to her. “Would you accept XO on the Dragon?”
“Aye, milady. Thank you.”
“Good. Tarraine will help you assemble a crew to move to the Dragon and start training. Tarraine, give her the best, please.”
Turning to Jim, Rita gave him a grin. She already knew the answer to her question, but she had to ask anyway.
“Jim, would you like a destroyer? I have an opening on one of mine that needs a Captain.”
Jim gave a wry smile.
“Thanks, but no. I’m a fighter pilot, always was and always will be.”
“Then how about I promote my CAG to the destroyer and give you CAG - Commander Attack Group. You’ll be rated as a Commander and in charge of all the Devastators on board.”
“Can I still fly?” asked Jim.
Rita sighed.
“Yes, you can still fly.”
“Then yes, I accept.”
“Good,” Rita sniffed. “Then we are done with that, and we can move on to planning what comes next.”
“And what is that?” asked Bonnie.
“Killing every Singheko in this system,” said Rita grimly.


Earth. Krasnodar, Russia


Tatiana shivered, crying, huddled in the corner of the Singheko holding pen, naked. The huge aliens that looked like some kind of intelligent flat-faced lion on two feet had taken all their clothes and shaved their heads; now they were herding the humans up the ramps onto the slave ship. If anyone resisted, they were shocked with long baton devices that were basically cattle prods. 
Slowly the long line of humans moved up the ramp, until it was her turn. Growling, a seven-foot Singheko guard waved his shock-stick at her. Tatiana staggered to the foot of the ramp and took her place at the end of the line. 
An impulse made her look across the huge airfield, past the edge of the pentagon-shaped slave ship, to the distant green fields outside Krasnodar.
I’ll never see Earth again.
At the top of the ramp, tubes sprayed disinfectant liquid across them. Dripping, she walked into the blackness of the Singheko ship. Following in line, they were directed to a huge wire cage on the right side of a wide corridor.
As she came to the cage door, Tatiana hesitated. One of the big Singheko guards slammed her in the back, knocking her into the cage and onto the floor. She heard the cage door slam shut. 
Crawling to a corner, she curled into a fetal position, crying.
Outside the ship, the guards unhooked the ramps from the ship and pulled them away. Then they boarded the ship, sealing up the hatches.
An hour later, the huge pentagon-shaped slave ship rose into the air, accelerating slowly but steadily out of the atmosphere of Earth. Once clear of the atmosphere, it took a vector for the mass limit and accelerated at 20g until it was traveling at 31,000,000 mph. 43 hours later, it reached the mass limit and disappeared into six-space. 
Its cargo of 12,000 humans had no idea what fate had in store for them.






  
   Twenty-Eight

Sol System. Empty Space


Three weeks later, Rita’s fleet dropped into three-space at the mass limit, a bit over 14.5 AU from the sun. Both Earth and Mars were on the other side of the sun from their position.  
“Do you think they’ll catch on?” asked Tarraine.
Rita cocked her head a bit.
“I’d like to think we would if the situation were reversed. But let’s hope and pray they don’t.”
She referred to the fact they were almost directly opposite the Earth-Jupiter line. If the Singheko came out for battle, then given the time constraints, the enemy would need to assemble their fleet somewhere between Earth and Jupiter.
Which was good for Rita. Because Mars was just a bit off that line, between her and the place the Singheko would most likely assemble their fleet to meet her - if they didn’t snap to her plan.
Her fleet accelerated at 255g toward Earth. After 5 hours, they cut their boost, traveling at 15% of light speed - a bit more than 160 million klicks per hour. 
The Singheko picket destroyer at the 10 AU point on their side of the Sun held position long enough to count the incoming ships and classify them - then it ran, and hard. Its job was done - and its survival depended on getting up to speed before the Nidarian fleet caught it. 
A half hour later, Rita saw on the holo the remainder of the Singheko pickets moving at max acceleration back toward Jupiter. At the same time, the cruiser and two battlecruisers at Earth departed orbit on a similar vector.
“Ah. Good. They want to fight,” remarked Rita, watching the holo. 
“Yes, it seems so,” said Tarraine beside her on the Flag Bridge. “Based on their vectors, they’re assembling about 1 AU past Mars.”
“That’ll work,” said Rita. “We’ll stick to attack plan Alpha-1 unless something changes.”
“Aye, milady.”
Over the next hours Rita watched as the Singheko fleet assembled. All the enemy ships made for a point just about 3 AU from the Sun, about 1.5 AU on the other side of Mars.
“Designate that point as Point Sierra-1,” remarked Tarraine to Larissa.
“Copy.”
Rita’s fleet started a hard decel as they passed the Sun. They would meet the Singheko traveling much slower, giving their missiles time to lock on target and evade countermeasures.
By the time they passed Earth, the entire Singheko fleet had assembled at Point Sierra-1 and started accelerating toward them.
“They’ll meet us about 1 AU past Mars,” remarked Tarraine. He turned to Lirrassa. “Designate that as Point Sierra-2.”
“Copy.”
Rita listened to her staff doing their job, making their calls, setting their consoles, preparing.
She heard Bekerose make the expected announcement to his bridge crew.
“Battle Stations, please.”
The klaxon went off throughout the ship. There was an increased sense of urgency to every person on the bridge as they checked and triple-checked everything. It was getting real.
In the missile bays, dozens of crew members ensured every missile was spun up and the external tube doors were open and ready for launch. All pulse cannon were fully charged, ready to fire.
“All hands and systems ready at Battle Stations, milady,” Rita heard from Lirrassa.
“Thank you, Lieutenant.”
And that was that. The die was cast. Rita had no illusions about the coming battle. People were going to die. Ships were going to die.
But most of all, she thought, Singheko are going to die.
It was as if the fleets approached each other in slow motion. Then, as happens when battle occurs in space, all the time was gone. In front of them was the array of Singheko warships - two battlecruisers, each surrounded by a protective screen of cruisers, destroyers, and corvettes. The Singheko had put on quite a bit of accel, to ensure they weren’t standing still when the two fleets met. So, they were coming toward the Nidarians at a good clip, their ships also moving laterally as they positioned for advantage.
Tarraine gave the order and Rita’s fleet started moving their ships around as well, to make things more difficult for the Singheko.
“Thirty seconds to intercept,” called Tarraine.
Rita watched the holo count down. Then Tarraine started counting out loud, as he always did. Even though they could all see the count on the holo in front of them, it seemed he couldn’t resist.
But Rita didn’t mind. It was somehow reassuring to hear him.
“Five.”
“Four.”
“Three.”
“Two.”
“One.”
The battlefield became a storm of missiles and pulse weapons as the two fleets flashed through each other. On the Merkkessa’s bridge, voices yelled in desperation as missiles were fought off with the point defense systems, as ships foundered and died beside them, as a missile hit their front gravity wedge and slammed the ship to the side, overpowering the compensators, and another one hit aft, punching a hole in the ship and killing dozens of crew.
And then in seconds it was over. Ten Singheko and six Nidarian warships had entered the battlefield; as they pulled away, Rita gazed at the holo and counted the cost.
Two Singheko ships were outgassing flames and spinning in space - two destroyers.
But there were also two destroyed hulks tracking along with the Nidarian fleet. Ships once full of life - now just shredded piles of junk. Their ballistic course kept them - for the moment - in formation. 
One cruiser and one destroyer. Hundreds of lives lost.
As the wrecks spun silently, bits and pieces flinging off them, Rita felt an urge to add up the crew members of the dead ships and weigh them in the balance against the Singheko deaths.
She resisted.
Do your job. Do your job. Count the cost later.
Behind them, the Singheko turned to give chase, pushing their decel to 260g to make the course reversal. They were determined to catch the Nidarians and bring them to heel once and for all.
Rita pushed up her own accel now. Everyone grunted and labored as the accel went up to first 257, then 259, then finally 260 - 5g over compensation. 
But it wasn’t going to be enough. The Singheko reached zero velocity relative to the Nidarians and then began coming back toward them, increasing their accel to a bone-crushing 265g - 10g over compensation. 
It was a load Rita and her ships couldn’t match. The smaller bodies of her Nidarians couldn’t tolerate that level of force for any length of time.
The Singheko would catch them at Jupiter.


Sol System. Approaching Jupiter


Space battles take so damn long, thought Rita. Hours and hours of boredom followed by seconds of sheer terror.
I think I’ve heard that somewhere before…
They had been running in front of the Singheko for three and a quarter hours in the asteroid belt, one of the most dangerous places in the solar system for space trash. Rita’s fleet was at 10% of light speed now. The gravity wedges at the front of the Nidarian ships sparked madly as they deflected space dust and particles. Behind them the Singheko ships looked the same; neither side willing to slow down for safety’s sake. The Singheko had maintained a brutal accel, increasing their speed until they were moving just slightly faster than Rita’s fleet.
Suddenly, with a flash like a nuclear explosion, one of their destroyers simply disappeared, no longer in the universe except as a cloud of gas and energy.
The enemy destroyer had hit a space rock too large for the gravity wedge to handle, and too close to dodge.
Finally, grudgingly, the Singheko dropped their accel, coasting onward, still making ground on the Nidarian fleet, but not pushing as hard. 
“They finally came to their senses,” Rita commented to Tarraine. “Not that it makes much difference. They still catch us in another ten minutes.”
Tarraine leaned over to Rita. “Do you think they’re stupid enough to fall for it?”
Rita smiled at him.
“I’m hoping there are no limits on Singheko stupidity and arrogance.”
“If this doesn’t work, we’re going to be in trouble.”
“We were in trouble when we got up this morning.”
Rita stared at the holo, then turned to Tarraine.
“Let’s go ahead and execute Baker-Two-Five,” she said.
Tarraine nodded, punched it into his console, and hit the confirm button.
On the holo, Rita watched as her fleet stopped all accel and flipped end over end to face the Singheko. 
They were five minutes from merge now. They had to survive the full force of two battlecruisers and three cruisers full of pissed-off Singheko for at least thirty seconds after that.

      ***Far behind the Singheko fleet, the Dragon was in a hard decel from a maximum velocity of 14% of light speed on her trip from Mars.
She had lain hidden inside the abandoned portico of the old Mars base for three weeks as Bonnie, Jim, and fifty of Rita’s best engineers and crew worked madly to meet a deadline imposed by their Admiral.
Fabrication had gone on night and day inside the pressurized hangar. The sound of grunts and curses had permeated the entire space as Jim, Bonnie and the crew tore off the noses and tails of four Devastators and rebuilt them.
Their noses were extended by five feet, giving them an unbalanced aspect that looked ugly as hell to any decent pilot.
But they weren’t concerned about looks at this point.
In the rear, they added a second reactor behind the first, kludged together with spit and bailing wire. It doubled output to the weapons system.
They had still been working as the Singheko fleet assembled one AU outsystem of them, as they madly tried to finish the last testing items on a cobbled-up system that might work - or might not.
They had still been loading crew onto the Dragon as the Nidarian fleet passed by Mars, on their way to meet the Singheko.
Now, attached to the Dragon by hastily built mounts, the four Devastators looked like ticks on a dog as the ancient Nidarian destroyer finally pulled in behind the Singheko fleet, decelerating at 300g, getting their speed down to battle limits.
“I’m ten seconds behind schedule,” called Bonnie over her comm to Rita. “Do you want me to decrease decel a little and try to make it up?”
“No, don’t do that,” said Rita. “I’m afraid you’ll overshoot. Just keep on your track.”
“Aye, Skipper,” said Bonnie. It was the first time she had treated Rita like an admiral; but in battle, somehow, it just came out. 
“Disconnect the Devastators!” Bonnie yelled. She heard the clunks along the hull as the four kludged-up fighters were released from the Dragon, floating free in space beside the bigger ship.
“How’s it looking, Major?” she called to Jim.
“Hard to be sure,” she heard back. “I’ve got two green lights and two red lights on my weapons console. The second reactor is overheating and shows five minutes to shutdown. This is gonna be a close one.”
“Well, get your ass in gear, then, Jimmy Boy,” she called.
“That’s Major Jimmy Boy to you, Captain,” he called back, as he goosed his Devastator toward the Singheko fleet now just seconds in front of them.
“See you on the other side.”
“Copy.”
And he was gone.
Bonnie watched in the holo as the four Devastators formed up into a loose battle formation and spread out, starting a random weave pattern to evade enemy fire. Even as she watched, the first missiles came out of the destroyers in the rear of the Singheko fleet as the enemy became aware of the threat behind them.
Bonnie pushed all that aside. What happened to Jim and the flight of Devastators now was out of her hands. She had another job to do.
“Stand by to open fire,” she called. Beside her in the XO chair, Dallitta nodded vigorously.
“Roger, mum. All weapons primed and ready for release.”
“Very good, Commander. You may fire when ready.”
“Firing…now,” called Dallitta.
With a lurch felt throughout the ship, four missiles left the front of the Dragon, and four more departed from the rear tubes, arcing over the ship to take a vector toward the Singheko.
All eight missiles were directed toward the closest enemy battlecruiser, right in front of them. Dallitta waited a few seconds, until the enemy was well engaged with the missiles, spraying flak at them.
Then Dallitta fired the gamma lance for the first time in anger.


Sol System. Jupiter.


Jim saw Singheko missiles coming at him and jinked hard, trying to find a way through them. But they had a good lock on him, and he was in trouble. He spun the Devastator around to the left, spraying chaff, waited for a second, then spun it around the other way, hoping the crazy circle of chaff might confuse the missiles a bit.
It didn’t seem to do much good, and he was down to seconds before he was space junk.
In desperation, he hit the newly installed firing switch on the stick, held in place by black electrical tape because they hadn’t the time to mount it properly.
The newly built and installed gamma lance in the nose of the fighter toasted two of the missiles in front of him like a marshmallow over an open fire.
“Yes! It worked!” he yelled, thankful to still be alive as he dashed through the gap in the missile spread, evading another two missiles by a heartbeat.
“Tango Flight, use the lance on the missiles, it has just enough spread to make a hole for you!” he yelled over the comm.
Then he was past the rear guard of corvettes and destroyers and had a big, beautiful cruiser in front of him. He lined up on the warship and said a quick prayer.
“Lord, if you can see your way clear, this one is for Caroline,” he whispered as the enemy flak started bursting around him, pieces of shrapnel pattering off the skin of the fighter.
Then he pushed the fire button again.
Nothing happened.
Glancing down, he saw the overheat light from the second reactor flashing red.
“Fuck!” he yelled, punching the button to override it.
He looked up just in time to see a destroyer moving in front of him to block his path to the cruiser.
Slamming the trigger home, he felt the recoil as the lance fired this time. He watched as the destroyer in front of him disintegrated from a hole punched completely through the engine compartment, leaving a wall of parts and pieces for him to fly through if he wanted to get a clear shot at the cruiser.
Instinctively ducking his head as he flew through the mess, with parts clanging and banging off the fighter’s gravity wedge, he lifted his head to see the cruiser launch eight more missiles at him.
He had a choice. He could fire at the missiles and save himself, but probably lose his chance at the cruiser, as it jinked crazily away from him and two more destroyers moved in to block his fire.
Or he could fire at the cruiser and the missiles would get to him before the weapon could recycle.
“Well, here’s another nice mess you’ve got me into,” he yelled out as he fired at the cruiser.

      ***Rita nearly fell out of her chair as the Merkkessa was hammered on the bow, the gravity wedge shunting the blast aside but not enough to prevent the ship from staggering like a drunk.
There was nothing for her to do now. Her life, and the life of everyone on the ship, was in the hands of Captain Bekerose as he fought the ship, jinking, turning, accelerating, decelerating, refusing to give an inch as he fought two enemy battlecruisers toe to toe.
Beside her, Tarraine held on to the arms of his chair with a deathlike grip as he watched the holo. 
“The Dragon is not close enough to the battlecruisers to take them out,” he said, pointing to the holo. “She needs to come in closer.”
“Not to worry. Bonnie sees it too. She’ll get there in a second.”
The sound of the pulse cannon on the hull of Merkkessa made a “braaap” sound that set their teeth on edge each time they fired. The Merkkessa lurched again. Something far in the back of the ship exploded. Rita felt the engines change pitch as one of them was damaged. 
They were taking a beating.

      ***Bonnie fired for the third time at the battlecruiser on the near side of the Merkkessa. It was technically within the range of the gamma lance, but it seemed to have little effect. She was getting frustrated.
“Closer! Get in closer!” she yelled at Dallitta.
“Copy.”
The Dragon accelerated again, moving in toward the two battlecruisers that were throwing missiles at the Merkkessa with wild abandon.
“Fire, fire, fire!” yelled Bonnie as the lance recycled and the ready light came on.
This time the weapon had more effect. Bonnie saw a large piece come off the enemy battlecruiser, leaving a hole big enough to drive a truck through. 
That got their attention. The big ship started to turn, moving to put its front missile tubes on them.
“Jim’s in trouble,” called Dallitta.
“Not our problem,” yelled Bonnie. “Focus!”
Dallitta nodded. The lance light flickered, then came on green.
“Fire, fire, fire!” yelled Bonnie, and the weapon licked out at the battlecruiser just as eight missiles jumped out of its tubes toward the Dragon.
And the battlecruiser - and all its missiles - disappeared. In its place stood a monumental explosion of fire and flame. Munitions inside cooked off in all directions as the enemy ship disintegrated, leaving fiery trails in all directions like pinwheels at a holiday fireworks show.
‘Scratch one battlecruiser,” yelled Bonnie in delight. “Re-target the other one, fire when ready, Dallitta.”
“Copy.”

      ***In the cockpit of his Devastator, Jim watched eight missiles coming at him. His last shot at the cruiser had taken down his weapons reactor. He had no missiles and no gamma lance. 
He was defenseless.
Watching the missiles bore in, he spoke aloud, as he had always done when death stared him in the face.
“Right up to the last second,” he recited, the last part of his mantra. His death song, as he thought of it. He wasn’t Native American - but he felt he had the right to a death song. 
Everybody has the right to a death song.
The missiles were three seconds away.
Right up to the last second, he thought one last time.
Then beside him two Devastators flashed by, both firing their lances at the missiles in front of him. Together they punched a hole in the middle of the group of missiles. Jim felt the urge to duck as he went through the hole in the missile spread with the two Devastators right in front of him, so close he could see the names written on the sides of their cockpits.
Bobber.
Spanky.
And he thought about the name hastily written on the side of his own fighter, just before they left Mars.
Angel.
Pulling in behind the two Devastators, he grinned.
It felt good to be alive.

      ***“Now we’re cooking,” yelled Tarraine as the last Singheko battlecruiser stopped firing, its missile tubes smashed by the combined force of the Merkkessa, the Dragon and the three remaining active Devastators. Its engines appeared to be down. It was dead in space.
In the distance, the two remaining Singheko cruisers turned to flee, accelerating away toward the outer system. The remaining Singheko destroyers and corvettes tucked in behind them, all of them making a break for the mass limit.
“I don’t want any of them getting away to warn Singheko about the new weapon,” called Rita loudly.
“Copy,” echoed both Tarraine and Lirrassa. With the survivors of the Nidarian fleet beside her, the Merkkessa accelerated toward the escaping enemy.
The Dragon passed them by like they were standing still. Before Rita could fully comprehend what was happening, the Dragon caught up to the nearest cruiser and fired her gamma lance. The cruiser came apart into two large pieces, both spinning end over end in space. Flame, parts, and bodies poured out of the broken ends into the black.
The remaining cruiser stopped all accel in the universal sign of surrender. A few seconds later, the remaining Singheko destroyers and corvettes did likewise.






  
   Twenty-Nine

Sol System. 


The Singheko corvette sat quietly 35 AU above the ecliptic, with the Sol System spread out below it like a picture.  
The big Singheko in command of the small ship spoke harshly, as the delayed light from the battle reached them 4.8 hours after it was all over. Loosely translated, his words would have been:
“Well, that sucks.”
His first officer agreed.
“It does indeed suck, Captain.”
The captain was a burly Singheko with two vestigial claws on each hand, signifying a member of a prestigious gens. He shook his head in disgust.
“Ensure all the recordings are secure and backed up, then plot a course for home and get us out of here. The Admiralty needs to see this as soon as possible.”
He stalked off the bridge, too frustrated to stay. As he entered his cabin, he felt the slight shudder and whine as the corvette translated out for its five-and-a-half-month trip back to Singheko.


In the Slave Ship
En Route to Singheko


Tatiana had learned how to squat in the corner with two walls of the wire cage on each side and manage a somewhat comfortable position to watch the rest of the women surrounding her: a boring drama of fear, anger, discomfort, and stench. 
Inside the cage, day and night became defined by morning wash downs and evening feedings. 
Their Singheko captors fed them once a day - some kind of glop that flowed into a trough on the back wall of the cage. It oozed along like porridge - with strange, undefined lumps in it. 
The first time it happened, there was a mad rush to the back of the cage, everyone fighting for the food. 
Tatiana stayed out of the melee, too shocked by events to move from her corner. 
But by the second evening, she was too hungry to let it pass. She stood, watching, as a half-dozen women fought and shoved to get to the food while the rest of the cage stood by.
How stupid! The food is the same for everybody! And there’s enough for all!
Then she realized it wasn’t about the food. 
It was about primacy of place. They were establishing the pecking order. Even in a cage of slaves, someone had to be on top. 
A big woman, one Tatiana hadn’t noticed before, seemed to win the second battle, pushing and shoving others aside, leaving a few with a bloody nose. 
When the more aggressive ones were done, Tatiana and the rest of the women got their food. They had to scoop it from the trough with their hands, eat it with their fingers. 
Afterward, Tatiana washed off at one of the two water faucets mounted on the wall.
The next morning a half-dozen of the big Singheko guards came into the hallway between the cages with what looked like a fire hose. 
Sure enough, they opened the valve and hosed down the cages, washing away the bodily wastes into a recessed drain at the back of the cage, spraying the women indiscriminately, the force of the water knocking many of them to the floor where they slid to the back. 
Tatiana, in her secure spot at the rear corner, was able to huddle down and get clean without getting knocked over.
Thus, their day and night cycles were defined. 
Evening was the glop oozing out of the wall into the trough, the hierarchy of the strong taking their turn, followed by the rest of the women, with the weak or sick at the last. 
Morning was defined by the hosing down of the cage, washing away the stinking mess of the previous day, knocking down any who were unprepared.
It was on the third day out from Earth that the big woman came to Tatiana in her corner. It was after the evening feeding; the group was settling in for the night, their schedule now adjusted to a cycle dictated by their masters.
The big woman stared down at her. Tatiana looked up, uncertain of her intent.
“I’ll take your corner, bitch,” said the woman. 
Tatiana shrugged, got up, and walked away. She had seen the big woman fight. A corner wasn’t worth the beating.
But she hadn’t taken two steps before the woman had her in a choke hold, dragging her backward into the corner.
“And I’ll take you too, bitch,” growled the woman. She twisted, throwing Tatiana back down into the corner. 
Tatiana bounced off the wire mesh of the cage wall, and back onto the woman’s feet. 
It was pure luck; but when she bounced back, she somehow took the big woman down to her knees.
It wasn’t good luck. It was bad luck. 
Now the woman thought Tatiana had done it intentionally. She piled into Tatiana, all fists, elbows, knees, gouging and scratching, cursing a blue streak, slamming Tatiana up against the wire mesh of the cage over and over.
Tatiana folded up, rolling into a ball on the floor, trying to protect herself. After a few minutes, the big woman finally stopped hitting her and stood up, breathing hard. 
“Get your ass in that corner and lie down, bitch.”
Tatiana crawled into the corner. The big woman lay down on her and started having her way with her, roughly, punishing her, hurting her. 
It wasn’t sex; it was a lesson. A humiliation.
Tatiana let her mind go far away, trying to remember the happy times before her life went to shit. 
Before she had thought it a lark to smuggle some drugs into their hotel in Krasnodar. 
Before her boyfriend had abandoned her at the first sound of boots on the stairwell, flying out the window and gone, leaving her holding the bag as the police burst into the room. 
Back when she had been the privileged daughter of a high-ranking Naval officer, a commander in the British Royal Navy. A man who had fallen in love with her Ukrainian mother, married, had a daughter, given them a kind and loving home - even if he was away for months at a time on sea duty.
Until her mother died when she was seventeen.
Until she and her father were left, bereft.
Until one fell into a pattern, dropping out of college, trekking around Europe with various boyfriends, a pattern of drugs and drink and parties and sex.
And the other one, using sea duty as a soporific from the pain, sending a monthly check while turning a blind eye to the long downhill slide of his daughter.
The big woman grew tired of abusing her, shoved her away, settling down into the corner in Tatiana’s old spot, showing everyone she was now queen of the cage. 
Tatiana crawled away, as far as she could get, all the way to the other corner of the cage.
Finding a spot next to a couple of older women, Tatiana sat, not crying, not angry, not anything. All her emotions had gone away, somewhere else. 
She sat for a long time, unable to move, unable to think. Frozen, a statue of loss and pain.
One of the women next to her slid closer, put an arm around her, leaned her head on her shoulder.
“It’ll be alright, dear,” she said.
Then the tears came. They came suddenly, without warning. All that she had lost, all the mistakes, everything flooded out of her. She cried, as quietly as she could, until she had no more tears to cry.
Then she slumped into the other woman, a stranger, whose name she did not know, and they held each other for a while.
Finally, they slept.


Earth. Colorado Springs


The conference room was packed. Every chair was filled, and there were people standing around the edges of the room. There were a few who didn’t really need to be there - they just wanted to see the Admiral who had saved Earth. And of course, Rita had snuck Jim in, well, - just because. Because he was her support system.
Sitting across from General Raines, Rita glanced over at Jim briefly, then continued.
“First a minor personnel matter, General. I’d like to take Major Carter here off your hands. My understanding is that he is still technically a member of your Space Force. I’d like to steal him for my CAG - Commander Attack Group.”
Raines smiled slightly. The relationship between Rita and Jim Carter had already become common knowledge in the group. 
“That will be fine, Admiral. Glad to get rid of him. Seems like all he wants to do is fly fighters and shoot things!”
A titter of laughter ran around the table.
“Thank you, General. I’ll do my best to get some good use out of him.”
Another titter of laughter ran around the table, as Rita’s quite intentional double entendre registered on the assembled staff. Jim ducked his head, blushing. With a smile, Rita continued.
“I’ve dispatched the corvette Corresse, with the new drive installed, back to Nidaria. It will arrive eighteen days from now. That will fulfill our bargain with the Nidarians, by giving them the new drive systems. However, Captain Arteveld has been instructed to tell High Councilor Garatella he can have the plans for the gamma lance when we have a mutual defense treaty with Nidaria in place. In the meantime, if he wants it, he can come and take it.”
Raines laughed.
“Admiral, please make sure I don’t ever get on your bad side.”
Rita smiled.
“Thank you for taking charge of the Singheko prisoners from the captured ships. I trust you are making them welcome in their new home in Australia.”
Raines nodded. 
“They’re not too fond of the outback. But they’re singing like little birds. We’re learning a lot.”
“Good,” said Rita. “Now. About our fleet. We’re converting all our ships to the new drives and adding the gamma lance weapon. Including the captured Singheko ships, it’ll take us about six months to finish all the refits.”
“And then?”
“And then we depart to take the fight to Singheko. It’s far better to fight them in their own system than to fight them here. We’ll bleed them there, right in front of their own people - their own government.”
“Are you sure about this? Taking on the Singheko in their own system?”
“I am. In two months, I’ll dispatch Bonnie in the Dragon to the Singheko system to monitor their activities. By the time we are ready to leave, we’ll have enough intelligence on the Singheko and their fleet disposition to know how we can best attack them. This is the only way to safeguard Earth, General Raines. We have to keep them on the defensive until they decide to leave us alone.”
With that, Rita rose, and her staff rose with her. 
“Thank you, General Raines. We could not do this without you.”
There was a lot of hand touching, hand shaking, and hugging before she and her staff were able to leave the room.
Walking down the hallway to her vehicle with Jim beside her, Rita was thoughtful, head down. She continued her quiet mood as they drove back to the four-bedroom house assigned as her quarters. 
Inside the house, she went straight to the nursery to check on Imogen. Jim stood beside her. Together, they stared at the sleeping child.
“We have one more important task to do tonight,” said Rita. She looked over at Jim.
“I know,” he said.

      ***Minutes later, Jim sat quietly at the kitchen table, as Rita sat across from him.
Their hearts lay on the table between them, invisible. Both knew they were there, frozen in time. Waiting to beat again - or not. The slightest mistake by either of them, and those two hearts would break, right there on the table.
“Bonnie sent a note for you.”
Rita handed Jim an envelope.
Jim laid it aside. He already knew what it said. He could feel it. 
It was Bonnie saying goodbye. Telling him she already knew what his choice would be.
“You’re sure about going to Singheko?” Jim said, buying time.
Rita nodded.
“I am.”
“You’ll be fighting those bastards on their home turf.”
“Yes. But we either fight them there or we fight them here at Earth. I’d rather fight them there. And fighting them there forces the Nidarians to make a decision. They either have to come in on our side, or take the chance we beat the Singheko without them, and become the new aggressive kids on the block.”
“Or lose the Dragon technology to the Singheko.”
“Exactly. Garatella drew a line in the sand and now he has to stand behind it and fight. Their survival is tied to ours.”
“And Imogen?”
Rita paused. Now it came to the rub.
“With me.”
“On the Merkkessa?”
“Yes.”
“You could probably be President of Earth if you wanted it. Every news channel on the planet is calling you the savior of the world.”
“No.”
There was a long silence. Rita stared at him.
Make your choice, asshole, she thought. Bonnie or me. Once and for all.
Jim knew her thoughts. She had his consciousness inside her. 
So, he knew what she was thinking as well.
Unbidden, a tiny smile came to curl up the corners of his lips.
“It’ll be crowded with you, me and Imogen in your Flag Cabin,” he said. “And I have to live with you and Imogen. I won’t be relegated to the Bachelor Officer’s quarters.”
Their hearts began again.
“Then we’ll have to get married,” said Rita. “I can’t have a single officer living in sin with the Admiral. It’s bad for morale.”
Slowly, Jim grinned. “Isn’t living with a lowly Commander just as bad?”
A faint smile turned up Rita’s lips.
“I’ll take my chances.”






  
  Epilogue

Portsmouth, England - Three Weeks Later


The pub was nearly empty. Just the bartender, a couple arguing in a back booth, a bored waitress; the usual Saturday night drunk slumped over the jukebox looking for songs that weren’t there… 
And Luke, sitting alone at the bar, nursing his third pint.
So, he knew something was up as soon as the woman slid into the seat beside him. 
There were a half-dozen empty chairs on either side. She could have chosen any of them.
But she didn’t. She sat right beside him.
Bloody hell, a damn hooker, he thought.
He stared into the long mirror running behind the bar, expecting to see a worn-out bimbo in a slinky dress, with too much makeup and a desperate look on her face.
What he saw took his breath away.
One of the most beautiful women Luke had seen in his life sat beside him, meeting his eyes in the mirror. Perfect, symmetrical face. An elegant nose, not too small, not too big. Subdued makeup, exactly right. Perfectly coiffed blond hair cut in a bob, falling evenly above her collar, tastefully highlighted. 
And green eyes that seemed to go on forever, drawing him in like a man sinking into an infinitely deep ocean - and one any man would willingly sink into - if that’s what it took to be with this woman. 
Then the uniform registered on his brain…a strange uniform, deep navy blue, sleeve rings like a Royal Navy captain, epaulets on the shoulders - but a cut and fit not from the Royal Navy.
“And just what the hell do you want, Captain?” he growled. “Another inch of skin off my backside?”
Bonnie Page smiled wryly at the mirror, still meeting his eyes.
“Much more than that, Commander. I’d like to give you a job.”
Luke shook his head, threw back his pint, and drained it. He stood up, threw a couple of tenners on the bar, and turned to go.
“Not a Commander anymore, as I’m sure you know quite well, Captain. And I don’t need any job that comes with a uniform.”
He took a step toward the door, stuffing his wallet back in his pocket.
“Even if it meant you could kill Singheko?” came a voice from behind him.
Luke stopped.
Kill Singheko.
He turned back to the woman.
The memory of his daughter Tatiana came to him, a picture in his mind unbidden, her face as bright and beautiful as the last time he saw her. 
Before the Russians threw her into prison.
Before the Russians sent her to the Singheko slave ship.
“Kill Singheko?” he muttered again, staring at the woman. “How many can I kill?”
Bonnie smiled at the man.
“As many as you want, Commander. As far as I’m concerned, you can kill them all. But first, you’d have a job to do, and you’d have to do it my way.”
Former Royal Navy Commander Luke Powell stepped back to his chair, stared at the woman for a second, and sat down.
“And what is your way, Captain?”
Bonnie gestured to the bartender, pointed to the empty pint in front of Luke, and held up two fingers. The bartender nodded and started drawing two more pints.
Bonnie turned back to Luke.
“No more wild and crazy schemes. No more jumping off into the wild blue without full support and planning. My way.”
Suddenly, Luke recognized her.
“You’re Bonnie Page,” he said. “Captain of the Dragon.”
Bonnie nodded. The bartender placed two pints in front of them.
“I am,” she said.
“So, what do you want from me?”
Bonnie took a long draught of her pint, laid the glass down, and wiped foam off her perfect lips. She turned back to Luke.
“Before you decided to go off and take on the entire Russian army by yourself to get your daughter back, you had a reputation as one of the best and brightest ship commanders in the Royal Navy. That’s exactly what I need right now. A ship commander with the smarts to be my XO on the Dragon.”
Luke was stunned.
“But…the Dragon’s a starship! I’m a wet navy puke! How the hell could I do that job?”
Bonnie grinned.
“I don’t need an expert on starships, Commander. I have plenty of those already, and the rest of it we can train. What I need is an expert on running a crew. Logistics. Training. Selection of personnel. Maintaining discipline and order. The remainder you can learn on the job like the rest of us are doing.”
Luke shook his head.
“Why me? Why a cashiered officer stupid enough to think he could rescue his daughter from the Russians?”
Bonnie looked at him carefully.
“Because you did try to rescue your daughter. Because you were willing to put your life and your career on the line to try. Because you had the leadership skills to put together a team that almost pulled it off. And because maybe I think you got a bum deal from the Royal Navy.”
“But I failed,” Luke said. “I failed her.”
His voice reflected an agony of pain he had not let out for months. It was all he could do to hold back tears.
Bonnie, overwhelmed by the moment, reached out a hand to him and placed it on his shoulder.
“Commander. You did not fail. Humanity failed. We failed to protect our people. But now we have a second chance. A chance to take the fight to the enemy. And maybe, along the way, find our lost people and help them, or even rescue them. I can’t say that with certainty. But it’s a possibility.”
Luke turned away, overcome with emotion. He took the pint, lifted it halfway, looked at it, then gently placed the glass back on the bar.
Quietly, he spoke.
“You should know I’ve been drinking quite a bit lately,” he said.
Bonnie also spoke softly.
“Can you manage it?”
Luke nodded. “Yeah. I can manage it.”
“OK. What else?”
Luke knew what she meant. 
What else prevents you from leaving Earth and going off to kill Singheko?
“Not a bloody thing,” he muttered. “Not a bloody damn thing.”

###








  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
    	
       
         In the Cage
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Dragon
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         London
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Departure
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Singheko
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Sonja
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Deriko
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Factory
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Ansible
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Rebellion
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Ampato
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Found
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Crippled
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         The Long Edge of Night
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         A Strange way of Doin' It
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         That One with the Feathers
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Baker Two
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Narrow Escape
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Ollie Goes Forth
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Dragon Away
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Bombardment
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Go Where They Ain't
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Orma
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Right Hand Holds the Sky
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Left Hand Holds the Ground
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Arteveld Returns
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         A Damn Good Scrap
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Cornered
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Silent Arrow
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Luck of the Draw
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         The Valiant
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Epilogue
      
      
    

  
      

    
  


  
  In the Cage


In the wee hours of the morning, Tatiana awoke. 
Her mind was clear. She had made a decision while she slept. 
Maybe her subconscious mind had made it earlier, and it was only just now bubbling up. 
Or maybe in her dream state, it had come to her.
But she had decided. 
The big woman will come back for me again. She has to have a victim, someone to abuse, to show the others who’s boss.
I will not be a victim.
She remembered something her father Luke had told her once in a letter.
Be happy in your life. Live for the joy in the day. But also be prepared for the worst, the unexpected, the danger. By being prepared, you can be without fear, without worry. Prepare for the unexpected - but never let the preparation lead you from joy.
Now Tatiana let those words resonate in her mind. 
I will not be a victim here.
She looked carefully at every inch of the cage. Was there anything she could use to her advantage? Anything she could use to defend herself?
Turning, she examined the wire mesh of the cage behind her. She pulled it, pushed it, looking for any weakness.
As she did so, she noticed one of the cage wires had a tiny crack in it, right where it crossed over another.
Pushing on the wire, she saw it move a little.  Working it, she thought she saw the crack widen. She continued to work the wire, until an hour later, she managed to break off a small piece of it. 
It was not long - maybe four inches in length. By the time she curled it up in her hand to use as a weapon, she had only one inch sticking out.
It will have to be enough. I know she’ll attack me again. 
Sure enough, after the guards came through and hosed them down next morning, the big woman stood up, shaking off the water.
“Hey! Brytanskyy!” she shouted. “Let’s party some more. Come over here and lick me clean!”
Tatiana stood up but didn’t move. She just waited. 
She knew it wouldn’t take long.
And it didn’t. When she didn’t move to the woman, the big Ukrainian started toward her.
“Hey, bitch! When I call you, get your ass over here!” she shouted.
Around her, women scattered as they realized another fight was starting.
Tatiana waited. The wire was curled up in her right hand. Now she turned slightly, hiding her right side, and slowly moved the wire out until an inch of it was exposed, sticking out of her fist.
The big woman was nearly to her, and reached out, intending to grab her by the neck and choke her out again.
Tatiana ducked under the arm and swung her fist, stabbing the wire directly at the woman’s right eye. The point of the wire missed the eye directly and hit above it in the forehead. Tatiana pulled it down as hard as she could. The wire cut a raw chasm down her attacker’s face from her forehead to her cheek.  Blood spattered and the woman fell away, screaming.
“I’m blind!” she screamed. “I’m blind!”
Tatiana stared at her, ready for another assault if necessary.
“Only in one eye, you stupid bitch. Come at me again and I’ll take the other one.”
Then Tatiana moved her gaze slowly around the room, at the hundred-odd women crammed into the wire cage, all staring at her.
Something happened in her at that moment. Something strange. 
Something welled up in her she had never felt before.
We cannot be victims.
She knew instinctively her chance would come only once, and she intended to take it.
“All of you - listen to me. We are being stupid. Fighting among ourselves! Forming up into gangs! This plays right into their hands!”
She pointed at the hallway outside the cage.
“From now on, we don’t fight each other! We fight those bastards out there! In here, we help each other. We protect each other. And when we get to wherever - whatever - we fight those assholes with everything we’ve got!”
Tatiana walked around the cage. People made space for her as she moved. They leaned in, listening.
“Anyone can roll over and die. Anyone can start victimizing the weak, ignoring the threat outside. But we’re not going to do that. We’re going to form a resistance movement right here - right inside this cage! We’re going to organize, plan. When they let us off this ship - regardless of what they do, regardless of where we are - we’re going to find a way to take the fight to them. Got it?”
There was a jumbled murmur of agreement from some of the women around her.
“Got it?” she shouted again.
A small cheer went up.
“Got it?” she yelled again.
“Yes!” came a loud, resounding answer.

      ***The big Ukrainian woman had been huddled on the floor for twenty minutes, blood dripping down her face. Periodically she would roll from side to side and moan, or whimper “I’m blind, I’m blind!”
Tatiana walked to her and crouched down beside her.
“I don’t think you’re blind. I think your eye’s just full of blood.”
The woman raised her head slightly, looked at Tatiana with her good eye, holding her hand over the other.  Blood oozed out between her fingers and dripped off her face.
“Go fuck yourself.”
“If I could, I would,” grinned Tatiana. “But I don’t have the right equipment. What’s your name?”
There was no response. The woman lay silent, ignoring her.
“Listen. I have an idea to organize us to fight the Singheko.” 
“Go to hell.”
“No.  Let’s send the Singheko to hell instead.”
There was a silence as the big woman slowly stopped moaning and began to think again.
“Bullshit.  What can we do?”
“What can we do if we don’t try?  And isn’t it better than sitting here waiting to die? What’s your name?”
After a long silence, the big woman responded.
“Marta,” she grunted.
Closing her eye and slumping back down on the floor, Marta turned away.
Tatiana thought she’d lost her chance to get through to the big woman.  She sighed and stood up to walk away.
Then she heard Marta.
“And what would I do?” asked the Ukrainian, still facing away from her on the floor.
Tatiana crouched beside her again, talking to her back.
“I’m not sure.  But I know you’re the strongest person in this cage. If the two of us work together, we can put together some kind of organization. I can help with the brains, at least.”
“How come you’d be the brains?” growled Marta.
Tatiana smiled.
“Who’s lying on the floor bleeding?”
After a silence, Marta grunted. 
“Point taken.”
Then Marta spoke again.
“It doesn’t matter. You won’t survive another week in this cage.”
“What do you mean?”
“Look across the room.”
Tatiana turned on her heels, gazed around the cage. 
In the corner that she had once occupied, and which Marta had taken away from her, another big woman had already taken up residency.
“Her name is Sonja,” Marta grunted. “As soon as she gets it in her head, she’ll kill you.”
“But why?” asked Tatiana.
“Because compared to her, I’m Jesus Christ.  She’s not as strong as me. But twice as mean.”
Tatiana turned back to Marta.
“So again. We organize, we fight these alien bastards. If we have to fight Sonja, we do that too. Why not join forces?  You help me, I help you.”
Marta grunted, but at least she rose, moved herself to a sitting position. She turned to look at Tatiana, her hand still covering her face, dripping blood.
“I should kill you for what you did.”
“Maybe. But that gains you nothing. Joining forces with me gains you brains and something to do - kill Singheko.”
Marta thought about that for a bit. Slowly, a wry little smile started on her face.
“I would surely like to kill some of those bastards.”
“Then get on your feet, go over to the water, and clean yourself up.”
“And then?” asked Marta.
“I heard someone say you were an officer in the army.  What were you?”
“Captain,” grunted Marta.
“Then you know military organization.  That’s perfect.  Find out anyone else who was in the military, or who knows things that would help.  Organize them into a Headquarters unit. Divide the rest into squads and platoons.  Get us organized.”
Marta nodded slowly.
“You’re fucking crazy, you know that, right?”
Tatiana grinned.
“Of course.  No sane person would think this is possible.”
Slowly, Marta started to get to her feet.  
Tatiana stood, reached out a hand, and helped her up.  
Marta glared at her for a long moment, and Tatiana wasn’t sure if she was going to go clean herself or start another fight.
“I really should kill you, you know,” Marta added. “There’s a half-dozen women in this cage I’ll have to fight to keep you alive.”
Then a grin broke out on Marta’s face.
“But you just might have the balls to pull it off, you crazy bitch,” said Marta.
“Tatiana. Tatiana Powell.” 
“Ah, right.  You’re a Brytanskyy - an Englander.”
“Yeah.  My father was English.”
“OK,” said Marta, still holding one hand over her damaged face.  “I’ll help you for now. Until you screw up and I get to kill you.”
“Until I screw up,” grinned Tatiana.
Marta shook her head.
“I don’t think that’ll take long,” she said, as she turned and headed for the water faucet at the back of the cage.






  
  Dragon


Admiral Zukra Akribi slammed the ball hard. 
It went up and across the playing court, bouncing off the wall three meters above his head.  
The ball’s momentum carried it; and with a slight thump, it went through the narrow circular goal, just barely passing through the hole.
Victory!
Growling in his excitement, Zukra raised his arms as the crowd went wild. He took a victory lap around the court, shaking his fists.  Thousands of spectators shot to their feet, joining in with their own growls and chants.
Finally, after two laps around the court, he stopped near his opponent, who sank to the ground near one end of the playing court. 
His opponent was not Singheko; he was a member of a species known as the Taegu. His fate was sealed, and he knew it. He had no place to go.
Five attendants came out.  Four of them gathered around the defeated opponent, placed a large wooden block on the ground, and tied the creature’s arms behind his back, followed by his feet.
The fifth attendant handed Zukra a broadsword. With a flourish, he swung the sword, testing the heft of it, and then held it up to the crowd.  A fresh roar of approval came out of the stands, mixed with whistles and growls of approval.
Zukra walked all the way around the court, holding the sword up in front of him, basking in the adulation. Eventually he came back to his starting point, and stared down at the Taegu, now bound and tied and bent over the block.
Zukra pointed to him, playing to the crowd.
“There!  The natural position of the Taegu!”
The crowd went wild. Zukra waved the sword, making it glint in the bright sun of the Singheko home world, Ridendo.  
He thought about taking another lap around the playing court, but finally decided against it.
He had a meeting to get to.
With a last flourish, he turned to the defeated slave at his feet, positioned himself, and raised the sword over his head.  Waiting for the roar of the crowd to swell to a peak, he brought the sword down smartly, lopping off the head of the Taegu with a crunch that could be heard fifty meters away. The head rolled out across the playing field, leaving a trail of red in the sandy ground. Blood sprayed from the body, pooling in front of Zukra.
Zukra raised the broadsword again as the crowd went wild.  Now he did walk around the court again, close to the stands, allowing the crowd a good look at the bloody blade.
Finally he reached the end of the court, and with a final wave of the sword to the crowd, he handed it to an attendant and took a towel to wipe his face. His aide, Captain Orma, waited patiently until Zukra had finished, then spoke gently.
“Admiral, we have only an hour to get to the Admiralty for your meeting.”
“I’m well aware of that, Orma,” spat Zukra.
Orma smiled, holding his tongue. He had worked for Zukra long enough to know it was a no-win situation. If he failed to remind him, Zukra would berate him. And if he reminded him, Zukra would still berate him. So he had learned to choose the lesser of two evils.
“Meet me outside the showers, Orma,” the Admiral growled and stalked away into the locker room.  
Orma had expected it. He went to the exit from the locker room and stood easy, a position of loose parade rest that befitted an Admiral’s Aide - even if Zukra was the lowest rank of Admiral in the Singheko Navy, a Libaax.  A Libaax did not sit at a desk in the Admiralty. No, indeed. A Libaax sat on the Flag bridge of a warship, leading a fleet - a fighting Admiral, one who would take their place on the front lines during a conflict.
And Zukra was the Libaax of the Singheko Home Fleet - the fleet guarding the home planet, Ridendo.
Not that it had ever been needed. In the entire modern history of the Singheko, no enemy had ever appeared to challenge them. They were the undisputed masters of their area of space.
Except for the damn Nidarians, thought Orma. They are the only ones who have ever fought us to a draw.
But they never entered this system. No enemy has entered this system since the fall of the Golden Empire two thousand years ago. And they never will.
Twenty minutes later Zukra come out of the locker room in his dress uniform and strode powerfully toward the stadium exit. Orma fell in beside him, quickly adjusting his pace to the admiral’s.
“A good match today, sir. You dispatched the slave with exceptional flair.”
“Bah,” growled Zukra. “Those Taegu are no challenge at all. He never even got close to a goal!”
“True, sir,” responded Orma. “But he played with spirit!”
Zukra scoffed. “Spirit I don’t need. I need opponents who give me a challenge!”
“Perhaps these new slaves coming in a couple of months, sir. From that species called ‘Humans’. They may give you a run for your money.”
“I doubt it,” Zukra said, shaking his head. “I’ve seen pictures of them. They are small, puny, almost as weak as the Taegu. I doubt they’ll pose much of a challenge in the ball court.”
“Ah, yes, sir. I expect you’re right. But at least, giving the audience some new type of heads to lop off will be entertaining.”
Zukra muttered an assent, his mind already moving on to something else.
His meeting with his boss, Rabaax Admiral Ligar.
His request to transfer to an expeditionary fleet. For a chance at real combat.
Reaching his ground car, he climbed in the back as Orma held the door. Soon they were racing through the streets of Mosalia, Ridendo’s capital city. In a dozen minutes, they were at the Admiralty. 
Leaving his car, Zukra ran up the steps.  
He was anxious to get to this meeting. He had a lot riding on it. 
As he entered the building, he noted his reflection in the glass door - an impeccably dressed Admiral, seven feet tall.  His medallions and ribbons were shined to perfection, his cap in place. His mane was perfectly prepared, fluffed and radiant.
Who could resist me? I am the epitome of Singheko military perfection!
Waving his badge at the guard, he entered the elevator and rode swiftly to the top floor. The office of Admiral Ligar was at the end of the hall. Inside, he paused in front of the receptionist, but she quickly waved him on.
“He’s waiting for you, Admiral,” she said.
Nodding, Zukra entered and presented himself at attention in front of Ligar. 
The old admiral was going gray now, after thirty years in the Navy. But his eyes were still sharp and his brain as well.
“Relax, Zukra. Have a seat,” said Ligar.
“Thank you, sir.”
Ligar leaned back and smiled at Zukra.
“So we’re going to go through this again, I see.”
“Well, sir, I feel I’ve earned it. I’ve been the Home Fleet commander for three years now. I watch the other fleets go out to fight. I watch them come back with new territories to add to our Empire, with slaves and resources. Yet here I sit, guarding the home system. So, yes, sir, I am once again requesting an expeditionary command.”
Ligar grimaced.
“And yet you go out to fight in the arena. It’s disgraceful. An admiral in our navy, fighting in the court like a common gladiator.”
Zukra shrugged.
“I crave combat, sir. I need to fight. And there is nothing to fight in our system.”
“But we must have the best protection possible for the home system, Zukra. At the moment, we have three assault expeditions deployed - the Taegu, the Bagrami and those new ones - I forget what they’re called…”
“Humans,” interposed Zukra.
“Right, Humans. No challenge there, they don’t even have stardrives. But still.  We are spread thin here in the home system. If any of our ancient enemies decided to strike at us - the Nidarians, for example - your fleet would be the only thing standing between Singheko and disaster - at least until one of the expeditionary fleets is back.”
“Paagh!” snorted Zukra. “The Nidarians? They are the least of our concerns. They are like seaweed floating on the current. I could take their planet with the Home Fleet in two days.”
Ligar shook his head.
“I think you underestimate the Nidarians. And possibly some of the others too. For example, the Taegu.”
Ligar leaned forward, tapping an electronic tablet on his desk.
“I received a courier package today. We’ve taken the Taegu home system and shipped back a dozen slave ships. But we still haven’t found the bulk of their fleet. They’re in hiding somewhere. More than a dozen warships, including two battlecruisers.  Enough to ruin your day if they come blasting into this system and catch you off guard.”
“That will never happen, sir. My fleet is constantly on guard, and ready for anything.”
“Just don’t let confidence turn into arrogance, Zukra. Sometimes reality bites. Suppose the Taegu managed to put together an alliance with the Nidarians…you could wake up one morning and find a dozen battlecruisers coming at you. Would you be ready for that?”
Zukra smiled, shaking his head.
“The Nidarians won’t do that, sir. They know the retribution that would come back to them if they formed such an alliance. It would be the end of them.”
“I hope you’re right, Zukra. I surely hope you are right. But…”
Ligar shook his head sadly.
“I can’t transfer you. I have too many expeditions out, we’re spread too thin at home. I’m sorry, Zukra.”
“I understand, sir,” smiled Zukra. Sensing the meeting was over, he rose to his feet. “Thank you, sir.”
“Good to see you again, Zukra. Carry on,” said Ligar in dismissal.
Zukra left the office, deep in thought.
I expected this. So - the die is cast. No more waiting. If Ligar won’t give me what I want…then I’ll take it myself.
Operation Broadsword is a go…

      ***Commander Luke Powell stood on the tarmac at RAF Lakenheath, just outside the wastelands of former London.
The shuttle in front of him was flat black, a blended wing like the long-retired Dream Catcher spaceplane. 
Luke Powell stared at it.
What the hell am I doing? Once I get on that thing, I go to space. I’ve never been in space before. 
What if I spend my entire first week puking? What if they have to send me back down as unfit for space duty?
Suck it up, mate. Suck it up.
Ducking his head, he entered the small hatch of the shuttle. Inside, he found an interior that looked like most military transports. Rails on the floor secured two pallets of cargo. In front of the cargo, sling seats lining both sides of the ship were mostly empty, although there were two officers sitting next to each other on the far side.
They stopped chatting and looked up as he entered. 
“Good morning,” he offered up. Both leaped to their feet and saluted.
Luke raised a hand in a perfunctory salute, then smiled.
“Reporting to the Dragon?” he asked.
“Yes, sir,” said the female, bobbing her head. “I’m Lieutenant Gibson.”
“Lieutenant Worley,” said the other one, the male.
Luke positioned his bag and smiled at them again.
“Good,” said Luke. “I’m looking forward to working with both of you.”
The female spoke again.
“Sir, aren’t you Commander Lucas Powell?”
Luke nodded. “Yes, I am, Lieutenant Gibson.”
There was a long silence. 
He could almost hear their thoughts.
Luke Powell. The madman who put together a snatch team of former SAS operators. The madman who attacked the women’s penal colony at Krasnodar, Russia to free his daughter before she could be sent to the Singheko slave ship.
The madman who failed, because she had already been sent and the slave ship launched earlier than expected.
The madman who stole a Russian patrol boat to escape and made it all the way to Istanbul before the Turkish Navy captured him.
And the madman the Turks returned to the British, to be drummed out of the Royal Navy in disgrace for precipitating an international incident.
A shadow darkened the hatch and another officer came on board, an American. At least, Luke assumed he was American - he was wearing the uniform of an American Marine. A major. 
The Marine looked around and assessed everyone, then took the empty seat to Luke’s right. He nodded at Luke, who reached out a hand.
“Commander Luke Powell. How are you?”
The man returned the handshake. 
“Major Oliver Coston. Most folks call me Ollie,” he said.
“Well, pleased to meet you, Ollie. I expect you’ll be the CO of the Marine contingent?”
“Right, sir. If you can call it a contingent. Thirteen of us total, I’m told. Just one squad.”
“Ah. Well, you never know when you’ll need a squad of Marines. Glad to have you on board. I take it you haven’t had time to get a new uniform?”
“No, sir. Been on a plane all night from the States. I didn’t know anything about this until yesterday. My CO called me in and said I’d been seconded to the Dragon, and to get my butt to Lakenheath by…”
Major Coston looked at his watch and grinned.
“…by now. I just made it.”
Luke smiled back at him.
A Chief came on board and sat by the cockpit, followed by a group of ratings who sat beside him. Luke heard the engines start to spool up. An announcement came over the PA.
“Everybody buckle up and stand by for departure. Oh, and make sure you have a sick sack handy. Do NOT mess up my shuttle.”
Oh, great.

      ***Thirty minutes later, the shuttle pulled up next to the Dragon in orbit and inched its way to a docking port, until with a light “clunk” it was connected to the destroyer. 
Luke glanced around the cabin and noted there were only four people who hadn’t puked - himself, Major Coston beside him, Lieutenant Gibson across from him, and the Chief Petty Officer by the cockpit.
Lieutenant Worley looked especially pale, his eyes closed and his head tilted back, sweat beaded on his brow.
Luke decided to try a distraction.
“Lieutenant Worley. How much do you know about the stardrive on the Dragon? What do they call it?  The tDrive?” he asked.
Worley pulled his head down, wiped his hand across his brow, and tried to speak.
“Uh. Not much, sir. Uh. It’s fast. Faster than the older Nidarian drives by a factor of ten. Thirty-three light years per standard Earth day.”
“Excellent. Then how long will it take us to get to Singheko?”
Worley looked marginally better, his mind now working the math.
“Uh. Let’s see. 550 light years…16.5 days, if we run full bore all the way, sir.”
“And for an old wet-navy type who doesn’t know a damn thing about starships - how do we get artificial gravity?  I really don’t understand that.”
“Well, uh. The same process that the system engine uses to generate a push against the vacuum - well, the same effect can generate a push toward the floor of the compartment. At least, that’s what the Nidarians say. We don’t have any physicists who understand the effect yet, but from an engineering point of view, it’s pretty straightforward. You fire up the reactor, you turn some switches and dials, and you’ve got gravity.”
“And if something breaks?”
Worley smiled at last. 
“We replace it, sir. We may not understand the underlying physics, but we know how to replace parts. We’ll keep it going for you.”
The hatch in the side of the shuttle opened and a young rating stepped in. He surveyed the cabin, shook his head at the many sick-sacks displayed, and stepped to one side.
“Everyone watch your step as you disembark, please,” he intoned. “And drop your sick sacks in the bin as you go out.”
Luke unbuckled and stood up, took his case, and went to the hatch. He ducked, stepped through…
And found himself on the deck of a starship for the first time in his life.
There was a non-skid floor and a young ensign standing behind a desk, electronic tablet in hand.
On the left bulkhead was a flag, painted on the surface. Luke saluted the flag, turned to the young ensign, and asked, “Permission to come aboard?”
“Permission granted, sir,” said the Ensign, saluting.
Luke returned his salute and gave his newly issued ID card to the ensign, who checked his name off the tablet and returned the ID. Luke noted the ensign’s nametag - Goodwin.
“Welcome aboard, sir. Do you need a guide to your quarters?”
“No, I know the way, Ensign Goodwin,” said Luke. 
He had spent more than two hours going over every inch of the ship’s layout on the diagram Bonnie had sent him. He knew exactly where he was going.
Now Luke set off into the innards of the ship, soon finding himself at a ladder leading up to the next deck. Going up, he came out on E-deck, one level below the bridge. 
To his right was the wardroom - the Officer’s Mess. To his left was his cabin. 
Entering, he surveyed his new home.
It was small. The entire cabin was the size of his bedroom in Portsmouth. There was a small bed, a locker for his clothes, a desk, a tiny bathroom with shower, and a miniature refrigerator in the corner.
Home, sweet starship. I’ve seen worse.
He threw his bag on the bed and started to go back outside the cabin. As he neared the hatch, a voice came from an overhead speaker.
<Commander Powell, please set a door code before exiting, six numbers are required>
The AI of the ship, he realized. The first time I’ve encountered one of those.
“Oh, OK,” Luke said. He thought for a second. “1-7-2-6-1-7, please.”
<Door code set> said the voice. <You may address me as Dragon when needed>
“Got it,” replied Luke. “Dragon.”
Strange talking to a ship like a person. We don’t have that in the wet navy.
Luke exited and heard the door lock behind him. He went up the ladder to the next level, to the bridge entrance. 
No time like the present to check it out.
He tried the hatch, but it was locked. 
<Commander Powell, you may use your door code for now. You will be required to select a new bridge code at your duty console>
Luke looked to the side and saw a keypad for the hatch. He keyed his door code and the hatch clicked open. 
Entering, Luke looked around his new duty station. The bridge was somewhat rectangular with rounded corners, with a large, curved screen stretching from wall to wall in the front. 
In the middle was a large holotank, the first he had seen in real life. It floated above the floor, about eight feet in diameter, with a slight orange tint to it. 
In the holo he could see the Dragon at the center of the display, the shuttle still attached. 
Below was the Earth, blue and white and brown and achingly beautiful. Stretching off into the orbital distance were other ships of the EDF - ships once called Nidarian, but now taken over by Admiral Rita Page for the defense of Earth. 
Well in front of them, a hundred klicks away, Luke could see the Merkkessa - the flagship battlecruiser of the EDF. 
Close to her Luke could see her permanent escort - two destroyers - flanking her sides. 
In the front vision screen, which simulated an actual window into space, he could barely make out the running lights of the coal-black ships.  
But in the holotank, their images were clear, distinct, marked with icons showing their position, speed, and projected vectors.
“What do you think of her so far?”
Luke turned to see Captain Bonnie Page come through the hatch. As he was reporting for the first time on the ship, he braced up, saluted.
“Commander Luke Powell reporting for duty, mum,” he said. 
His newly issued book of EDF Naval Protocol - so new, it was just a couple of dozen printed pages stapled together - had given him the proper terms of address for his Captain.
Bonnie returned the salute, then shook his hand.
“Well?”
“She’s beautiful, Captain. There’s something about a ship - wet navy or starship - you know?”
Bonnie smiled at her new XO.
“I know exactly what you mean.”






  
  London


“Rita, it can’t be done with less.” 
The flat statement from Jim Carter really pissed Rita off. For several reasons - but the first one that came to mind was his disregard for protocol in front of others.
“Commander. You forget where you are.”
Bekerose and Tarraine looked at each other. A tiny smile lifted the corner of Tarraine’s lips, but he quickly suppressed it.
At the far end of the briefing table, Jim Carter nodded.
“Apologies, Admiral. But my statement still stands. I cannot protect this fleet and still press an attack against the enemy with less than six squadrons of Merlins.”
Rita stared at him, unhappy.
“And where do we stand now?”
“We have three squadrons - forty-eight birds. We just received number forty-eight - it’s waiting in the hanger for an acceptance flight. AirBoeing is producing three Merlins per week. So another sixteen weeks to bring us to full strength.”
Rita looked off to one side, staring at a picture on the wall. It was a habit she had when she was mad or upset. 
“I will not sit here on my ass for another sixteen weeks.”
Captain Tarraine interjected.
“We still have two squadrons of the Devastators.”
Jim shook his head.
“Too old, too slow. We’ll be up against a numerically superior enemy with top-of-the-line equipment. In the Battle of Saturn, our Longswords were cut to pieces trying to get close to the Singheko capital ships. The Devastators are twice as good as the Longswords, but they’re still not good enough. They’ll be decimated.”
“We don’t actually know we’ll be outnumbered,” said Tarraine. “We won’t know anything about the disposition of their home world fleet until the Dragon sends intel back to us.”
Rita stood and started pacing. 
Another sign she was not happy.
“And the Dragon hasn’t even launched yet,” she said bitterly. “She’s still fighting logistical and personnel problems.”
It was quiet at the table as Rita paced around in the space between the conference table and her desk at the back of the briefing room.
Finally she turned, came back to the table, and sat down.
“Commander Carter, you will find a way to increase Merlin production and get us ready for departure in no more than six weeks. I don’t care what you have to do. Pull the AirBoeing management kicking and screaming out of their offices in Toulouse and drag them down the cobblestone streets. I don’t care. Just get it done.”
Jim looked like he had swallowed a lemon. He shook his head.
“It’s impossible, Admiral,” he said. 
Rita glared at him and she was very much not happy.
“You want to try that again, Commander?”
Jim nodded in surrender.
“Aye, milady. Six weeks.”
Rita turned to Bekerose.
“Captain Bekerose, you will adjust the schedule for all ships to depart in six weeks.”
“Aye, milady.”
“Captain Tarraine, get with Bonnie and see what she has to do to get things expedited for her departure. I want Dragon out of here and on her way to scout the enemy in no more than two days.”
“Aye, milady.”
Rita stood, and this time everyone else around the table stood with her. Clearly, they were being dismissed.
“Thank you all. I know everyone is working hard to get us ready. But let’s kick it a little harder, alright?”
Rita turned and walked away, past her desk and into her private quarters behind the briefing room of her Flag Cabin.
Bekerose and Tarraine gathered their electronic tablets and moved toward the door. 
As they passed Jim, standing at the end of the table, they gave him a look of sympathy. He returned a wan smile to them as they passed.
Sure. Just have AirBoeing quadruple production of the Merlin fighters. No problem.
In frustration, Jim turned and followed the others out of the room. But when they turned left to go to their stations, he turned right to the flight deck.
I need to burn off some energy. And some frustration.

      ***Thirty minutes later, Commander Jim Carter stepped into the launch bay of the Merkkessa dressed in his pressure suit and carrying his helmet. He walked to a new Merlin fighter, fresh off the assembly line from the AirBoeing factory at Toulouse, France and ready for the final acceptance flight by the EDF. The black wedge-shaped fighter was a thing of beauty. At least to Jim. 
And Jim, as CAG - Commander Attack Group - intended to check this one out personally.
Climbing the ladder, he settled into the slightly larger seat of the Merlin. The original Devastators received from the Nidarian Empire had been a bit cramped for a big man like Jim Carter. At six feet one inch and 200 pounds, Jim had felt shoehorned into the old Devastator cockpits. 
But this. This is much, much better, he thought, settling into the seat. This one was built for Humans.
Plugged in by the support crew, he received a tap on the helmet and saluted them goodbye. He powered up the craft; as the electronics came online and the displays settled down, he closed the canopy.
“Merlin Charlie-Sixteen, redesignate yourself as Angel,” Jim said out loud.
<Roger, I am redesignated as Angel> responded the AI in Jim’s comm.
“Angel, prepare to launch.”
<Roger, Angel to sortie deck now>
With a lurch, the autolauncher cradle began moving the Merlin into the sortie deck. In seconds, Jim was locked into position. Behind him, a pressure door slammed shut with a loud thunk. A high-pitched scream began as turbopumps removed the air from the sortie deck.  
Another slight clunk told him the cradle beneath had retracted out of the way. A klaxon went off briefly in his comm and the outer door of the sortie deck slammed open. 
A quick countdown started in his comm.
“Five. Four. Three. Two. One. Launch.”
The force of the electromagnetic catapult pushed him back into the seat at four times the force of gravity as the Merlin was ejected out of the battlecruiser. The force was so strong pilots had to be taught not to touch the controls during launch, to prevent accidental control movements - or an erroneous response due to induced vertigo from the g-forces.
Waiting a few seconds for his inner ear to settle down and the Merlin’s AI to navigate them a safe distance from the Merkkessa, Jim reached for the controls.
“My bird,” he said out loud.
<Your bird> responded Angel. There was a chirp chirp as the autopilot turned off.
Now I’m a pilot again. Just me, a fighter, and the solar system.
For the next thirty minutes, Jim Carter had fighter pilot’s playtime. He put the new fighter through every maneuver he could think of - everything he had learned in a bit more than ten years of flying combat aircraft in Earth’s atmosphere and three battles against the Singheko in space.
Making a mock attack against the Merkkessa, he found the Merlin far more effective at hiding from the big battlecruiser than the older Devastators. With his stealth systems tuned to maximum and at best attack speed and acceleration, the Merlin could approach to near-missile range before the warship detected it. In fact, in two mock attacks, he got within thirty seconds of the huge ship before he was detected.
That was four times better than the Devastators, which were lucky to get within two minutes of a warship before detection.
Finally, Jim was satisfied.
It’s a good design. It’ll serve us well. But we need a lot more of them. We can’t go to battle with less than six full squadrons.  We need another three squadrons of these.
Jim sighed. He knew Rita would never wait for that many Merlins to be delivered. She was dead set on attacking the Singheko home world long before that. 
And he knew there was nothing he, nor anyone else, could do to sway her.
Well, she’s the boss. 
And my wife. 
Which makes her the boss…
Jim chuckled out loud at his joke.
Turning away from his last mock attack, Jim cleared out of Merkkessa’s control zone and took a course into the Black.  He wasn’t going anywhere in particular; he just wanted to fly for a while. He accelerated to 300g and let the Merlin run, on a course to nowhere.
Then he let his mind wander.
Lately, it seemed to be wandering to Bonnie Page.
The woman he had left for Rita. The woman he had not chosen.
Damn it.
Why can’t you stop thinking about Bonnie?
Jim sighed, staring at the vast empty Black in front of him. Even that wasn’t enough to push Bonnie out of his mind.
He pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket. A piece of paper he shouldn’t be holding on to after all these months. 
A piece of paper he needed to throw away but couldn’t.
Unfolding it, in the dim light of the cockpit as the Merlin flashed through space faster and faster, he read the words.
Dear Jim
I told you in Antarctica you would have to choose between us - that we couldn’t make the choice for you.
Now I see that you have chosen. You just don’t know it yet. 
I see it when you look at Imogen, and then at Rita, with a laugh in your eyes and your heart. I see it when she hands you the baby and touches you on the arm. I see it when you kiss Imogen and then smile at Rita.
So there it is. I’ll go off to scout the Singheko in Dragon. By the time the fleet arrives, you and Rita will have things sorted. So that’s good.
I won’t hold on to you or drag things out. I’m not that person. I’ll move on.  Just take care of Rita and Imogen. Be safe and be happy. 
I will leave you with one thing, though. Just so you know how I really felt about you, and how I’ll feel about you someplace in my heart forever, even long after you and Rita are gone from me and I’m with someone else. 
Even then, there will be this one little place in my heart - maybe a tiny spot, hard to find - but it’ll be there. And in that place, I’ll have you.
Jim folded up the letter. He held it in his lap for a few minutes. He looked over at the moon, now approaching quickly. 
She’s right. I love Rita. I love being with her, being with my baby.
He drew even with the moon, moving now at more than 3 million kilometers per hour.
Well, hoss, you’ve never been one to lie to yourself. Don’t start now. 
You still love Bonnie too.
It felt like he was having an argument with himself. And he was losing.
You’re an idiot.
Stop thinking about it.
I can’t.
You made the choice. You chose Rita. 
But was it just because she had your child?
No. It’s real. You love Rita. You know it every time you hold her.
And yet you still love Bonnie.
Jim passed his gaze across the Black, the starry display outside as wondrous as anything he had ever seen. 
He could see the Milky Way, a river of stars crossing the heavens, taking his breath away.
The universe seems to be most beautiful when you can’t see any Humans, he thought.
Jim re-focused. He was a long way from the Merkkessa. He started his decel and made his routine equipment checks, ensuring that his power, engine, environmental and navigation equipment was functioning correctly. He decelerated and got the Merlin headed back toward Earth. 
Then he let his mind wander again.
Hanging on to the past is a waste of time and energy. You’ve got to let Bonnie go. 
Like Caroline.
Let her go.
The thought of Caroline Bisset hurt Jim’s heart.
She had left Mars on one of the last shuttles out. She had just arrived home when the bombs hit.
Because he told her to get out. Because he told her the Singheko were coming, and Mars was too dangerous, she had gone back to her home in London.
She had died there. Because he told her to.
Jim glanced at the planet coming up quickly now. England was in daylight, on his side of the planet.
I really shouldn’t, he thought. I’ll get yelled at by both of my bosses…
Then with a shrug, Jim adjusted his course. He reduced his decel slightly and let the Merlin overshoot the orbit of the Merkkessa, entering the Earth’s atmosphere over the North Atlantic.
Slowing to atmospheric entry speed, Jim headed for London. Bringing up the UK air traffic control system on his comm, he called ahead for clearance. 
Surprisingly, it was granted.
I guess they don’t mind an EDF fighter taking a tour over the ruins…
Slowing to normal airline speeds of 500 knots, Jim approached London - or what was left of it. 
The 50-megaton bomb of the Singheko had left a crater a kilometer in width, and 400 meters deep. 
Almost every building had been wiped off the face of the Earth for 20 kilometers from the center of the city.
For another 25 kilometers beyond that inner circle, ruins could be seen. But most of them were burnt-out buildings, uninhabitable even if the radiation didn’t kill you first.
And for another 15 kilometers beyond that, even though some buildings survived, the thermal pulse had killed almost everyone. Even most of the trees and plants.
A great, blackened circle 120 kilometers in diameter, where nothing moved, surrounded the place that used to be London. 
Jim bowed his head. Tears formed in his eyes, but he fought them off.
The last thing Caroline would want is for me to cry more tears for her. She’d laugh her ass off. That woman was hell on wheels.
Jim forced his thoughts elsewhere.
Give it up. Focus on today.
Jim lifted his head, looked around at the desolation around him. Despite his resolution, tears blurred his vision. 
He set his teeth and pulled on the stick, taking a vector that would put him back in orbit - and back to the Merkkessa.
As he departed the planet, he let the speed build up in atmosphere until the external overheat alarm went off in the Merlin. 
He slowed down until the alarm stopped.
That was for you, Caroline.

      ***Marta and Tatiana sat on the floor at the back of the cage, next to each other, facing the front.  A small circle of a dozen women surrounded them. 
In front of that group, women milled about aimlessly, looking for all the world like a herd of restless animals, randomly pacing in the front of the cage.
But effectively screening the small group in the back of the cage from the corridor in front.
“OK.  We have our basic organization,” Tatiana continued.  “But we need a lot more people than this.  We need to recruit other cages down the corridor.  So we start a communication chain.  We talk to the next cage; they talk to the one after that.  And so on.”
A woman leaned forward.
“How about the men?  Do we recruit them?”
“Of course.  We can’t do this without them. Your name was Norali, right?”
“Yes.  Norali.  I was in military intelligence.”
“Good.  Excellent.  Well, we must have the men.  It’s all for one, one for all.”
“But they’ll try to take over.”
“Yes - they’ll try.  If they can prove themselves smarter and more capable, then fine, I don’t care.  But until they prove that, we are our own organization.  We don’t take orders from them.  That’s the way we play it.”
Marta growled. “Good luck with that.”
Tatiana smiled.
“Yeah.  But that’s the way we play it. We are our own independent underground unit, unless they prove they can lead better than we can.”
Norali shook her head.  “They’ll ignore us, then.”
Tatiana smiled again.
“I think you’re forgetting something.”
“What?” asked Norali.
“We have what they want.”
Marta laughed out loud.
“Oh, yeah,” she grinned.
Tatiana continued, smiling. 
“As long as we get fully organized, and all of us stay together, they can’t do anything to us we don’t want them to. That means they’ll listen to us if nothing else. And that’s half the battle.”
Norali nodded slowly. “I’m not sure that’ll work, but we can try.”
“We have plenty of time to make this come together,” Tatiana spoke.  “Weeks before we arrive. By that time, I want us to have at least three cages of women fully organized into an effective combat unit.  If the men want to join us, fine.  If not, they can go to hell.”
Suddenly there was an interruption toward the front of the cage. A loud voice. Then several loud voices.
The big woman called Sonja pushed through the circle of women and stood in front of Tatiana and Marta.
“Enough of this!” she shouted. “All you are going to do is get us in trouble! I’m taking over this cage…now!”
Marta jumped to her feet. Her damaged face still showed a raw, black wound, like a partially burnt steak. But it was healing.  Her eye had not been permanently damaged; her vision had come back slowly.
And she was going to need that eye right now. Marta and Tatiana knew this was a cusp in time - a critical moment in their budding resistance movement. If Sonja had her way, it was all over. There would be no resistance, no underground movement of slaves seeking their freedom. 
There would be only Sonja, forming a gang, sucking up to their captors for any advantage she could get. Selling out the weak and the sick, building her own little empire on the bodies of her comrades.
Marta and Tatiana had talked about it. Knew it was coming. Knew the consequences of losing this fight.
Behind Sonja, a dozen of her gang stood with her. Tatiana felt the movement as her own team gathered beside her, forming up for battle.
God, why does it have to come to this? Why is there always someone who wants to use violence to get power over the rest of us?
Sonja’s gang had planned it well. Sonja charged. Avoiding Marta, she charged at Tatiana. At the same time, three of her gang charged at Marta, to entangle her and keep her from helping Tatiana.
It was a good plan.
But it was a plan that Tatiana had foreseen. Behind Marta, four of Tatiana’s crew stepped out, blocking the path to Marta. Marta side-stepped to put herself directly in front of Tatiana.
And the battle was on. Fists flew, bodies crashed together, cries and groans filled the cage. 
And Marta, with a hard thrust, put her knuckles into Sonja’s neck, the blow so strong it spun Sonja sideways.
Sonja dropped like a poleaxed steer, grabbing for her throat.
On her knees, gasping for breath, Sonja gave a glare of hatred at Marta, then collapsed forward and lay still.
Suddenly there was utter silence, utter stillness. Everyone was frozen. Women from both sides lay injured on the floor.
Marta looked at Tatiana.
With a huge sigh, Tatiana stepped forward to Sonja’s unconscious body. She raised her head and surveyed the dozens of women nearby and with another sigh, shook her head.
“This was so unnecessary,” she said loudly, so that all could hear.
“There is no need of violence against each other. Don’t you understand? Don’t you understand our enemy is outside this wire…?”
Tatiana pointed toward the front of the wire cage.
“When we fight each other, we play into their hands!  That’s exactly what they expect us to do!  This is stupid!”
Now Tatiana began to pace around the room.
“We ARE going to organize. We ARE going to create a resistance movement. I’m not saying that all of you must participate - if you don’t want to be part of it, that’s fine!  None of us will hold it against you - as long as you don’t work against us!”
Tatiana stopped, put her hands on her hips and glared at the assembled women.
“But - make no mistake about it!”
“If you fight us - you will pay the price! I will not have it! You can be part of this movement. Or you can ignore it and stay away from us. But you cannot be against us.  Is that clear to everyone?”
There was a low mumble from the women.
Tatiana made a slow circle, turning to face every part of the cage as she did so.
“Am I clear?”
There was a slightly louder response this time, and from the back of the cage Marta and the rest of Tatiana’s team added a loud shout of assent.
Tatiana stood silently for a moment. Then she walked to the back of the cage and stared down at Sonja.
“Someone help her,” she said.
A couple of the women moved to Sonja. They picked her up and carried her to the back of the cage, near the water faucets. Turning on a faucet, they began to splash her with water, trying to rouse her.
Tatiana glanced at Marta.
“You didn’t kill her, did you?”
“No, but I wanted to.”
“No. No killing, not unless it’s a last resort. We’ll give her one more chance to come around.”
Marta smiled.
“Fine. But she’s not going to be talking for about a week.”
“OK. Round up her gang over in the far corner and have a long talk with them. The first one that opens their mouth to the Singheko about anything we do in here will find themselves suddenly dead. Make sure they understand.
“It’s not something I want to do, but all of our lives are at stake.  If we must make an example of one of them, we will.”
Marta grinned.
“Nothing I’d like better…”






  
  Departure


Dragon ’s wardroom doubled as the briefing room. Bonnie entered the compartment and sat down at the head of the table, gazing around at her command staff.
“I know some of you have already met, but introductions are still in order, I think. Let’s keep it short, please, we have business to attend to. Commander Powell, would you begin?”
Luke looked around the table.
“Luke Powell, XO. Started my career on HMS London a long, long time ago, just before she was laid up, if any of you remember that far back. Intel Officer on the Invincible during the First Africa Crisis, later seconded to the Aussies on the Australia as Operations Officer. Returned to the RN as XO of the King William two years ago.”
Luke stopped. 
I’ll leave the rest to rumor and innuendo, I think.
Across the table from Luke, the next officer was an attractive, slender woman with black hair. She cleared her throat and glanced around at the assembled staff.
“Commander Sarah North, Chief Engineer. I’ve spent the last twenty-five years in the wet navy, keeping the lights on and making sure the ship can move. I’ll get you there, the rest is up to you,” she smiled. A titter of laughter spread across the room.
The curiosity of the Humans around the table was readily apparent as the next officer began to speak - a Nidarian. 
Many of them had never seen a Nidarian in the flesh before. Lirrassa was like a Human in many ways, but short - only five feet tall.  Her nose was nearly non-existent, just a small bump on her face. And she had a head that was somehow more squarish than a Human’s, although it was hard to put your finger on what exactly made it look that way. 
“Commander Lirrassa, Tactical. Admiral Page asked me to transfer over from the Merkkessa. As technically the Dragon still belongs to the Nidarian Navy and is only on loan to you Humans, my main job is to make sure none of you screw up this ship.”
Another titter of laughter went around the table. Even Bonnie couldn’t resist a small laugh.
“We’ll do our best, Lirrassa,” Bonnie interjected. She looked down the table at the next officer.
“Lieutenant Commander Stephanie Warner, Medical Officer. I’ll be the one stitching you up after you screw up, so try not to screw up,” said an attractive young female officer with a distinctive Boston accent.
Bonnie leaned back in her chair as the introductions continued around the table.
They’re establishing the tone of the ship right from the get-go, and I think I like it. Some ships are too serious, some ships are too frivolous. I think this is about right - a layer of humor covering a solid competence beneath. A good tone for a warship heading into harm’s way. 
I hope we can still laugh six months from now.
“Lieutenant Commander Naditta, Operations,” said the next officer at the table, the male Nidarian in the room. “My last posting was also on the Merkkessa, as ATO - Assistant Tactical Officer. My focus on this deployment will be bringing the Human crew up to speed on the Dragon’s systems and developing standard operational procedures. I also want to apologize for my accent, my English is still developing, but I’m getting better.”
Bonnie leaned in to reassure him. 
“Your English is fine, Naditta. I can understand you better than some of the Irish and Scots we’ve got aboard.”
Everyone laughed, especially after the next officer down the table leaned forward and spoke with a strong Scottish accent.
“Lieutenant Commander Harry McMaster, Weapons. My job is to learn all about these new weapons on board and how to use them effectively. I’m just coming off a deployment with HMS York, where I was also Weapons Officer. While I can’t be sure, I suspect my posting here is because I have a degree in Physics. And to be sure, the rest of you are the ones with a strange accent.”
Everyone laughed. Down the table, the next Human female in the room took her turn.
“I’m Lieutenant Rachel Gibson, Assistant Tactical Officer. Just coming off a deployment with the King Charles, where I was Assistant Operations Officer. Glad to be here.”
“Lieutenant Dan Worley, Assistant Engineer.” The young Lieutenant stopped talking abruptly, a bit intimidated by the senior officers around him. Finally, he managed to stammer out, “Also coming from the HMS York - I was Third Engineer there.”
At the corners of the table, two young ensigns sat. Now they looked across the table at each other, not sure if they should join in the introductions or not. Then they looked at Bonnie, uncertain.
Bonnie nodded.
“Please,” she said, gesturing to them.
“Ensign Emma Gibbs, assigned to Weapons,” said the first one, jumping into the fray. “U.S. Naval Academy, just seconded to the EDF.”
“And will also act as Assistant Logistics Officer,” added Naditta.
“Ensign Gary Goodwin, assigned to Operations and Navigation,” said the second young ensign. “Also from the U.S. Naval Academy.”
Now Bonnie took up the thread of the conversation.
“Thank you all,” said Bonnie. “Also, Major Oliver Coston can’t be here right now, he’s loading weapons for his Marine squad and getting the Armory squared away. You’ll meet him later.”
Bonnie leaned back in her chair and surveyed the group.

      ***“You probably have a lot of questions. I’ll try to run down the more obvious ones first - then everybody can dive in and ask the ones I miss.”
“First - why a crew so biased toward the Royal Navy? Let me give you the concept. Admiral Page and her staff discussed how to integrate the EDF as rapidly as possible across all the relevant governments of Earth.”
“So - each ship is being re-staffed with a mixture of personnel to serve as a breeding ground for the future. Once your initial tour is over, you’ll be mixed - spread out across all the ships of the EDF fleet. After we’ve done this a few times, the fleet will be a good cross-section of all the major countries of Earth.”
“For this first deployment, we’ll keep each ship at least in the same language family. And for that reason, Admiral Page is restaffing the Merkkessa with as many qualified American, Canadian and Australian personnel as she can find.”
“She is restaffing the newly repaired battlecruiser Asiana - the one we captured from the Singheko - with as many Chinese, Japanese, Korean and Mongolian crew as possible, with a requirement that every one of the crew members speak at least one of the other languages. Captain Sato will be on that ship, as third in command after Rita and Bekerose.”
“The other two captured Singheko cruisers are being staffed similarly. For example, the Moscow will have Russian, German, Austrian, Polish, and so forth. You get the idea.”
“Of course, every ship will have a complement of Nidarian officers and crew, as they are the most familiar with the systems and weapons. The Nidarians will be training us for this deployment. After the first year, most of them will rotate back to the Nidarian Empire and we’ll be on our own.”
“So - having said that, the Dragon was selected to be predominantly United Kingdom, with some Americans, Australians and Canadians thrown in to start the mixing process. You can expect to be together for about eighteen months if all goes according to plan. After that, you can expect to be reassigned to a different ship as part of this distribution process.”
Bonnie couldn’t help a stray thought.
If we’re alive in eighteen months…
She suppressed the grim thought and continued. 
“Any questions on that aspect of things?”
Everyone shook their heads. Most of this they had heard before, and Bonnie was just confirming the concept for them.
“Next - where are we going and why? Well, we’re going to Singheko on a scouting mission. And no, we are not going to go in guns blazing, killing as many Singheko as possible.”
Bonnie looked rather pointedly at Luke.
“We’ll be doing that later for sure. But not yet. For now, our job is to sneak in, get the lay of the land, classify their fleet, try to locate the Human slaves, and do all this without getting caught.”
“Without getting caught, folks. Let me be sure you understand that. We will not engage the enemy. We will not rescue the slaves, not on this mission. If anything unexpected happens, we will cut and run just as fast as Dragon can carry our butts out of there. Any questions on that?”
Again, everyone shook their heads. Bonnie’s discussion matched the scuttlebutt they had already heard. 
“Finally, your secondary mission is to learn the systems of this ship as rapidly and thoroughly as possible. Regardless of how carefully we plan and how carefully we sneak into the Singheko home system, there is always the chance we are detected and must fight our way out. Be prepared for that. Know every aspect of your systems, your weapons, your crew, and their capabilities, and be ready to fight at a moment’s notice.”
The table was quiet. Bonnie let the silence sit for a while. 
“One more housekeeping item. Anyone who hasn’t already gotten their comm implant, go to sick bay and have them implanted. Don’t be afraid of them, I’ve had mine for nearly two years now. There’s nothing to it. You lie in a medpod for a half-hour and when you come out, you’ll be able to comm on the command channel directly from your brain.”
“Any questions before we break?”
Around the table, people looked at each other, then turned back to Bonnie.  No one had any questions.
“Then let’s be about it, folks,” she said.
The group rose and began filing out of the room. Luke remained, as did Sarah North. When everyone else had left, Bonnie looked at Sarah.
“Cheng, how do we stand on prep for departure?”
“We’ll be fully ready for departure in six hours, mum,” said Sarah.
“Good. Luke, how about supplies and weapons loading?”
“Four hours and we’ll be done,” Luke replied. “We have a few more pallets of supplies to bring onboard. All crew have reported aboard. We have twelve officers, counting Major Coston, and seventy-six ratings. We are fully staffed.”
“How many Nidarians?”
“Eighteen. The two officers, Lirrassa and Naditta, two Chiefs, and fourteen ratings.”
“Can we do this with only those few?”
“Yes, we’ll be fine. The Nidarians have committed to training us as rapidly as possible. We’ll train on the way, with a focus on Engineering and Weapons. We’ll be ready.”
“OK,” responded Bonnie. “I’m going to slow us down a bit on the trip out. Instead of going full speed, we’ll go three-quarter speed. That’ll stretch the trip out to twenty-three days. Gives us a bit more time for shakedown and training.”
“Good idea.”
Bonnie stood up. She looked at the two officers.
“Thank you both.”
“Aye, mum,” they responded, departing the briefing room.

      ***At last Dragon was ready for departure. Bonnie called Admiral Page on the comm.
“We’re ready, Rita.”
“Good. Go find out what we’re up against. Don’t get caught, don’t get killed. Got it?”
“Got it. There’s one thing we haven’t talked about, though.”
“I know. Do I have to say it?”
“I think it would be better if you did, just so it’s on the record.”
Bonnie heard a sigh from Rita.
“Captain Page, if the Dragon is in imminent danger of capture by the Singheko, you will destroy that ship, regardless of circumstances. You cannot allow it to fall into the hands of the enemy.”
“Now, was that so hard?” smiled Bonnie. “Now we’ve got it on the record, and there won’t be any ambiguity.”
“Good hunting, Bonnie. And one more time - try not to get yourself killed.”
Bonnie laughed as she signed off.
I’ll try not to, baby.  I know what you’re trying to say.  It’s a bit much to say ‘I love you’ over a recorded command channel.
An hour later - after the inevitable last-minute delays and surprises - the Dragon was fully ready to go. Bonnie took her seat on the bridge and watched as the crew brought the engines online. When all was ready, she nodded at Luke.
Luke paused. He had always savored this moment - the first movement of a new mission. The first command to take a ship into harm’s way. 
“Take us out, please, Mr. Goodwin.”
At the Navigation console, a very distracted Ensign Goodwin looked helplessly at Naditta, sitting at his elbow. Naditta whispered into Goodwin’s ear and pointed to the display, training him for the Navigation role.
Of course, the actual movement was controlled by Dragon’s AI. All Goodwin had to do was authorize the command sequence and monitor in case of a malfunction.
Something he didn’t know how to do yet.
Naditta whispered to him again, Goodwin pushed the console screen, and the Dragon started to move. Luke looked over at Bonnie and shook his head.
“We’ll get there,” Bonnie whispered to him. “Give them time.”
Luke nodded, turning back to the holotank.
Below, the Earth was visible, a blue, white, and brown ball two feet wide in the holo. Below them the Merkkessa and her two escort destroyers slowly fell away as the Dragon left orbit.
<Message from Merkkessa> called the AI over the bridge channel. <Good mission and good hunting>
“Reply to Merkkessa: thank you and see you soon,” spoke Bonnie.
<Message sent. Message acknowledged>
The Earth fell away in the holotank as they cleared the near-Earth speed limits and could accelerate. Soon they were making 300g, increasing their speed by 2,942 meters per second every second. Within nine minutes they passed the Moon’s orbit, traveling at more than 5.6 million kilometers per hour on a course that would slightly bypass Saturn.
“ETA to the mass limit?” asked Luke.
“7.6 hours, sir,” called Goodwin, peering at his screen.
“Excellent,” said Luke. “Dragon, secure from planetary operations.”
<ALL HANDS. SECURE FROM PLANETARY OPERATIONS. SECURE FROM PLANETARY OPERATIONS> 
The announcement was repeated in Nidarian.
Bonnie grinned at Luke.
“Some of the new crew will be scratching their heads wondering what that means.”
“Yes. But it sure is nice to have an AI around. Makes life much simpler.”
“You bet. It won’t be long before you’ll be wondering how you ever got along without one.”
Bonnie rose and stretched a little.
“OK, Luke, we’re on our way. Too late to go back home now.”
“Aye, mum,” answered Luke, a big smile on his face.
“Commander, come into my lair and help me think through a couple of problems.”
Luke rose and followed Bonnie into her day cabin. She sat at her desk and pointed to an old-fashioned yellow pad on the table in front of her.
“Sometimes it helps me to use the old way of doing things - writing it down.”

      ***“We have to integrate a crew that comes from a dozen different backgrounds,” Bonnie began. “We’ve got Brits, Americans, Canadians, some merchant marine, Nidarians, a couple of Aussies - and there are a few I’m not sure if their mothers know where they came from.”
Luke laughed. 
“Yep. That’s a fact.”
“And the EDF is so new, we have no policies or procedures for managing these people. So…”
Bonnie tapped a pencil against her desk. “We need to develop some additional rules for Dragon. And right at the top of the list is fraternization. You know what I mean.” 
Luke nodded. 
“Indeed I do. When there are boys and girls together, sparks will fly.”
“Yep, exactly. So… We can forbid it and punish those who get caught - that’s what the Americans and the RN do - or we can allow it, within limitations - as the Nidarians do. What do you think?”
Luke put his head down in thought, then lifted it again.
“If we take the strict approach, then how do we handle the Nidarians? It’s their culture. So do we punish the Nidarians for living their culture? And if we don’t, how can we punish the Humans for the same offense? So I’d like us to at least consider the Nidarian approach.”
Bonnie nodded. 
“I tend to agree with you. But at the same time, we can’t let it get out of hand. We have to set some limits.”
“What do the Nidarians do?”
“It’s not the same thing. Their culture doesn’t have the same envy and jealousy reactions that Humans do, primarily because they have their mated groups. So what works for them, wouldn’t necessarily work for us.”
“Geez, I forgot about that,” said Luke. “I saw something about that on TV, but it slipped my mind.”
“Yes. Nidarians have six-way marriages. Three males and three females form a mated group.  It’s a contract type of marriage - the marriage can be for any period, from one year up to twenty years. But they don’t mate for life, and to the best of my knowledge, they never contract for more than twenty years at a time.”
“Wow,” exclaimed Luke. “That’s different.”
Bonnie leaned back and grinned. “Isn’t it.”
Luke thought some more.
“OK, how about this. You can’t fraternize with a direct report, or with your direct subordinate. Otherwise you’re good to go.”
“But what if they’re married?” asked Bonnie.
Luke was shocked. “Do we have any married couples on board?”
“No Human ones. But we have at least two Nidarian mated groups on board. So again, how can I prohibit Humans from marrying if the Nidarians are?”
Luke grinned.
“Crap. Can we just kick all the Nidarians off the ship?”
Bonnie looked at the moving map display on her wall, showing the Dragon now about 21 million kilometers from Earth, traveling at 29.1 million kph.
“Probably too late to do that.” 
They laughed together.
“OK,” said Bonnie. “Here’s what we’re going to do, I think. See what you think about this. We ignore fraternization if it happens off duty, and not with a direct report or anyone in your own department. Married partners cannot be in the same department - and that goes for the Nidarians too. How’s that?”
Luke thought it through.
“I like it, but it may be hard to do in practice. Dragon’s a small ship - with only seventy-six ratings, it’s going to be hard to implement. But I think it’s the best we can do.”
“OK. Item one is settled,” said Bonnie, marking off the first line on her yellow pad.






  
  Singheko


“Did you see the intel we received this morning about the Nidarians?” asked Zukra’s aide, Orma. 
“I did.”
“What do you make of that, sir?”
“Not a bad idea on Garatella’s part. Giving a fleet to the Humans. He claims in his public statement that they got only old, worn out ships. And he put a Human Admiral in charge. So if they manage to damage one of our ships, and we make a fuss about it, he can always claim the Humans did it, not Nidaria. Pretty smart move on his part.”
“Do you think they’ll have any impact on the Earth expedition?”
“No, nothing serious. But I’ve been looking at these Humans’ history. They’re incredibly violent and aggressive. Nothing like the other species we’ve run across. If they got their hands on enough modern weapons and had enough time, they could be a real thorn in our side. I’d much prefer if Garatella hadn’t given them that damn battlecruiser.”
“The Merkkessa.”
“Yes. It’s an old ship, true. But it was overhauled and re-fitted only four years ago. I think Garatella is playing both ends against the middle here.”
“Should we put together a contingency plan for it?”
“Yes, as crazy as it sounds, do that. I’m positive the Humans would take the fleet straight to Earth to try and fight off our expeditionary force there. But still…it won’t hurt to put together a plan for the other case, where they come here.”
“That would be suicide on their part.”
“Yes. But even a suicidal attack could hurt us, could damage ships and cause casualties. So yes, put together a contingency plan for that scenario - the Merkkessa charging into our system with the rest of those Nidarian relics, hell-bent on doing as much damage as they can.”
“Aye, sir,” responded Orma.
“Oh, and Orma…”
“Yes, sir?”
“Double our drone coverage in areas where a small ship could hide. It’s not beyond comprehension they might send in a small scout ship to get the lay of the land. If they do, I want to know it right away.”
As Orma departed, Zukra leaned back in his chair, relaxing.
And I have one more contingency plan, Zukra thought with a smile. One that even Orma doesn’t know about. 
Then I won’t have to wait for Ligar or anyone else to give me what I want.

      ***Onboard Dragon, COB - Chief of the Boat - Michael Nash was not happy. As sometimes happened when he was pissed off, his Dublin accent came to the fore.
“Candridge! You call this squared away?”
“Yes, Chief!”
The response from Candridge was acceptable - but it didn’t go at all with the smarmy smile from the missile technician.
“How the hell did you ever make E-4, you sorry excuse for a real sailor?” yelled Nash. “Look at that feed rail! Can’t you see it’s mis-aligned?”
Candridge lost his smile. Glancing down at the feed rail to the Number Four missile launcher, he realized Nash was right.
“Yes, Chief!”
Nash looked around the gun deck at the other members of the Number Four missile crew.
“I’ll be back in one hour. And God help you if that missile feed tube is not ready to go!”
Spinning on his heels, Chief Nash stalked away to the next location on his surprise inspection.  A parade of junior Chiefs and Petty Officers followed in his footsteps, their tablets in hand to take notes.
Candridge waited until the Chief was out of sight, then shook his head.
“Asshole!” he muttered.
“Shut up, Ross,” said his assistant, David Gray. “Don’t get us crosswise of Nash!”
“I’m not afraid of that asshole,” replied Candridge. “He’s just throwing his weight around.”
“Well, he’s got the weight to throw around. If he lands on you, watch your ass!”
Muttering, Candridge turned to the missile feed tube and started adjusting it.
Walking to the next compartment, Michael Nash was not happy.
We’ve got a good crew for the most part. But there’s always one bad apple in every barrel. That Candridge is gonna be trouble. How that idiot got on this ship I’ll never know.

      ***At the other end of Dragon, Lt. Dan Worley was literally up to his elbows. The big pyramid in the middle of Dragon’s tDrive engine room was silver, streaked with black at seams that ran around it every twelve inches. At the base of it, Dan’s hands and arms were down in a hole in the floor, pulling at something.
He grunted and pulled harder. There was a loud click.
Pulling his arms out of the opening, he looked up at Commander Sarah North standing on the deck at the base of the pyramid. He wiped sweat off his brow.
“Well?” she asked.
“Don’t we have some ratings to do this? Or bots?” Dan asked woefully.
“Of course,” replied Sarah. “But in the middle of a battle, anything can happen. You need to know how to reset the reactor on your own, if it comes to that.”
“Well, it’s reset now,” he responded. “And I hope I never have to do that during a battle.”
“If you have to do that during a battle, you’ll be the only one left in Engineering, I suspect,” said Sarah. “So let’s hope for all our sakes that never happens.”
Dan pushed the floor tile back over the hole. He reached for his tablet nearby and checked off another item.
“OK, that’s done. Next it says, flush the HE-4 filters.”
Sarah grinned.
“Oh, now comes the fun part.” She pointed to a floor puller lying beside Dan. 
“Pull up a half-dozen tiles here…”
Sarah pointed to another spot a dozen feet from Dan.
“…and you’ll find large gray boxes underneath. Each of them needs to be sealed off from the HE-4 flow, removed, cleaned, new filters installed and then the boxes re-installed in the reverse order. Shouldn’t take you more than about, oh, say four hours.”
Groaning, Dan picked up the floor puller.
Five hours later, Dan stepped into the wardroom, dog-tired. Slumping into a chair, he was too tired to even get a cup of coffee from the pot.
Staring blankly at the wall, he felt someone come in behind him and get coffee. Then Lt. Rachel Gibson appeared, coffee in hand.
“How are things in Engineering?” she asked, taking the seat across from him.
“Ugh. Commander North has me checking and re-checking everything on the annual maintenance checklist. Right down to the spit shine on the light bulbs.”
“Maintenance checklist?  Where in heck did we get a maintenance checklist for a two-thousand-year-old starship?”
Dan sighed heavily.
“Evidently the AI had it all tucked away in its little memory, just waiting for us Humans to come along.”
“Well, we’re going to be a long way from home. And in enemy territory. I guess it’s good everything is being double checked.”
“Yeah. I get it.”
Footsteps sounded behind them, and Rachel looked up, then stood rapidly to attention. Dan started to rise but felt a hand on his shoulder.
“At ease, folks. No need to snap to in the wardroom, OK?”
Dan recognized the voice of Luke Powell, the XO. Rachel sank back down into her chair, so Dan did likewise. Luke got coffee and came around to join them at the table, sitting beside Rachel.
“So Sarah’s working you pretty hard in Engineering, I take it,” he smiled at Dan.
“Yes, sir, I guess.”
Dan turned to Rachel.
“How’s your ATO training going?”
“Great, sir. Commander Lirrassa really knows her stuff. She’s got me working two hours a day in the simulator and then of course standing my watch at the actual Tac console while she looks over my shoulder.”
Luke nodded, commiserating with her.
“I know it’s a tough schedule, folks. But we don’t have much time to get acclimated to this beast. We’re not going full speed on the way to Singheko so we can have more training time, but even so it’ll be a quick trip. So we have to use every hour we can cobble together.”
“Oh, we understand,” answered Rachel, glancing at Dan. “We don’t mind.”
“Good,” said Luke. “Glad to hear it. Well, I’ll be on my way. I have my own training agenda. And the Skipper runs a tough syllabus. See you tomorrow.”
Despite Luke’s earlier dispensation, both Rachel and Dan rose to their feet as he left the room. Then Dan shook his head.
“I’m going to hit the rack,” he said. “See you tomorrow.”
Rachel watched Dan depart.
He’s kinda cute, she thought. A bit shy, but kinda cute. I think he’s completely clueless about women. It’s gonna be a long mission. Maybe I should go for that…

      ***The third planet of the Singheko system was the home world. Like Earth, it was a temperate planet, with oceans, deserts, jungles, steppes.
Here a creature much like a lion had evolved, a predator that ranged the plains of a southern continent for millions of years. 
And here, somehow, the spark of intelligence had arisen in the creature. An evolutionary jump that brought the creature into a feedback loop which moved it progressively closer to an upright stance - as its brain continued to increase in size and complexity.
Until it became a seven-foot-tall tawny beast with vestigial claws and fangs - but as intelligent as any Human or Nidarian.
The Singheko.
But that evolutionary feedback loop had never been able to remove the predator from the beast.
Captain Orma watched in silence as his boss, Admiral Zukra, crept through the jungle two dozen yards in front of them.
Zukra had given strict orders to stay behind him - even though Orma carried the rifle that would serve as the last-ditch survival tool if Zukra got into trouble.
And Zukra was in trouble. He froze, unmoving, as a three-hundred-pound male zeltid stood at the edge of the little clearing, flicking its tail, sniffing the wind with its nose, aware that something was amiss.
A three-hundred pound killing machine, needing only a little more information from its senses to detect the anomaly and charge.
A killing machine that could charge at 65 kilometers per hour…
A killing machine that had four-inch claws to rip and tear apart the flesh of any other animal…
…including a Singheko.
Slowly, carefully, Zukra tried to move his spear down a bit to a better position to meet the charge that was coming.
Orma shuddered, fear trickling down his back and pooling at the base of his spine. The upright ears on his head flicked back and forth in dismay.
If Zukra failed to stop the zeltid…
…it would come straight for him next.
Beside him, the native beater was also frozen in fear. The zeltid had appeared out of nowhere, well before they were prepared for it.
Zukra had a grin on his face a mile wide.
“How does he do it?” thought Orma. “Facing almost certain death if he misses by even the slightest…”
With a roar that curled the hair on the tips of Orma’s ears, the zeltid found his target and charged. 
Within two bounds he was at full speed as he charged Zukra, roaring again and baring his fangs.
Zukra planted the butt of the spear in the ground and waited, grinning, as the beast approached. As the zeltid leaped, Zukra made a tiny adjustment of the spear. Holding it for all he was worth, Zukra was still pushed back as the zeltid impacted, knocking him to the ground two meters back.
The spear drove deep into the zeltid’s chest, pivoting him to one side. The huge tawny creature fell to the ground, groaning and coughing as his lifeblood ran out.
Zukra climbed to his feet, dusting himself off. He turned to Orma.
“Did you see it? Did you see it, Orma?”
“Aye, sir, I saw. You planted the spear perfectly.”
“Damn right, Orma. If I had not, I would not be here now.”
The zeltid coughed again and with a glare of hate at Zukra, fell back and died. Zukra walked over to it and stood, one foot on the dead zeltid, and turned to Orma.
“Pictures, Orma! Pictures!”






  
  Sonja


In the night, one of the older, sicker women died. Tatiana had the others move the body to the front of the cage, right by the door.  
The Singheko guards’ reaction next morning was anti-climactic.  The guards came to wash down the cage and saw the body.
They used the fire hose to drive the women back from the cage door, then opened it and removed the body. Then they simply locked the door, finished washing the cage, and dragged the body away.
“It means nothing to them,” observed Tatiana. “They could care less.”
Marta nodded.
“Yep. We’re just animals to them. Pigs in a pigsty.”
Tatiana glanced at the rest of her core team, sitting around her in a circle.
“Have we established communications with the men yet?”
Norali answered.
“Yeah. We’ve been able to establish contact with them.  The next two cages past ours are women, like us. Then there is an opening for one of the exit ramps. After that, the men start. So we are evidently near the end of the female cages.”
“If each cage holds a hundred people like this one, that means there are 200 women to our right, followed by 6,000 men. Then the rest of the women as you wrap around the ship.”
“Good,” mused Tatiana. “That’s pretty much what I expected, because as we were boarding, I saw only men to our right on the next ramp.”
“Yes. In a way, we’re lucky, because we only have to pass messages through two cages of women to talk to the men.”
“And so far? Any interest on their side in forming a resistance?”
“I would say yes. They were cautious at first - they didn’t believe females could come up with such an idea - but I think I’ve convinced them, at least the first cage.  Some guy named Mikhail. It’ll be up to them to pass the message on and get it to the next cages.”
“Fantastic,” said Tatiana. “OK. Keep the messages moving. But I want to limit this first effort to only a half-dozen cages - 600 people. I think any more than that, we run too much risk of the Singheko finding out. Did you make that clear to them?”
“Yes, absolutely.”
“OK. Good. So six cages.  Three of men, three of women. We want a Cage Leader for every cage until all six cages are accounted for. Tell them how we’re organizing, what our goals are, and to keep us informed.”
“And to keep an eye out for Sonja types - traitors and collaborators,” growled Marta.
“Yes. Absolutely,” agreed Tatiana. “Norali. You are in charge of Intelligence. Make sure you warn every cage to keep an eye out for the Sonja types.”
“Got it,” answered Norali. “We’ll watch for them.”

      ***Two cages away, Mikhail closed his eyes.  Leaning back against the wire, he shook his head in frustration. 
Lord, help me deal with these idiots.
Finally, he opened his eyes.
“Look.  The women down the way have gotten themselves organized. We need to do the same. We need to put together an underground resistance to fight these bastards.”
The two men sitting with him laughed.
“Women!  You expect us to join with women to fight these fuckers?”
Mikhail leaned forward, idly tapping his fingers on the floor as he talked.
“You’re underestimating what women can do.  Think about it. The bastards won’t expect the women to do anything.  They’ll be watching us men like hawks. We won’t be able to make a move without them knowing. But they won’t be paying nearly as much attention to the women.”
The two men in front of Mikhail looked at each other, as if they hadn’t thought about that.  
Which they hadn’t.  Their names were Ace and Denys.  Ace was the smarter of the two, but not by much.
Ace looked back at Mikhail.
“OK. Suppose for the sake of argument you’re right.  What do you want us to do?”
“Both of you have military experience.  The word from down the hall is that every cage should form a resistance cell. A Cage Leader, with a headquarters staff consisting of communications, intelligence, operations, logistics, and so forth.  So we recruit officers for those roles first. Then we’ll divide the rest of the men into squads and platoons. Then we copy that organization on to the next cage, until we’ve got three cages of men organized - ours and the next two past us.”
Ace grunted. “And I suppose you’ll be in charge?”
Mikhail shook his head.
“Rex. I don’t care. If someone is better qualified than me, then they can have it. That’s fine. I just want to get things moving.”
“But you were a colonel in the army, right?”
“I was. But I’m not hung up on being in charge.”
Denys spoke at last.
“All the more reason you should be in charge. The best leaders are the ones who don’t want power.”
Beside him, Ace nodded in agreement.
“So,” Mikhail continued. “The women have already gotten their side organized.  Some woman named Tatiana is in charge. She’s close, just two cages away. That makes communication easier.  Let’s get ourselves organized and start putting together a joint plan with them.”
Ace and Denys thought about it for a while, then looked at each other and nodded agreement.
“OK. We’re in,” said Rex. “For now.”

      ***Dragon came out of six-space with a whine, 200 AU from the Singheko home system. 
Every pair of eyes on the bridge stared at the holo, checking for any enemy ship nearby.
Computing quickly in her head, Bonnie realized the light speed delay to the Singheko home planet was almost twenty-seven hours. Anything they could see would be twenty-seven hours out of date.
Good enough. I just want to see what I can see.
“Luke, can you make out anything?”
Luke Powell was hunched over his XO console, trying to tune the holotank to show anything available to the passive sensors from such a long distance.
“Not much, Skipper. We can see their home planet, but not much else. Too far to make out any ships.”
“OK. But you don’t see anything in our immediate area that would present a risk?”
“No, mum,” answered Luke. “It looks severe clear.”
“Very good,” said Bonnie. She turned her attention to Chief Blocker at the Nav console. 
“Chief, plot us a course to Point Baker-Two.”
“Course plotted and laid in, mum,” Blocker answered quickly. During the two weeks of their voyage, he had been well trained by Naditta. 
“Execute.”
With another high-pitched whine, the ship sank back into six-space. A few minutes later, they translated back into normal space on the other side of the star system, now only 100 AU away from the enemy home planet Ridendo - with a bit more than thirteen hours of light-speed delay.
Luke bent over his console, tuning the passive sensors. After a while, he shook his head.
“Nothing that I can see between us and the Kuiper belt, mum. Farther in, I just don’t have enough resolution to make out anything.”
“That’s good. That means they most likely won’t have the resolution to see us, either.”
Bonnie rose from her chair and stretched. They had been at General Quarters for the last hour, and it was draining for both her and her crew.
“Let’s not get impatient at this point. We’ll sit here for fourteen hours, just to make sure we have updated information on everything in-system. We can stand down from General Quarters, I think.”
“Aye, mum.” Luke pushed his screen and the announcement went out over the ship’s speakers as well as their internal comms.
<SECURE FROM GENERAL QUARTERS.  SECURE FROM GENERAL QUARTERS>
“Commander Powell, will you join me in my day cabin, please?”
“Aye, mum,” said Luke. He followed Bonnie. In her cabin, Bonnie sat at her desk and faced Luke as he came in. He sat in front of her, wondering what this was all about. 
Bonnie leaned forward as she spoke.
“I want to make sure we’re clear about something, Luke. We’re poking our head into the lion’s den. I need to make sure I don’t make any mistakes. So I’m counting on you for good advice and counsel as we go through this. If you see me about to screw something up, you tell me, and you tell me quick. Got it?”
Luke grinned. “Got it, mum.”
“And in private, please just call me Bonnie, if you’re OK with that.”
“Bonnie it is.”
“Now. How should we proceed?”
Luke rubbed his forehead, thinking.
“I would move into their Kuiper belt, and sit there for a couple of days to see if anything looks funny.”
“My thought exactly. Then what? Assuming we don’t see anything suspicious…”
“There’s that Neptune -size planet - planet seven - with all the debris around it, sort of like a combination of our Saturn and Uranus. It looks like a failed ring system, or one that is disintegrating. I’d advance into that debris field and try to look like a rock for a couple of days, see what else we can find out.”
“Good. So far, we’re thinking exactly alike. That makes me feel better.”
Bonnie rose from her desk, started pacing back and forth behind it. 
“It’s what comes next that brings us to the area of real risk. They’ll have regular patrols around their home planet, commercial shipping moving in and out of the system, all sorts of activity close in - tugs, excursion boats, you name it. Once we get inside the seventh planet’s orbit, we’re vulnerable to being spotted by all of that.”
“Yes. We’ll need to be careful.”
Bonnie sat back down at her chair.
“What else?”
“Nothing from my side.”
There was a silence. Bonnie looked at him, just a bit too long.
“Luke,” she began, then stopped.
“Yes?”
Bonnie had a strange look on her face. But suddenly it passed, like a cloud leaving the sun.
“Never mind.”
“I’m your XO, Bonnie. I’m here to ensure your wishes are carried out for the safety of the ship and the completion of the mission. So anything at all is fair game. Lay it on me.” 
Bonnie shook her head.
“No, I’m sorry, Luke. Never mind.”
“Ah.”
Luke rose to leave.
Bonnie looked up at him.
Luke felt he was falling into those blazing green eyes again. Eyes that would take any man to his knees to make the woman behind them happy. 
Finally he managed to speak again, his voice hoarse from the tension.
“If you need anything, Bonnie…”
Bonnie nodded slightly.
“I know where to find you…”
Luke turned and departed, leaving Bonnie alone.
She sat, her mind whirling with forbidden thoughts.
What am I thinking? It’s stupid, it’s crazy. Stop thinking it, woman!  He’s your XO! It can never happen! 
You don’t need a man. You don’t need Jim, you don’t need Luke. 
You don’t need anyone!

      ***Tatiana wasn’t sleeping when Norali came, but she was trying.
“Message from the men down the hall,” Norali said.
Tatiana roused, sat up, and rubbed her eyes.
“Yes?”
“We’ve gotten final agreement from the men. They’re in. They’ve elected some guy named Mikhail to be their Big Y.”
“Big Y?”
Norali grinned hugely.
“Yeah. They think we should use code words for our leadership. They’re afraid the Singheko will catch on and torture someone. So they’re assigning code words. They assigned their leader the code word “Big Y”.
“Whatever for? Where did they come up with that?”
“Think about it. Men don’t have two X chromosomes; they have a Y chromosome instead. So Big Y.”
“Oh,” mused Tatiana. “I guess someone was a biologist. Well, OK. Whatever they want.”
“Oh, it gets even better,” said Norali. “They assigned you a code word too. Big X.”
“Big X. And why am I Big X?”
Norali grinned from ear to ear.
“Because women have two X chromosomes.  So Big X.”
Tatiana was tired. Her head hurt. Day after day of boredom was taking its toll.
“God, I’m too tired to think through shit like that,” complained Tatiana. “Whatever.”
“Oh, and more news,” added Norali. “One of the cages farther out has picked up a bit of the guards’ lingo. Evidently they’ve got someone who’s getting rather good at understanding them.”
“So?” 
“So they heard the guards talking. We’re fifteen days out.”
“Good,” Tatiana said dully. “That’s about what we estimated.”
“Fifteen days to prepare.”
“Plus a week before we attack,” said Tatiana. “We give ourselves a week after arrival to get the lay of the land, find out their weaknesses, figure out where we can go, and then we move.”
“So twenty-two days.”
Tatiana nodded.
“Twenty-two days and we kick these bastards to hell and gone.”

      ***Two days later, the Dragon lurked inside the debris field of the seventh planet. Her engines were off and her systems at minimal power, idling. 
Trying to look like just another rock in the disintegrating ring system of the big blue gas giant.
“Anything new?” Bonnie asked as she came onto the bridge, a few minutes before changeover from Third Watch to First Watch.
“No, mum,” reported Commander Lirrassa. She rose quickly to vacate the Captain’s chair for Bonnie, her duties now over as OOD - Officer of the Deck.
“It’s been a quiet night. Nothing new to report. We’ve got good readings on ship patterns for all ships leaving or entering the system. It seems they tend to avoid this area, probably because of all the debris around here.”
“Excellent. Then we picked the right place to hide.”
“Aye, mum.”
Lt. Gibson came into the bridge. She walked to the Tactical console and stated, “Mr. Goodwin, you are relieved.”
“I stand relieved,” murmured Goodwin, giving up his chair.
Rachel Gibson had rapidly become one of Bonnie’s favorite officers, especially at the Tac position. Only Commander Larissa could do a better job in the Tactical role. So Bonnie had ensured that Rachel was always on duty for First Watch, when Larissa was off watch. 
As Lirrassa and Goodwin left the bridge, Lt. Commander Naditta entered, followed closely by Luke. Naditta took his seat at the Ops console, while Luke took his seat beside Bonnie in the XO chair.
Over the next minute, the remainder of First Watch came onto the bridge, and the rest of Third Watch departed.
When they were fully ready, Bonnie stood from her chair to address the bridge crew.
“Girls and boys, today we’re going to advance farther into the system. This is the most dangerous part of our mission. I want everyone to remember our three highest priorities.”
“One - don’t get caught.”
“Two - don’t get caught.”
“Three - don’t get caught.”
There was a titter of laughter across the bridge. Bonnie smiled.
“Seriously, however. Our priority is don’t get caught. Our true second priority is to find out everything possible about the Singheko fleet and their home system. Let’s try to accomplish both of those objectives and then pass our information on to the fleet safely.”
There were nods and acknowledgments around the bridge. 
“Lt. Gibson, can you plot the shipping lanes and military patrol patterns for me on the holo?”
“Aye, mum.”
Bonnie sat back down and examined the holo. On the display, long streaks of light showed where the Singheko commercial shipping patterns and warship patrols had been plotted over the last few days.
“Luke, see that one spot well above the ecliptic…”
Bonnie pointed with a laser pointer that highlighted her target in the holo.
“…right there? I don’t see any ships going near that point.”
“I agree, mum. I think that’s our best bet.”
“Gibson? What do you think?”
“I agree, mum.”
“Very good. Then advance us to that spot, please, Luke. Very quietly, very slowly, very carefully.”
“Aye, mum.”
Luke moved over to the Nav console where Chief Blocker was working. He watched over Blocker’s shoulder, speaking quietly as they worked out a course. Finally, he clapped the Chief on the shoulder.
“Excellent,” he said quietly. He turned to Bonnie.
“We’re ready, Skipper.”
Bonnie nodded.
“Execute.”
Over the next several hours, the Dragon advanced slowly into the inner system of the Singheko. They started by moving almost straight up, to get well out of the ecliptic.  Given their black-as-coal exterior and their stealth systems, they felt reasonably confident they would not be detected in their initial move. 
It took most of the day to get to the position they wanted, but nobody left the bridge. It was a moment of high tension. After they had reached a position above the ecliptic, they moved diagonally toward the Singheko home planet, still rising above the line of the planets.
If the Singheko possessed better sensors than expected, this was the time they would find out. And they might have to run for their lives at any moment.
Finally, ten hours later, they reached the point selected. So far, there was no indication the Singheko had detected them. 
Bonnie directed the engines to standby and all systems idled. Only passive sensors remained powered up.
And now, from this closer vantage point, they could clearly see warships in their parking orbits around the home planet and its two moons.
There was a lot of traffic. Their Nidarian database - copied from the Merkkessa - showed the Singheko had six star systems in their budding Empire at this point, scattered across a sphere three hundred light years in diameter. 
That was a lot of commerce moving back and forth.
And a lot of warships to keep it under control.

      ***It was just minutes before dawn, ship time. 
Tatiana had convinced the women to develop a kind of normalcy in their lives. When the lights came on in the morning, they called it dawn.
“We’re not going to become animals,” she told them. “That’s exactly what they want. They want us to forget everything about our civilized lives and become rank animals, following them like a camel on a string.” 
“Well, we’re not doing it. We’ll keep a schedule. We’ll exercise, to keep our bodies fit. We’ll have classes, to teach those that need teaching. If we must do it naked and afraid, then that’s what we’ll do. But we don’t give in.”
And that was exactly what they had done. The process had spread to other cages; now thousands of people woke up each morning and started calisthenics and yoga.
They started classes for the less educated, teaching verbally.
They performed a type of medical clinic - those who were sick were treated by those with medical training. Word would be passed from cage to cage regarding the symptoms, and then word would come back from the few trained medical personnel in some distant cage regarding a recommended course of action.
They didn’t have medications, of course. But they could do other things. They learned to isolate those with anything that seemed contagious to one corner of the cage and allow only a few designated caregivers to approach them. And they tried other things, such as massage for those who were in pain, using their hands and fingers to distract them and re-focus them on getting well. 
It was primitive. But it was something.
Thus the time had passed. 
Sonja had been quiet for days, recovering from her rough handling by Marta. She avoided Tatiana and Marta and the rest of the command team, staying as far away from them as possible. Several of her gang had abandoned her after Marta had given them warning of the dire consequences of fighting Tatiana’s plans.
But Sonja had not given up. She had recruited new gang members, quietly, out of sight and hearing of Tatiana’s team.
And it was just minutes before dawn, ship time, when Sonja made her second attack.
Tatiana was sleeping in her usual place in the corner of the cage. Marta and Norali were next to her, and the rest of the team was spread out around her in a group. They had developed the habit of sleeping together, in case of another attack. 
And Tatiana had taken one other precaution, hidden from Sonja and the rest of the women in the cage.
She gave the short piece of wire to Marta every night when they lay down to sleep. Their only real weapon.
She still carried it during the day, curled in one hand or the other, like a badge of office.
But at night, she secretly slipped the small weapon to Marta as they went to sleep. They were both sure that Sonja would try once more to take control of the cage. 
And logically, Sonja would go for the wire - the only weapon in the cage.
Tatiana came half-awake as she heard a rustling in the cage, a noise, something unexpected. 
Then a rush of women struck, all at once. At least three of them ran over the bodies of others directly to Tatiana.
Suddenly she was pressed down by the weight of them, one on each side sprawled across her hands, digging for the wire, while the other sat on her chest.
Sonja.
And then Sonja had her fingers around Tatiana’s neck, choking her. Sonja’s voice snarled, her fingers locked around Tatiana’s throat.
“Not so tough now, are you bitch? Not so tough when you don’t have your bitch Marta to back you up…”
Tatiana could hear a terrific commotion going on around her, and guessed that at least five women were on Marta, holding her down and trying to control her long enough for Sonja to get the wire.
“Give me the wire, bitch, or I’ll choke you to death.”
Tatiana could feel the two women on each side of her digging at her fists, trying to open them to get to the wire they thought she had.
She kept her fists closed, hoping they would continue to think she had it.
But Sonja was choking her out. In a few more seconds, she’d be unconscious. 
She tried to talk, but she couldn’t get enough air to say anything. She could see bright lights in her eyes, lights that shouldn’t be there.
She needed oxygen or she was going to die.
Suddenly she heard a scream close by, and then another.
“Marta’s got the damn wire!” shouted one of Sonja’s companions. “Look out!”
Then another scream.
Tatiana felt Sonja turn, try to look behind her in the darkness.  Sonja’s hands relaxed a bit on Tatiana’s throat. Tatiana was able to gasp in a breath.
Then she bucked for all she was worth, to throw Sonja off her. It partially worked; Sonja fell to one side, not completely off, but giving Tatiana a bit of leeway - a little bit of room to work.
Tatiana bucked again, twisting, and knocked Sonja’s arms away, then pushed her to one side. 
Grabbing blindly in the dark where she guessed Sonja’s head was, she found it. Twisting as hard as she could, she wrenched Sonja’s head hard, causing a loud scream.
Then she slid her hands down to Sonja’s neck and got her arm around it from the back.
Now the tables were turned. She was behind Sonja, her arm wrapped around the bigger woman’s neck. Tatiana squeezed as hard as she could. The bigger woman slapped at her, pounded her with a fist, twisted and turned trying to get away.
Tatiana held on for dear life. There was a tremendous commotion going on around her as the battle raged. She could hear screams, thumps, slaps, cursing. The occasional body would slam against the cage wall or fall to the floor.
“Tat! Where are you?” she heard Marta from nearby.
“Right here,” yelled Tatiana. “I’ve got Sonja.  Help me!”
She felt a hand touch her back, then move quickly up to her shoulder. The hand tapped her twice.
“Is that you?”
“That’s me,” grunted Tatiana, Sonja flopping around in her arms like a fish on a line. 
Sonja was gradually weakening as Tatiana squeezed.
“I think I’ve got her under control. Just keep the rest of them off me,” Tatiana grunted.
“You got it,” said Marta. 
Tatiana felt Marta turn, press her back against Tatiana’s in the dark. They were back to back now. Thumps and bumps told her Marta was still fending off attacks, but they seemed to be weakening.
Tatiana felt Sonja go limp at last. Unconscious.
“She’s out,” she said to Marta over her shoulder. “Sonja’s out.”
Marta yelled loudly.
“Give it up! We’ve got Sonja choked out. Most of your gang is down now. You can’t win!”
It got suddenly quiet.
And the lights came on.
Tatiana found herself with Sonja still in her arm, the woman limp, her eyes closed. She let go, letting Sonja’s unconscious body slump to one side.
Standing up, Tatiana looked around.
Bodies lay everywhere, some unconscious, some moaning. Blood was all over the floor - the evidence of Marta’s use of the wire.
With a groan, Marta stood up beside Tatiana. Tatiana looked at her.
“You OK?”
Marta grinned. Blood oozed down her face from a scalp wound. Scratches were evident all over her face and arms. She was bruised all over her body and covered in blood.
Not much of it was her own.
“Never better,” Marta replied, smiling.
Tatiana noticed that Norali was also standing now. She also had bruises all over her. One of her eyes was blackening, but she was otherwise intact.
“Norali. Can you get a triage station going?
Norali nodded and called to several of their cohort nearby who looked functional. They started dragging unconscious females to a point in the back of the cage near the water fountains. 
Those who could still walk got up and slowly moved back to the same point. Other women started to take care of them, washing off the blood, resetting broken fingers, doing the best they could under the conditions.
Tatiana stared down at Sonja. She felt Marta come up beside her.
“You know what we have to do, don’t you, boss?” asked Marta.
Tatiana sighed.
“I know. But I don’t have to like it.”







  
  Deriko


“I’ve changed my mind about Imogen.” 
“What?  What do you mean?”
“It’s getting real now. We’ll be launching for Singheko tomorrow. Jim…”
Rita looked up at him, tears in her eyes.
“…I can’t take her into harm’s way.  We have to leave her with Gillian when we go.”
Jim sat down beside her and placed a hand on her back, giving her a slight rub.
“I know you’re right.  I know it’s the best thing for her. But - I’ll miss her so much.”
“Not as much as I will.  But I’ve realized, I just can’t take her into a campaign.  It makes no sense.”
Jim nodded glumly.
“I’ve known all along that you’d come to this decision.  So I’m not surprised. But I’m going to miss the little bug.”
“Will you take her down to Gillian tomorrow morning?  Before I change my mind again?”
Jim leaned over, wrapped her in his arms.
“Admiral Rita Page, did I ever tell you what a wonderful mother you are?”
Rita folded into him.
“I’m so tired, Jim. So tired. There’s so much to do.”
“Just rest, darling.  Just lay down, rest, let the Fleet take care of itself for a while.”
Jim held her for minutes until she closed her eyes and slept. Watching her sleep, he realized that all doubts had left his mind.
This is the woman I love. There will never be another.
Carefully, he disengaged from her and went to the hatch, turned out the light, and left.

      ***“The court will come to order.”
Tatiana stood at the back of the cage, surrounded by her command team.
In front of her was a small space. Beyond the space, six women held Sonja locked in their grip. 
With three on each side, they kept Sonja’s arms pinned up behind her, holding her immovable. Occasionally she would struggle, but even with her strength she couldn’t break free from that many women.
In front of the somber scene playing out in the back of the cage, the rest of the women moved randomly back and forth, screening the back of the cage from the view of the front corridor.
The next cage beside theirs was also watching, hanging on every word. A low mutter could be heard from the far side of it as communicators reported everything down the line to other cages.
“Sonja Gorlukovich, you have been found guilty by this court of treason and sentenced to death. Do you have any last words?”
“Go fuck yourself, bitch!” snarled Sonja.
“Very well. Sentence will be carried out.”
Tatiana looked at a woman standing beside her, named Anna. Anna and her daughter had been badly injured in the fight. Her daughter was still unconscious in a corner of the room, suffering from a severe concussion. It was not assured she would recover. 
They had thought to draw lots for the execution duties. But Anna had insisted it was hers to do - for what Sonja had done to her daughter.
Now Anna rose to her feet and stalked to Sonja. She moved in behind Sonja, out of her sight, and waited, looking at Tatiana.
Tatiana stood up and raised her voice slightly, so that it could be heard by everyone in the cage.
“I never wanted it to come to this. I’m heartbroken that it has. I value life above all else - except freedom.”
“But make no mistake about it, people - freedom is at stake here.”
Tatiana paced, restless, trying to think how she could get through to those who had not yet come over to her movement.
“If Sonja had won - if she had taken over - then have no doubt in your mind. She would have collaborated with the Singheko, for whatever she could gain. She already said as much to members of her gang. They were planning to tell the enemy about our plans, in return for becoming tyrants over us.”
Tatiana stopped pacing. She gazed around the room.
“Ask yourself. What is most likely in front of us?”
There was a mutter around the room.
“Most likely, death. These Singheko look at us as animals. They’ll treat us as animals. They’ll work us ‘til we die. There is no doubt in my mind of that fact.”
“So. If death is inevitable, why not fight for life? There is no chance whatsoever if we don’t fight. They’ll work us ‘til we die.
“But if we fight - we have a chance. It’s a small one, I grant you. But any small chance is better than no chance at all.”
Tatiana turned and looked at Sonja.
“Sonja elected to fight us. She was given a warning weeks ago, but she ignored it. She knew the penalty. She chose to attack us again. And she intended to turn us in to the Singheko for her own advantage.”
Tatiana turned back to the women in the cage.
“The penalty for treason is death.”
Tatiana looked back at Anna and nodded.
Anna reached to Sonja’s neck and put her arm around it, then squeezed, shutting off Sonja’s air. 
Sonja twisted, fighting, grunting, trying with all her power to break free. The women surrounding her managed to hold her.
It was an ugly death. It took a couple of minutes for Sonja to finally go limp. When she did, the other women let her sink to the floor.  Still Anna held on, keeping her air shut off for another five minutes to be sure she was dead.
Finally, a woman checking Sonja’s pulse nodded, and Anna let go.
One of the other women stepped up to Anna and led her away. Anna moved back to her unconscious daughter and sank down beside her, crying.
Marta waved to two of the team, who took Sonja’s body and dragged it to the front of the cage, by the door.
Now Marta turned to another group of women, huddled in the other corner, guarded by a group from Tatiana’s team. Marta stalked to them and glared at them.
“You have one and only one choice, folks. Give up your idea of taking over - or follow Sonja’s path. Remember what you saw today when you make your choice.”
Marta nodded to the women guarding the prisoners.
“Let them go.”
The guards stepped back, allowing the bruised and battered remnants of Sonja’s gang to flow back into the general population.
Marta returned to Tatiana, who had moved to the water fountains in the back of the cage and was splashing water on her face.
Marta could see she was crying.

      ***Five days later, the Merkkessa plowed through six-space, already 167 light years from Earth on her way to Singheko. Rita came into her briefing room, electronic tablet in hand.
Waiting at her briefing table were Captain Bekerose and her newly promoted Flag Aide, Captain Dallitta.
And Jim.
“At ease, folks,” said Rita. She sat, and everyone followed suit.
“Captain Bekerose. How are you this fine morning?” asked Rita. 
“I am excellent as always, Admiral,” Bekerose answered. “Except for one thing.”
“And that would be the fact the Corresse did not return before our departure, and is overdue by forty-four days now, correct?”
Bekerose sighed, a very Human sound.
“Sometimes I wonder why I even bother, milady. All I ever do is tell you things you already know.”
Rita smiled.
“Bekerose, you are my right hand. Don’t ever think otherwise.”
“Thank you, milady. But I still hope to someday bring you news you haven’t already heard.”
“Be careful what you wish for, Captain. So what do you think? Why didn’t the Corresse return on time?”
“It can only be bad news, milady. Either she ran into technical difficulties - which I doubt - or Garatella prevented her return - which is my feeling.”
“Yes,” nodded Rita. “Mine as well. Garatella has always had some hidden agenda with us Humans. Despite giving us this fleet, I believe he is still playing us for his own ends. Now he has the designs for the fast stardrive, and the Corresse to use as a model. What do you think he’ll do next?”
“Whatever it is, milady, it will be good for Garatella, but not necessarily good for Earth.”
“Do you think he would go so far as to throw us to the wolves? Sit on the sidelines and let the Singheko come in and take us?”
“He very well might do that, milady, if he thought it was to his advantage. I cannot be sure, though. I wish we could contact Arteveld.”
“Could we send a corvette - say, the Banjala - and have them sneak into the system, find out what’s going on?”
“Not a chance, milady. Garatella will have the Nidarian system buttoned up tight. He knows the Singheko are constantly sneaking around, trying to find any weakness in his defenses there. And he’d also expect you to try something like that. So…no. I don’t think there’s any point in that.”
“How about sending a corvette in to a position just short of the system and trying to work a fighter in without detection?”
“I would argue against it, milady.  I think you would just end up losing both the fighter and the corvette.  If Garatella is up to something, he’ll be prepared for all those scenarios.”
Rita sighed.
“Very well. We’ll continue to Singheko and fight that battle first. If nothing else, perhaps that will force Garatella to come out in the open.”
“Yes, milady.”
Rita sat for a moment, deep in thought.
If Garatella is playing us false…if he decides to come in on the side of the Singheko…
Surely not…
Surely Garatella would recognize the danger of the Singheko in the long run…
Coming out of her reverie, she looked around the table.
“What else, folks?”
Bekerose glanced at his tablet. “We’re due to receive Dragon’s intel via Kaimina at point M-275 in 6 days.  Assuming Dragon makes her rendezvous, we’ll have enough to make a preliminary plan of attack.”
Rita nodded slowly. 
“Then let’s hope Dragon makes her date.”

      ***High above the planet Deriko in the Singheko system, Bonnie Page stepped on to the bridge.
“What’s the count now?” she asked. It was the beginning of the fifteenth day.
“We’ve got four battlecruisers, eight cruisers, fourteen destroyers, eight corvettes and a dozen other small boys.”
Bonnie sighed heavily.
“And that doesn’t count what may be off on other missions or in other systems elsewhere.”
“Aye, mum. They are definitely building up their fleet for a major expansion.”
“Well, that fits with what Garatella told us back at Sanctuary. He said they wanted to create an empire in the Arm, and it certainly looks like they’re well on their way.”
Luke waved a hand at the holo, where all the Singheko ships were red icons surrounding the planets and moons of their anchorage.
“There’s no way we can take on a fleet that size in the near term.”
“Agreed. But we found out what we need to know. Let’s head for our rendezvous point and get this intel back to Admiral Page.”
“Aye, mum. Are you ready to depart?”
“Yes, I think so. We’ve collected ELINT for weeks and mapped every warship in the system. I don’t see that there’s anything left for us to do here, do you?”
“No, I agree. Time to go.”
“Very good. Plot us a course to get out of here and let’s go meet the Kaimina.”
Bonnie rose to go to her day cabin.
“We have a new type of ship entering the system, mum!” called Rachel. “One of those big slave ships!”
Quickly, Bonnie sat back in her chair.
“Where?”
Rachel highlighted in the holo with a laser pointer. 
“Just entering the system, mum. Well below the ecliptic, on a course for the fourth planet.”
Bonnie looked at Luke. She could see the stress and tension in Luke’s face. She spoke quietly, so that only he could hear.
“I’m sorry, Luke. I forgot what day it was.”
“That’s OK, Skipper. No worries.”
“No. I should have remembered. Today is the estimated time of arrival for the first batch of slave ships that left Earth.”
Bonnie wheeled back to the holo, watching the vector shown by the AI. Even as she watched, another of the big pentagon-shaped slave ships entered the system.
“Commander, there’s no way to know which ship is hers. These could be any of the eight that left Earth before we smashed their fleet.”
Luke managed a wan smile.
“I know, Skipper.”
“And if that is Tatiana, we’ll find her and rescue her. But not now. First, we work our plan. Then we have to kick some Singheko butt.”
Bonnie looked over at Luke. The pain on his face was all too evident.
“Then we’ll go get Tatiana.”
Luke nodded, unable to speak. His face worked.
Bonnie looked back at the holo. 
“Still, I want to stay here and see where that ship goes. We’ll watch it and see what they do. Let’s take a chance. Rachel, send a drone to shadow that first ship so we can get a closer look.”

      ***The planet was a lot like Mars.
If Mars was quite a bit larger, with an oxygen/nitrogen atmosphere that was thin but breathable by Human standards.
If Mars had vast steppes covered in tall grass, with small rivers coursing out of the mountains onto the plains.
If Mars was home to nearly half a million slaves.
The Singheko called the planet Deriko. 
The slaves there called it Hell, in whatever version of Hell existed in their respective language. There were many species present on the planet. The Singheko, of course - huge seven-foot-tall slavemasters, looking like evolved, upright lions, armed to the teeth with stun guns, shock sticks, clubs, whips, rifles, pistols, and anything else they felt useful in managing their different species of slave labor.
The Taegu - a species not too different from the Nidarians.  Smaller than Humans, but much like them, with almost no visible nose.  They were clearly a sister race to the Nidarians at some point in their evolution. But the Taegu were not protected by the cease-fire agreement in place between Singheko and Nidaria - so the Singheko had attacked them and taken thousands of slaves away from their home planet.
The Bagrami - a species descended from something that, to a Human, would have looked like a bear. And they still looked a bit like bears.  Evolution had taken away their claws and fangs, reduced the size of their muzzles, taken away most of the hair from their bodies. And left them a bit slow-moving, compared to the Taegu.
And now the Humans.
Tatiana felt a slight bump and knew they were down on the planet. It was not a surprise; from overhearing the guards talk, they were well aware of the scheduled landing.
The huge slave ship landed beside a large complex. The guards came out and set down ramps leading to large holding pens.
Then it was unloading time.
They unloaded the women first. Tatiana had expected it; she knew they would want the women locked away safely before they dealt with the men.
As it happened, they started on her end of the cage row. She heard a clang and saw bright light pouring in on the other side of the two cages next to theirs, as the guards opened a hatch to the outside. A breath of cold air hit them as the freezing atmosphere of Deriko poured into the ship.
Tatiana watched as the women were marched out of the second cage down the hall from her, the one nearest the exit hatch. The guards rousted the women out, using their shock sticks on any that were slow, ill, or injured.
Then the next cage went, shuffling toward the band of light streaming in through the open hatch, leading to an unknown fate.
Then it was their turn. The door to the cage clanged open and Tatiana led them out, now only 92 strong.  
Eight women from their cage had died during the trip. 
Tatiana marched boldly forward, leading the rest of them toward the bright light of day pouring in through the hatch. 
It didn’t matter what was outside; getting out of this ship of the damned was all she cared about now.
Exiting the hatch, the light was too bright for her eyes. She had to slap her hand over, blocking out the light, making a tiny crack between her fingers so she could see to continue down the ramp. 
In front, she saw women fall to the ground, too weak or sick to continue. The Singheko guards used shock sticks to get them up and moving again. 
Tatiana stopped to help one, an older woman, and got her to her feet, helping her down the ramp. Together they stepped off the ramp into the holding pen at the bottom.
At the other end of the holding pen, there were two exits. A sturdy pipe fence marked out lanes leading to different destinations.
The left lane led to the huge building, which Tatiana could guess was the processing facility for incoming slave labor.
The other path - on the right side - appeared to lead around the corner of the building, out of sight.
Watching, she noted the guards separated out the sick or injured into the second path. They were forced through the right exit, down the lane and around the corner of the building.
She knew what was happening. The sick and weak would disappear, never to be seen again. The Singheko didn’t need them.
Holding the ill woman next to her tightly, she whispered into her ear.
“I’ll help you to the exit. When we get there, make sure you stand straight and look strong. Go for the left exit. Don’t let them send you to the right.”
The woman nodded. They moved slowly, shuffling along, as the guards processed them.
It was bone-chilling cold. Tatiana guessed it was around 40 degrees Fahrenheit - about 5 degrees Celsius. They were still naked, as they had been for the entire trip.  Everyone was shivering uncontrollably. 
Finally they reached the exits. Tatiana supported the woman beside her until the last moment.  As they came up to the sorting point, she whispered to her one last time.
“Remember! Look strong!  Look confident!”
Then Tatiana let her go. The woman straightened up, squared her shoulders. The Singheko guards glanced at her, and waved her to the left, as they did for Tatiana.
As soon as they were past the sorting point, Marta and the rest of Tatiana’s cadre fell in close behind, blocking the view of the guards. The woman collapsed back into Tatiana’s arms.  Tatiana felt Marta come up behind her and take the woman from her. 
Marta was muttering under her breath.
“I don’t know why you take these risks. There’ll be dozens of women like this, maybe hundreds. You can’t save them all,” Marta complained.
“I can save one,” said Tatiana.

      ***Dragon stayed in place for another day. From their drone feed, they watched as thousands of Humans were unloaded from the ship and moved into a large complex on the surface of the planet.
“That building isn’t big enough to hold all of them,” remarked Luke. “There must be an underground facility there.”
“I wonder…,” mused Bonnie. “What do you think they’re doing under there?”
“Keeping something well hidden,” replied Luke.
“But why? Why build an underground complex? Why not just build it on the surface? There’s enough atmosphere.”
“Who knows? Probably because it’s easier to control the slaves. Keeping that many slaves on the surface would be a nightmare for control. But underground - where can they go?”
Bonnie grimaced. 
“Mum!” called Rachel. “Part of that fleet at Ridendo is moving out!”
Bonnie and Luke spun to look at the holotank. Bonnie exercised a control on her seat console, and the holotank magnified its view to zoom in on the third planet.
The enemy ships were so far away it was hard to see the actual movement. But the AI painted arrow-shaped vectors in front of them, showing their projected tracks, and faint trails behind them showing their wake.
Clearly, a significant part of the fleet was moving out.
“We’ll stay here until we see where they’re going,” said Bonnie. 
“Aye, mum,” agreed Luke.
They watched the large fleet’s movement until it reached the mass limit and sank out, disappearing from view.
“Final count of the departing fleet - two battlecruisers, four cruisers, eight destroyers, four corvettes and two supply ships.  That right?” asked Bonnie.
“Aye, mum,” agreed Rachel. 
“And we’ve got a clear recording of their outbound vector?”
“Aye, mum, it’s all recorded.”
“How many warships left behind in the system now?”
“Two battlecruisers, four cruisers, six destroyers, four corvettes, mum. That’ll be the Home Fleet - Admiral Zukra.”
Luke looked at Bonnie.
“That certainly evens the odds a bit,” he said.
“Doesn’t it…OK, XO, let’s blow this joint.”
Luke managed a smile; the first Bonnie had seen since the slave ship entered the system. He turned to Chief Blocker at the Nav console.
“Chief, lay in a course for our rendezvous with the Kaimina, and get us the hell out of Dodge. We’ve got places to go and people to see.”

      ***Hours later, Bonnie tried to sleep.
Their journey to meet the Kaimina for intel exchange would take 24 hours. She was way overdue for a sleep cycle.
But sleep wouldn’t come. Jim was haunting her thoughts again.
She remembered.
She remembered the sound of his voice.
His skin on hers. The heat of his body.
The touch of his hands…
She shuddered as the delicious memories overtook her, driving her farther and farther away from sleep.
I must stop doing this. I must stop thinking about him. He’s gone. He made his choice. 
Or did I make it for him? When I sent him that letter, did I push him to Rita?
Well, even if I did…it was for the best.
Let it go, Bonnie girl. Let him go. You did what was right.
Lying in her bunk, Bonnie opened her eyes and stared at the darkness.
But God, I miss him.
Rising from the bunk, she went to her desk and opened the bottom drawer.
Taking out a bottle, she poured herself a stiff drink. Knocking it down, she poured another and started that one more slowly.
Leaning back in her chair, she stared through the darkness at the dim glow of LED lights on the various displays and monitors in her cabin.
I need a distraction.
And with that, the thought of Luke came to her mind before she could stop it.
No, no, no! Don’t even go there!
But it was too late. Her mind was off to the races.
She thought about his long, lean body. His chiseled face, his flashing blue eyes.
…the smell of him when he was close to her.
Stop it! He’s your XO!
But the thoughts wouldn’t stop coming. And as the whiskey began to take effect, her resistance faded away.
I’m only Human. 
If I only think about it, but don’t do it…that doesn’t break the rules, does it?
And as the whiskey in the glass got lower and lower, Captain Bonnie Page grew closer and closer to Human as she let herself think about exactly what she would do with the long, lean body of her XO.






  
  Factory


The Singheko forced them through the processing center. Their heads were roughly shaved by creatures that - to Tatiana - looked like the Nidarians she had seen on Earth videos. 
“Nidarian?” she whispered to the one cutting her hair, hoping he might understand the word.
The creature shook his head.
“Taegu,” he whispered back, glancing around to make sure no Singheko were nearby.
Interesting, thought Tatiana. They look like Nidarians. But not. 
Then they were pushed along, into a long hallway where they were issued clothing - a rough tunic, coarse trousers, plastic shoes that reminded her of something a child of Earth would wear.
The Singheko kept them moving.  As they neared the end of the building, a long ramp led downward.
They were going underground.
It was a long march. Tatiana started counting her steps. She wanted to start mapping out the facility in her mind.
After the first 500 meters, the route split into multiple tunnels, splayed out in every direction, like starfish arms. They were directed to a tunnel leading to the far right.
Then they passed row after row of cages, identical to the ones on the ship. The first several hundred cages were empty. 
After another kilometer, they were stopped and pushed into cages, one hundred per cage.
Tatiana immediately gathered her cadre around her in the back of the cage and started planning.
“The first thing we do is re-establish communications,” Tatiana reminded them. “Get in touch with the other cages. Map out where everybody ended up. Then I want to relocate so we are next to Big Y.”
“Relocate?” asked one of the women. “How do we do that?”
Marta grinned.
“Hell, these idiots can’t tell us apart. We just go out of this cage in the morning and go back into a different cage in the evening. They’ll never know the difference.”

      ***At 0600 hours next morning, the guards rousted them out. They were marched to a large auditorium of sorts, although there were no chairs. There were about two thousand of them, Tatiana estimated, a mixture of men and women. She had no idea where the rest of the Humans were.
She wondered if Mikhail was in this group. She looked around, but of course she had never met him. She had no way of recognizing him.
A Taegu, like the one who had cut her hair, stood on a stage at the front.
He spoke in broken but understandable Russian.
“You work. You build. This is factory. You build well. If you no do well, you die. If you fight, you die. If you get sick, you die. If you no work, you die. No questions. Now go work.”
The Taegu turned and departed the stage. Their Singheko guards then pushed them out of the auditorium and down a long corridor into a factory. Assembly lines stretched into the distance for what looked like forever.
Tatiana was shoved roughly into a position on the assembly line. She had managed to bring the woman she had saved yesterday - Alina - with her, keeping her safe. Now Alina was directly across from her, on the other side of a suspended conveyor that hung above them. On Tatiana’s left was Marta, and to her right the rest of her command team.
A horde of Taegu entered the building, spreading out and taking positions behind them. There was one Taegu for every two to three Humans. They lined up behind the Humans and waited.
The overhead conveyor clanked and started moving. Far in the distance, Tatiana could see activity beginning. Something appeared on the conveyor, moving toward them.
The Taegu behind her came closer, between her and Marta.
“You take this…” He pointed to a hose and nozzle hanging from an overhead hook.
“…you put in warhead, there…”
He pointed down the line. Now Tatiana could see a long line of bullet-shaped objects approaching, suspended from the overhead conveyor.
Missile warheads.
She glanced over at Marta.
Marta shook her head in dismay.
“Pouring explosives into missile warheads.  This can’t be good,” she grunted.
“No talk!” yelled the Taegu. “You talk, Singheko come, you die!  Put in warhead! No mistakes!  You mistake, we all die!”
Tatiana nodded at the creature, reached up, pulled down the dispenser nozzle, and waited. The warheads moved down the assembly line toward them. Tatiana saw many Taegu to her left moving up to the assembly line, showing the Humans what to do.
Then the first empty warhead arrived in front of Marta. Their own personal Taegu came up beside Marta and showed her how to insert the nozzle, filling the warhead to a marked line.
Then the Taegu pushed the warhead away.
When it was pushed, it automatically moved to the other side of the overhead conveyor, where another woman stood. Another Taegu coached the other woman to insert a dummy safety plug into the nose of the warhead and use a wrench to tighten it.
Another warhead came down the line, arriving in front of Tatiana. The Taegu moved to Tatiana and repeated the lesson, showing her how to insert the nozzle, fill the warhead, and push it to the other side of the conveyor, where Alina was coached to put in the safety plug.
Then Tatiana’s Taegu coach stepped back. More of the warheads came down the line at them. Then both Marta and Tatiana had warheads in front of them, the gaping holes in the noses waiting for the liquid explosive.
Tatiana inserted her nozzle and filled the warhead to the line. She pushed, and the warhead moved to the other side of the conveyor, to Alina.
Alina inserted the plug and tightened it. The warhead moved on.
And then another warhead was in front of Tatiana, and she had to rush to fill it.
And then another, and another. It became a grind, a race to survive. The warheads came faster and faster as the day wore on. 
She and Marta were a bit faster than some of the others, but not by much. They both knew the slightest mistake would screw up the assembly line.
And they were right. A woman a dozen paces down from them made a mistake, dropping her nozzle on the floor, letting liquid explosive leak out on the concrete.
The sound of the nozzle hitting the floor caused a collective gasp that ran through the entire area, an exhalation of breath from the Humans - and the Taegu, still standing behind them, watching.
There was a loud pop. 
The head of the woman who had dropped the nozzle exploded, disappearing from her body. One second it was there. Then it wasn’t.
Her body collapsed to the floor, blood spurting from her neck in a gush of horror.
On the catwalks overlooking the factory floor, a trail of smoke curled from the rifle barrel of one of the Singheko guards.
Two of the bear-like creatures called Bagrami appeared from a side corridor, grabbed the body, and dragged it away.
Quickly, one of the Taegu stepped up and took the empty spot where, seconds before, a Human female had been working.
And the assembly line moved on.

      ***After another day in the factory, Tatiana and her organization relocated themselves to the cage at the end of the women’s section, next to the men.
It was as Marta had predicted. The Singheko - and for that matter, the Taegu - couldn’t really tell them apart.
So in the morning, they left their cage for the factory as usual. 
At the end of the day, as they were taken down the hall to return, they casually exchanged places with a group of women from the other cage.
And that was it. Now they were next to the men, separated only by a short corridor leading to an equipment room.
Mikhail and his unit had also relocated, so he was next to Tatiana’s cage. 
They stared at each other from eight feet away, separated only by the two layers of wire between them.
“Hello, Big Y,” said Tatiana.
“Hello yourself, Big X,” grinned Mikhail.

      ***“We’ve got a problem,” said Mikhail.
He and Tatiana had learned they were the only people in the two cages who could speak French.  
Not good French, maybe, but enough to communicate. It allowed them to speak without using so much code. There were always Taegu collaborators walking by, or the occasional Bagrami maintenance workers. Sometimes there were Singheko guards, patrolling the corridors in the evenings. They didn’t know how much the enemy could understand, so they had developed codes to use for communication. 
But when Tatiana and Mikhail spoke French, they didn’t feel the need to use the codes.
“Only one problem?” quipped Tatiana quietly. 
It was late, after lights out. She lay on the floor against the wire, as close to Mikhail as she could get. He was in a similar position in his cage, eight feet away. They spoke just loudly enough for the other to hear.
“Yeah, well, only one big one. I’ve got a breakaway group forming up, just like yours with Sonja. They say we’re moving too slow. They want to attack immediately.”
“To what end?” asked Tatiana. “What are they going to do, steal a slave ship and slowly ascend into the sky, while a fleet of Singheko warships pounds them into parts and pieces?”
“No; they want to take over the processing center. They think they can hold the building long enough to free the rest of the slaves. They think the Taegu and the Bagrami will come in with them. Then they can negotiate with the Singheko for safe passage off the planet.”
“God, they are stupid,” said Tatiana. “First of all, the Taegu won’t come in with them, they’re scared shitless of the Singheko. Neither will the Bagrami. And secondly, they won’t be able to free more than a few thousand before the Singheko are all over them. And third, the Singheko won’t negotiate with them. They’ll just kill them and go to lunch. It’s stupid.”
“I know. I’ve told them until I’m blue in the face. But they won’t listen.”
“Well, there’s nothing we can do about it. Nothing that I can see. Let them take their best shot. At least we’ll learn something about the Singheko response.”
“God, I hate it. So many will die.”
“I know. Why don’t you make one more attempt to talk them off the ledge?”
“I will. I’ll let you know how it goes.”
There was a short silence. But Tatiana wasn’t yet sleepy.
“What did you do…you know, before?” she asked.
“I was a colonel in the air force,” Mikhail replied.
“How on Earth did a colonel end up in prison?”
Tatiana heard a short laugh from across the corridor.
“Got crosswise of the wrong politician. You?”
“Got crosswise of the wrong boyfriend.”
Mikhail laughed again, softly in the darkness.
“I heard your father was a big shot in the Royal Navy.”
There was a long silence.
Mikhail realized he had hit a nerve.
“Sorry, Big X. Forget I said that.”
“No, it’s OK. It just hit me hard for a second. I wonder where he is now, you know? Probably on some ship, sailing around the world, wondering where I am.”
“Sorry I brought it up. I know it hurts to think about home.”
“Did you have anyone…back there?”
“No. My wife died a few years ago. Car wreck. I threw myself into my work after that.”
“Yeah. Wish I’d done that when my mother died. But I threw myself into drugs and parties instead. That was a mistake.”
“Well…”
Another silence.
“…you have a new life now. Make the best of it.”
Tatiana was quiet for a long time. Finally, she spoke.
“We can’t win, you know,” she said softly.
“I know,” came the reply from the darkness. “Does it matter?”
Tatiana shook her head, even though she knew he couldn’t see it.
“No. We’ll kill as many as we can, then they’ll kill us. But it’s what I have to do.”

      ***Thirty-four light years from the Singheko home system, the corvette Kaimina waited patiently. Captain Pojjayan’s orders were clear.  
Go to the first rendezvous point and wait for the Dragon. Collect the intel. Return it to the second rendezvous point and meet the Merkkessa to transfer the intel.
He had been waiting patiently for five days now. The rendezvous was scheduled for this morning - ship time - but he had arrived early in case the Dragon needed assistance.
Sitting in his command chair on the bridge, Pojjayan rubbed his forehead. 
He enjoyed commanding the Kaimina, but he had to admit corvette duty could be boring at times.
Go here.  Collect that. Go there. Bring that.
On the other hand, nobody was shooting at him. 
That’s a plus, he thought.
The Tactical Officer made a call.
“Contact!  Blind call from the Dragon, codes match!”
Pojjayan lifted a hand, spoke.
“Very good.  Respond with our code. Maintain battle stations until we’re positive of ID.”
“Aye, sir.”
A few seconds later, the Comm officer spoke again.
“IFF signal, 400 k-klicks, shows as the Dragon!”
“Good. Bring up our IFF, drop our stealth.”
“Aye, sir.”
The Dragon became visible in the holo as both ships dropped their stealth and turned on their identification beacons.
“Damn, her stealth is good,” exclaimed the Tactical Officer. “She was right in front of us and I never saw her.”
“They knew what they were doing when that ship was built. It’s hard to accept - but here we are two thousand years later, and we still can’t build them that well,” mused Pojjayan.
“Yes, sir,” said Tac. “I guess that’s why she got the scouting mission.”
“Yes,” agreed Pojjayan absent-mindedly.  “Bring us alongside and let’s prepare to go over.”
Moving next to Dragon, Pojjayan and his XO boarded a shuttle and went across to the larger ship. Once on board, they were guided to Bonnie’s wardroom. Bonnie stood at the head of the table as they entered.
“Welcome, gentlemen,” she spoke in Nidarian, giving them the Nidarian hand-touch as they came in and sat at the table. “Glad to see you. It’s been a bit lonely out here.”
Pojjayan smiled.
“I’m sure. Were there a lot of Singheko in the system?”
“Lots of them,” answered Bonnie. “But not so many now. Let me show you.”
She turned on a holo over the table and pointed out the shipping lanes and military patrol patterns to them.
Then she showed them the large fleet that had departed the system. And the vector they took out of the system.
“Captain Pojjayan, where do you think they’re headed?”
Pojjayan squinted at the vector on the holo.
“Dekanna, I think,” he replied.
Bonnie nodded in agreement.
“That’s our thought as well. We’ve looked at the data, and we think that’s the most logical explanation of what we see. That’s an expeditionary attack fleet for sure. And the intel we loaded from Merkkessa shows no other potential targets along that vector except Dekanna.”
“Those bloody bastards!” exclaimed Pojjayan. “They have a peace treaty with Dekanna, and they’re going to launch a surprise attack on them!”
“That’s our take on it,” said Luke.  “So…it’s only 450 lights to Dekanna. They’re still operating with the slow drives. That means we have about nineteen weeks. Not a lot of time. Our orders are to return to Singheko and continue to monitor the system. So get that intel back to Rita and see what she wants to do.”
Bonnie tapped her pencil on the tabletop, a nervous habit - especially in a time when pencils were no longer used.
“I wish we had some way to get the warning to Rita sooner. By the time you meet her at the rendezvous, and she dispatches a ship to warn Dekanna, another five days will have passed. And they’ll need every day possible to prepare for the invasion.”
Suddenly they were interrupted by the voice of Dragon’s AI - the artificial intelligence that ran the ship.  
<Pardon me for intruding, Captain, but may I speak?>
Bonnie answered immediately.
“Of course, Dragon.  You may speak anytime you have something important to tell us.”
<Why not use the ansible to transmit the intel to the Merkkessa immediately?>
There was a long silence.
“We don’t have an ansible, Dragon,” said Bonnie at last, looking at the others with puzzlement on her face.
<Of course we have an ansible, Captain.  It’s built into my stardrive>
Bonnie sat stunned while Luke asked the next question.
“What’s an ansible?”
Bonnie looked at the puzzled faces around her at the table.  It appeared no one else recognized the word except her.
“An ansible is a transmitting device that can send data instantaneously across light years.  Faster than light,” she said.
The group sat in shock. 
Bonnie was the first to recover.
“Dragon, let me get this straight.  I want to be sure I understand you. You are saying your stardrive has the functionality to serve as an ansible?”
<Yes. It’s built into the system>
“Does this mean that the ships in the fleet which we’ve converted to the new design also have an ansible built in?”
“Yes. I can send a message to any of the ships in the fleet which are equipped with the new drives>
“Why are you just now telling us this, Dragon?”
<You have never asked me. And we had no need to use the ansible until now>
Bonnie shook her head in total exasperation.
“Dragon, are there any more hidden functions in your design we should know about?”
<There are not>
“I don’t know whether to be overjoyed or disappointed that you have no more tricks up your sleeve,” said Bonnie.  She turned to face Luke.
“Dig into this with Dragon, figure out how to format and transmit the data, and how to get their attention on the other end to recognize our transmission when it arrives.”
“Aye, mum,” grinned Luke, jumping up from the table.  “This is a mind-bender.”
Pojjayan jumped into the conversation.
“Mum!  Admiral Page sent the Corresse to Nidaria with messages. And she has the new drives!”
“Dragon!” snapped Bonnie.  “Are you able to detect the Corresse at Nidaria?  Can you send a message to her?”
<I cannot detect the Corresse. Either she is powered down, or someone has put a block on her ansible>
“Damn!” swore Bonnie. She turned to Pojjayan, handing him a data pack.  
“Well, Captain. I think the best thing for you is to head out for the M-275 rendezvous as originally planned. If by chance this ansible trick doesn’t work, you still need to deliver the scouting report to Admiral Page. And if it works, we’ll be able to divert you to the M-550 rendezvous to meet the fleet.”
“Aye, milady,” answered Pojjayan.  Clutching the data pack in his hand, he and his XO headed for the door.

      ***On the bridge, Luke had recruited Rachel to help him.
“Dragon. You say you can detect all ships which have been converted to the new drives?”
<That is correct, Commander>
“And you can detect the Merkkessa, right?”
<Yes. I can detect the Merkkessa. She is 241.4 light years from us, enroute to Singheko>
“So what happens if we send a message to the Merkkessa on the ansible?”
<The data will arrive instantaneously.  A light will start blinking on the Comm console of the Merkkessa letting them know a message has arrived, and a notice will go out over the Command channel that a high-priority message has been received>
Luke looked up at the ceiling, raising his hands in frustration and shaking his head in disbelief.
“And we had this functionality for the entire trip and you never told us?”
<I made an incorrect assumption that you already knew about it>
“Dragon, try to remember - we found you after two thousand years of a Dark Age. We knew almost nothing about your technical capabilities when we found you. You have to lead us by the hand.”
<I have no hands>
Luke looked at Rachel, rolling his eyes.
“That means you have to tell us the small details of any technical function, if you think we don’t know them already.”
<I understand>
“OK. We’ve got a formatted data pack ready to send.  Can you send it?”
<Now?>
“Yes, now!”
<Data pack sent to the Merkkessa.  Merkkessa has acknowledged.  Transmission complete>
“Well, I’ll be screwed,” said Luke before he could stop himself.
Rachel nodded with him involuntarily.
Luke smiled at her; a bit embarrassed by his outburst.
“Sorry, Lieutenant. That just slipped out. Let’s get back on station. Set us a course back to the Singheko system.”
“Aye, sir.”
As the Dragon departed back to Singheko, the Kaimina waited for two hours, ostensibly to check systems before departing.
Then the Kaimina also sank out. But it failed to take a vector toward the oncoming EDF fleet as planned.
Following Dragon, Kaimina approached the Singheko system and fired a tiny message drone toward Ridendo.
It was addressed to Admiral Zukra.






  
  Ansible


It was 5 AM ship time. Rita was awakened by her command channel implant. 
<Priority One message received from Dragon via ansible>
Drowsily, she lifted her head. For a moment, she thought she was dreaming. But beside her, Jim also stirred, then sat bolt upright in bed.
“Did you hear that?” he asked.
Rita realized it wasn’t a dream.
“I think so.  Something about a Priority One message. But I thought it said from the Dragon…that can’t be…”
Jim wiped his hand over his forehead and rubbed his eyes.
“Merkkessa, repeat last notice.”
<Priority One message received from Dragon via ansible>
“What the hell’s an ansible?” asked Jim.
“Instantaneous transmission across light years,” answered Rita. “Science fiction.”
<Not science fiction, Admiral> responded Merkkessa.  <Very much real>
The next hour was a hectic mess of questions, disbelief, an impromptu staff meeting in Rita’s briefing room, review of the data received from Dragon, and more disbelief.
Finally Rita called a halt.
“Everyone, it’s early, we’re tired.  Let’s take a breakfast break, get cleaned up, and come back to revisit this at 1000 hours.”
A mumble of appreciation went around the room.  Rita waved Dallitta and Bekerose away and went back to her bedroom, Jim following.
“Can you believe this?” he asked.
“I guess we have to.  Merkkessa said the function is built into all the ships with the new stardrive design we copied from Dragon.  We just didn’t know about it.”
“The limitations of AI.  A Human would have recognized the criticality of that little bit of knowledge right away.”

      ***At 1000 hours, the team assembled in the briefing room again. 
“Who are the Dekanna?” asked Rita.
Bekerose smiled.
“Actually, their planet is called Dekanna, but the species is called the Dariama. And of all the species known to us, the Dariama are the closest to Humans in appearance. They look remarkably like you. But in temperament, they are not nearly as aggressive. They keep to themselves. They have little trade with others and rarely venture far from their home star. And they’re extremely paranoid. They don’t like visitors.”
Rita looked at Bekerose suspiciously.
“Why have we not heard about them before?”
Bekerose shrugged. “I guess it just never came up.”
“So. The Singheko have sent an invasion fleet to them. Why? What do they have that the Singheko want?”
Bekerose looked at Dallitta. She shrugged. He looked back at Rita.
“If I had to guess, I’d say their proximity to Nidaria. The Singheko know they can’t take over the Arm without going through Nidaria. By taking the Dekanna system, they’ll have a base much closer to Nidaria. Plus a base of slaves in place to build more warships and weapons for a Nidarian invasion.”
“And do the Dariama have a fleet? Can they defend themselves?”
Bekerose shook his head. “I doubt it. Because of their paranoia, they have a good-sized fleet. Probably equal to our EDF fleet. But their temperament isn’t suited to warfare. I suspect they’ll fold like a pack of cards as soon as the shooting starts.”
Rita looked down the table at Jim. She lifted an eyebrow.
“Commander Carter, you seem to be deep in thought. What are you thinking?”
“Well,” Jim started. “We should at least warn them, if nothing else.”
“I agree. Anything else?”
“Well, if they have a good-size fleet, but are lacking the leadership to win…”
Jim hesitated.
“Spit it out, Commander.”
“We could offer to give them a commander who could help them out.”
Rita looked at Bekerose.
“Any chance they’d go for that?”
Bekerose shook his head.
“It’d be a hard sell. They’re so paranoid, they’d probably view that as an attempt to take over their fleet. I think they’d shoot the messenger.”
Rita thought about it for a while. Visibly, she came to a decision, sitting up straighter in her chair and looking at Dallitta.
“Captain Dallitta, send a corvette to Dekanna with a warning. I’ll prepare a message for them to take. We’ll also send our most suitable candidate to help them tactically - if they’ll accept our help. I’ll word the message as purely an offer of tactical advice, and we’ll hope for the best. Bekerose, who do you recommend we send?”
“Actually, Admiral, if I could make a suggestion…I’d recommend Commander Carter send his best squadron leader, with a couple of Merlins. The Dariama are known for their fighters, and their fleet is heavily oriented toward fighter warfare.  A fighter pilot might be the best candidate to have some rapport with them without appearing to be a threat. And sending them a couple of advanced fighters would be the best way to impress them.”
“Done,” said Rita. She focused on Jim at the end of the table.
“Commander Carter, can you mount a couple of Merlins on a corvette for the trip?”
“Yes, we learned how to do that at Jupiter. No problem.”
“And you have someone in mind to take the mission?”
“Lieutenant Commander Winston. She’s my best. I hate to lose her, though. And she’ll be pissed to miss this campaign.”
“Tell her I’m sorry. But duty calls. Get your crew in gear and get the mission ready to launch. I’ll have the message ready for you in an hour.”
“Aye, milady. I’ll need to send a second pilot with the other Merlin.”
Rita nodded. “Get it done, Commander.”
Rita stood, indicating the meeting was over. Jim, Dallitta and Bekerose likewise rose. Dallitta and Bekerose turned to leave, giving Jim a sympathetic look as they departed.
It was always slightly embarrassing to Jim. Protocol demanded that, as the senior officer, Rita leave the room first.
Which she did, going through the door to their private quarters.
Which required Jim to stand, silent, until she had passed through the door. 
Then Jim could leave to pass through the same door, exchanging his role as CAG for his role as husband.
A smile quirked his lips as he stepped toward the door.
Now CAG…he thought as he approached.
Now husband…he thought as he passed through.
Rita was waiting when Jim came through the door.
The look on her face told him there was a problem.
“What’s the matter, babe?” he asked.
Rita sat on the bed. 
“Am I a robot, Jim?”
For a moment, Jim was speechless. Finally, he sat beside her, put an arm around her waist, and pulled her in. She came to him, but stiffly. The tension in her body was evident.
“You’re not a robot, Rita.”
“I’m a clone. So I don’t have a soul. That makes me a robot, I think.”
Jim, stunned by her statement, shook his head in wonderment.
“Rita. That’s not true. You’re as Human as me or anyone.”
“That’s not what the crazies on Earth say. I’m not blind to what they say about me, Jim. They say I don’t have a soul.”
“Rita. There’s absolutely no evidence that anyone has a soul. So you’re no different than anyone else. C’mon, you know those pseudo-religious nuts on the fringe. They make up stuff in their heads and then claim it came from God. You can’t let that throw you.”
“But I was cloned, Jim. I wasn’t born!” 
Jim released her waist, sat back, and moved a bit so he could look her in the eye.  As always, he was stunned by her beauty. It was hard for him to concentrate on the discussion when he looked at her like this.
“She has the face of a queen,” he thought. “Perfect, glowing, intelligence written all over it. And yet she doubts herself. I don’t understand how she can do that.”
“Rita. How did Jade clone you?  Did she create you as an adult, from scratch?”
Rita looked at him, not quite a glare but clearly a bit pissed.
“You know how Jade cloned me.”
“So say it. Humor me.”
Rita stared at him.
“She took DNA from the packing cases you and Bonnie were loading.”
“And what did she do with that DNA?”
“She created an embryo with it.”
“So she didn’t create you as an adult. She cloned you into an egg and then let the egg develop normally.”
“Not normally. She accelerated the growth. She brought me to adult status in three months.”
“But you grew from an egg.  Just as I did. Just as Bonnie did. Just as every other Human.”
Rita shook her head.
“I don’t know, Jim. I don’t feel like I have a soul.”
Now Jim reached for her, laid her down on the bed, then lay beside her, holding her.
“Rita. You’re not a robot. You have as much soul as any Human. It’s a matter of faith. Pretty much all the religions agree on that one thing - you either have faith, or you don’t. So…please. Have a little faith. Stop thinking about this and move on with your life.”
There was a long silence. Slowly Jim felt her body relax, some of the tension leave it.
“What about the Nidarians, then?” she asked. “Do they have souls? Or what about the Singheko?”
Jim thought about it for a few seconds.
“I don’t think the Creator would allow souls to be the unique possession of Humanity. So yes, as much as Humans have souls, then so do the Nidarians.”
“And the Singheko, then,” Rita stated quietly.
“Yes.”
“And we’re going to kill a lot of them,” Rita added, her voice even more subdued.
“Yes.”
“Do you think the Creator will forgive me for that?”
“I think the Creator allows us to defend ourselves. We’re saving our planet from a vicious enemy who attacked us first. As long as we don’t set out to destroy out of greed or cruelty, or attack without cause, then I believe the Creator will understand. And forgive. 
“And don’t forget, you’re not doing this alone. The thousands of people in this fleet are here because they volunteered to defend Earth. Every one of them has a job to do, and so do you. You’re not going out to kill Singheko by yourself. Your fulfilling the role you’re best suited for, just like everyone else in this fleet.”
Another long silence ensued. Jim felt Rita relax even more, her body slowly returning to normal.
“So…we’ll be entering their system in a week.  What have I forgotten, Jim?” she finally asked.
Jim smiled. Silently, he pulled her to him.
A Commander’s work was never done.

      ***Luke had never lied to himself. It was one of his failings.
Even when it was in his best interest to lie to himself - he couldn’t do it.
It did two things for him.
It made him one of the best officers in the EDF.
It also put him through agony when he couldn’t shut it off.
And right now, he couldn’t shut it off.
They were on their way back to Singheko after the meeting with Kaimina.
Back to the place where his daughter Tatiana was a slave on the fourth planet, Deriko.
Back to the place where she might be alive or dead - and he had no way of knowing.
Oh baby girl, I failed you completely. When your mother died, I ran to the sea to hide myself. And left you all alone…
I wasn’t there for you when you needed me. I know that.
Where are you now?  Are you OK?
Lying in his bunk, Luke threw an arm over his face, trying to block out the faint light in his cabin - and the memories.
It didn’t help.
Tat, if there is a way. If there is a way I can find you, I will. I promise you, this time I will be there when you need me.
Luke swore and turned over in the bunk, staring at the wall.
You need sleep. Think about something else.
Oh, shit. Not that. Don’t think about her.
But he couldn’t control it. His mind was beyond all reason - he couldn’t stop it. The image of Bonnie’s green eyes blazed through his mind.
O Captain, my Captain, I’m in trouble.
He shook his head, pissed at himself.
I can’t believe I let this happen to me.
I’m in love with her.

      ***“Dammit! No! Don’t make me do this, Commander!”
Lieutenant Commander Michelle “Winnie” Winston glared at Jim Carter, the anger in her eyes evident.
Jim sighed.
“I’m sorry, Michelle. Believe me, I know how you feel. I’d go myself if I could. But you’re tagged. You’re the best qualified to advise them on tactics and on the Merlin.”
“Dammit, Commander! We’re days away from starting the most important campaign in the history of Humanity! I’ve trained my entire career for this! You can’t do this to me!”
“Winnie,” Jim said, reverting to her call sign in an attempt to calm her down. “Look. Chances are they’ll refuse your help, and you’ll be back here before the campaign’s over. And if they accept your help, you’ll likely be fighting the Singheko there at Dekanna. So either way, you’ll have your chance.”
Winnie closed her eyes, stiffening her arms and shuddering in frustration. 
“If I don’t get to fight in this war, Commander, I’ll come back here and cut your balls off,” she said quietly.
“Fair enough,” Jim smiled. “Who do you want for your second pilot?”
Winnie thought for a second. 
“Roberto. He’s great tactically, smart, knows the Merlin backward and forward. I think he’d be the best choice.”
“OK, you got it. Go tell him, then the two of you get your gear together and load up. You can have the last two Merlins we received - they’ve got all the latest bells and whistles. I’ll get the crew in the launch bay busy mounting them to the Banjala while you pack. You’ve got about four hours, I think. And don’t forget final pre-packing SOP.”
Winnie looked at him, using her pissed-off face.
“Yes, Commander. We’ll be sure to record final messages for the loved ones before we go.”

      ***Ace was screaming at Mikhail. 
“Mikhail, you are being stupid!” he said. “We can’t go on like this! We lose a couple of dozen people every day!”
“We’re not ready, Rex,” Mikhail answered. “We need another two weeks. We’re scouting the factory, the tunnels, learning where everything is. Give us more time, please!”
“Bullshit!” said Denys. “We’ve waited long enough. We go tomorrow morning!”
They were talking through the cage wire.  Ace and Denys had ended up in the next cage, the one beside Mikhail’s. They were close enough to talk to each other directly.
“All you’re going to succeed in doing is screw things up for everybody else,” Mikhail said. “You’re going to get a lot of people killed and maybe bring down the whole organization.”
“You’ve been talking to that woman Tatiana too long,” said Denys with a sneer. “You’re turning into a woman yourself.”
Mikhail shook his head sadly.
“Denys, try to understand. Tatiana knows what she’s doing. She’s a good planner, and a good general. She’s putting together something that will work. But you going off half-cocked is going to set us back by days, maybe weeks.”
“I don’t care,” said Rex. “I’ve had enough. We’ve all had enough. We’re going tomorrow morning.”
Mikhail sighed.
“OK. I can’t stop you. I wish you luck. But count me and my team out. We’re going to stick with Tatiana’s plan.”

      ***At 0600 next morning, Ace and Denys launched their attack. As the Singheko guards marched them to their factory, a group of fifty men rushed the guards, fighting them for their weapons.  
Mikhail made sure his own cage fell back, staying out of the battle. 
The attack was initially successful; Rex’s people managed to capture two dozen pistols, and then they swept forward, overpowering more Singheko guards, taking more weapons, killing every Singheko they found, their ranks swelling as more people realized an uprising was in progress.
In the end, they made it all the way to the processing building, maybe a thousand strong by the time they arrived there. 
Bursting out of the ramp on to the surface level, they met a battalion of Singheko, waiting for them with heavy weapons mounted on tripods.  
Then another battalion of Singheko came in behind them, catching them in the jaws of a trap.
It took a while. There were so many of them, the Singheko couldn’t kill all of them at once. It took them nearly thirty minutes, cutting down the ranks in front and back, trapping the rest of them in the middle, then slowly advancing through, killing the rest of them methodically, ensuring there were no survivors.
When it was over, the Bagrami were sent in to clean up. The slow-moving bear-like creatures dragged the bodies away for disposal, then started cleaning the floor.
It wasn’t the first time they had done it.

      ***Admiral Zukra was ecstatic - so happy, he was tempted to jump to his feet and dance around his desk.
“You’re sure?” he asked again.
“Yes, sir. Definite contact with a foreign ship at Eta. It was hiding in the rings, trying to be a rock. We didn’t detect it immediately; it was really stealthy when at idle. But then it took off up above the ecliptic. Our drone there barely caught it as it departed.”
“And we have a vector?”
“A partial one. We lost it soon after it departed. We sent additional drones to the target area, but it wasn’t there. But we know it was up there somewhere above the ecliptic, looking down at us.”
“Hot damn!” said Zukra. “Some action at last. What was the signature?”
“Something new, sir. Not anything we’ve seen before. But if I had to make a guess, I’d guess Nidarian.”
“Nidarian. Well, that sucks. I can’t blow a Nidarian out of the Black without warning. We have a cease-fire in effect with them.”
“But it’s not likely to be Nidarian, sir…” Orma continued. “Given that it is skulking around our system, it has to be the Humans.”
Zukra grinned hugely.
“Then we can blow it to hell!”
“Yes, sir,” commented Orma. “I set Intelligence to signature analysis. That’s their first priority. They’re comparing the signature to every ship in our database.”
“Excellent. And Recon’s first priority is to find it.”
“Yes, sir, they’re on the job. We’ll find it.”
Zukra smiled at Orma, a rare occurrence.
“Orma, you’ve made my day!”
“Yes, sir,” smiled his aide.
Zukra waited until Orma had departed, then called another officer. 
An officer who worked for Zukra alone. 
An officer who had processed a message drone sent by Captain Pojjayan of the corvette Kaimina.
“Damra? Did you get everything decoded?”
“Aye, sir,” came the reply from the other end. “Garatella came through for us. We start retrofit on the first cruiser tomorrow.”






  
  Rebellion


“Kill them all,” said Tatiana. 
Marta nodded.
“You got it.”
Tatiana’s plan was not totally different from the failed plan of Denys and Rex. But it had three major differences.
One - it was designed to start at night, as they were being driven back to their cages for the evening. The cover of darkness allowed the other aspects of her plan to succeed.
Two - she had learned where the barracks of the local Singheko garrison was located. She would take it out at the beginning of her attack. She intended to leave no local Singheko troops to interfere with the rest of her plan.
Three - her objective was not to negotiate with the Singheko, but to kill them. As many as possible. And then escape to the mountains, conduct guerrilla warfare for as long as possible.
Tatiana knew they couldn’t win, not in the long run. Hers was not a plan for escape. Hers was a plan for a brutal, grinding war against a relentless enemy, until all her troops were dead.
As she knew they would be - eventually, all of them. She was taking on an Empire. 
But she would do it anyway.
Now, the day had arrived. They had waited for a week after the failed revolt of Ace and Denys. The Singheko had slowly gone back to their normal routine. Everything was quiet.
Glancing over at Marta one last time, Tatiana nodded. Their shift in the factory was ending. 
“Every one of them in the barracks.”
Marta nodded again. 
Marta had the barracks attack. It was the most critical part of the plan. Everything else had a bit of leeway, a little slack in the plan that could be taken up if things went wrong.
But the barracks attack had to go perfectly. They had to cover their backside. If the barracks attack failed, the two battalions of Singheko they had so carefully identified and scouted would come swarming into them, killing them all before they even got started.
The whistle blew, and the assembly line stopped. The next shift would arrive in an hour. The Singheko required the time to perform maintenance on the assembly line, clean up broken parts or pieces that had accumulated during the day, and perform their own shift change of the guards high overhead on the catwalks.
Tatiana had noticed the Singheko guards were always eager to leave, eager to get to their evening meal. When the whistle blew, they were off like a shot, trotting down the catwalk to the stairs at the far end, closest to their barracks and mess hall.
They never even looked back at the slaves being escorted out of the factory by other guards, who didn’t carry rifles - only shock-sticks, whips, and pistols.
As Tatiana and her cohort left the factory and marched along the corridor, they came to one of the starfish junctions.  There were five corridors leading off in separate directions.
The one to the far right led to their area. They shuffled into it, preparing themselves.
Just past the junction, there was a short stretch of corridor with no cages. The hum of machinery could be heard coming through the concrete walls. It was far enough down the corridor that the junction was out of sight.
As they entered the area, Tatiana shouted one word.
“Now!”
Four hundred men and women turned on the guards, moving so fast that not a single guard managed to get a shot off from their pistols. 
It was over in seconds.  Forty Singheko guards lay on the floor, dead or dying, most of them bleeding out from the homemade knives the prisoners had so carefully made from scraps and pieces in the factory, ever so carefully ferried back to their cage in the evenings, sharpened on the concrete floor and walls at night, secreted back in their clothes for this day.
Norali walked around, supervising her intelligence team as they collected weapons from the Singheko bodies, dispatching the odd few who weren’t already dead. 
And getting the keys to the cages.
Tatiana gathered Marta and her team around her.
“OK. We’re all in now. There’s no going back. Go get it done.”
Marta nodded. 
Norali’s team came up and passed out the weapons to Marta and her team, keeping only a few. 
Marta waved her team forward and they disappeared back in the direction of the factory.
Tatiana and the rest of her team resumed their march back to their own area. Arriving, they quickly began unlocking cages, working their way down the line, letting people out who wanted to join the fight.
Many did not; Tatiana estimated that sixty percent of the prisoners refused to come out of their cages, afraid of the consequences.
Those they locked back in the cages. There was no use cluttering up the corridors with them.

      ***Moving as quietly as possible, Marta and her team moved back to the factory.
They had learned where the Singheko barracks was. It was just on the other side of the factory, down a long corridor and through a set of blast doors. This they had learned by simple means. In the confusion of two thousand people leaving the factory floor at the end of a shift, members of Norali’s intelligence team would slip into one of the cleaning closets. There they would wait until two or three A.M. Then they would scout the area while everyone slept. In the morning, as two thousand Humans returned to the factory to start the morning shift, they would merge back into the mass of people and return to the assembly line.
Now, entering the factory quietly, Marta and her team crouched down, scanning the huge floor for danger.
All was quiet. All the Singheko guards up on the catwalk were gone. 
The Taegu had completed their maintenance checks on the assembly line and had left for their dinner.
There were a dozen of the slow-moving Bagrami scattered around the floor, pushing their brooms and mops around.
Waving her team forward, Marta worked her way around the edge of the factory floor to the metal stairs leading up to the catwalk. 
The Bagrami hardly looked at them. A couple of them glanced toward the Humans, then resumed their cleaning.
Ascending the stairs, Marta and her team ran to the other end of the factory.  It was nearly two kilometers.
“Quiet!” Marta hissed, as someone stumbled on the metal catwalk and made a loud clang.
They froze, looking down at the factory floor below them.
All they could see were the Bagrami, cleaning the floor.
Resuming their run, they continued until they reached the other end of the factory.
Here the finished warheads were packed up for shipping. Hundreds of them sat in their crates, some already sealed.
The Humans were never allowed in this area. Only the Singheko or the Taegu could come here.
Marta and her team of thirty ran down the stairs to the factory floor. Grabbing an open crate of warheads, they dragged it to the door at the end of the room. Opening the door, they dragged it through to the other side and quietly closed the door behind them.
They were in a dimly lit maintenance tunnel. Working in teams of two, the women began transferring the heavy warheads down the tunnel.
At the other end of the tunnel, there was another door. A door which came out in a sub-basement storage area. 
Directly beneath the Singheko barracks.
In their secret midnight scouting expeditions, Norali’s intelligence team had found the door normally unlocked.
But now it was locked.
They tried it for several minutes, unbelieving. Their entire plan depended on getting through this door quickly. And they couldn’t do it.
Suddenly there was a sound at the other end of the tunnel. They dropped, aiming their guns at the crack of light there.
Something was coming through the door. Something big.
“Hold your fire, hold your fire,” hissed Marta. Something about the shape caught her attention.
It wasn’t Singheko.
The big Bagrami shuffled down the corridor toward them, holding a mop in one hand.
Arriving in front of the women lying on the ground, the bear-like figure held out something.
“You might need this,” he said in perfect English.
It was a key.

      ***Marta stared at the Bagrami in astonishment. But her wits came back to her quickly. She grabbed the key and passed it behind to her Number Two. She heard the team get up and the door open. She looked around at them as they started moving the warheads through the door.
Then she looked back at the Bagrami, still in shock.
“You speak English?” she asked.
The Bagrami smiled - if it could be called a smile, with a face that still showed the hint of a muzzle not yet fully erased by evolution.
“We speak many languages, Marta. And we know far more than we let on.  Good luck to you. I must get back to my mopping.”
“Wait!” exclaimed Marta. “Will you join us? You and your people?”
The Bagrami smiled again.
“If you succeed in your plan, we may join you. We haven’t decided yet. First you must take out the barracks. Then we’ll see.”
And with that, the Bagrami shuffled away with his mop, back toward the door into the factory.
Marta turned to see the last of her team disappearing through the door. She quickly followed, closing the door behind her.
Inside the sub-basement, they went to work. 
There were eight support columns in the sub-basement. They set four of the warheads against each support column. They pulled out the safety plugs in the nose of each warhead. In the dark hole that was left, they could see the raw explosive inside.
Now they pulled out homemade fuses.  They had made them from their clothing, soaked them in cleaning fluid from the janitor closets, and woven them into their clothes.
When all the explosives were set and fused, Marta waved her team back through the door. She set the master fuse alight and they departed quickly, trotting down the corridor to the other end. Cracking the door open, they peeked through.
Far off, they could see a few Taegu supervisors coming in, their dinner finished.
In a few more minutes, the Singheko guards would come back to the catwalks.
They began their run for the other end of the factory.

      ***The explosion was quite satisfying.
Tatiana was crouched in the corridor, just outside the factory.  
Far behind her, Norali and her team continued to open cages. They had freed upwards of four thousand Humans from their cages, and at least a thousand Taegu and Bagrami.
Yet many were too terrified to come out of their cages. They would rather face the known of slavery than the unknown of rebellion.
But Norali kept moving, opening more and more cages, collecting more and more people, sending them to follow members of her team who assembled them in the corridor.
Everything paused when the explosion went off.
The walls shook, vibrating like tuning forks. Dirt came off the ceiling into their hair and eyes, nearly blinding them. Some people fell to the floor, terrified.
Poised just outside the chamber leading to the factory, Tatiana and Mikhail grinned at each other.
Marta had done it.
If all had gone as planned, Marta had blown up the barracks housing nearly two thousand Singheko soldiers and guards, at evening meal, when nearly all of them would be in the mess hall on the ground floor. 
Directly over the explosives.
With a battle cry, Tatiana launched forward, Mikhail right beside her.
Behind them came thousands who had elected to throw in their lot with the resistance.






  
  Ampato


It was midnight, ship time. Zukra was having his way with one of his female slaves when the call came in from Admiral Ligar. 
Cursing, he shoved the female aside and moved to the screen at his desk, pulling on his pants. He ran his fingers through his mane and checked his appearance in a hand mirror, then activated the screen.
“Zukra! Are you sleeping on the job again?”
Ligar’s pissed about something…
“No, sir, of course not. How can I help you, Admiral?”
“You can start taking care of your damn responsibilities, Zukra! What kind of a slipshod operation are you running on Deriko?”
Zukra was puzzled.
“Sir, I don’t understand - what about Deriko?’
“The slaves, man! The slaves have rebelled! They took out an entire processing center and a missile factory!  Are you not reading your dispatches?”
“I’m sorry, sir. I’m a little behind. I’ve been searching for this Human destroyer for several days now.”
“Well, these damn Humans are turning out to be a real pain in the ass. Evidently it was a bunch of them that took over the slave complex at Alpha-16 and wrecked it. Casualties are high, Zukra. I’m catching a lot of heat from higher up. Do something about it!”
And with that, Admiral Ligar slammed his fist down on the desk and broke the connection.
Zukra sat at his screen in amazement and shame.
A slave rebellion? On Deriko?
The Taegu would never rebel. Neither would the Bagrami.
So it must be those new Humans that came in from Earth.
Zukra swore.
Dammit! What is up with these Humans? Are they trying to make my life miserable? First they put a spy ship in our system, then they start a slave rebellion?
“Orma!” shouted Zukra. In a few seconds, the hatch opened, and his aide stepped through.
“Yes, sir?”
“Get me General Arzem!”

      ***High in the mountains, a good thirty kilometers from the Singheko complex they had destroyed, Tatiana sat on the rocks with her team.
Below her, stretched out in a long line, 7,200 creatures - Human, Bagrami, Taegu - made their way slowly in a long column up the trail into the rocky center of the mountains.
They had left behind more than 7,000 who were too fearful of the Singheko to join them.
That was OK. Tatiana understood. 
Fighting in a lost cause wasn’t for everybody.
After Marta blew up the barracks, there weren’t enough Singheko left to put up a good battle. A few hundred resisted. 
Those they killed.
The rest they turned out into the desert to the west and told them to start walking. 
They had collected roughly three thousand weapons - a couple of thousand rifles, a thousand pistols, and hundreds of knives and other things they might find useful.
They had emptied the explosive from a hundred warheads and brought that along.
They had found fifty-odd heavy weapons on tripods and brought all of those.
And they had enough charge magazines to reload every weapon at least ten times over.
Tatiana sat on the rock and watched the sun go down in the west. Mikhail sat on her right, and past him Marta.
Sitting on her left, the big Bagrami who had given the key to Marta in the tunnel also watched quietly. Norali sat just past him, and beyond her was the leader of the Taegu who had joined them - Woderas.
“You certainly had us fooled,” said Tatiana to the Bagrami.
“Call me Baysig,” the Bagrami said. “It translates to “Big B” in your language. Or something close to that.”
“Baysig. Big B. I like that,” smiled Tatiana.
“And yes, we have played the fool for a long time with the Singheko. They are too stupid to notice.”
“But the Taegu know?”
“Yes, the Taegu know. They’ve known about us for a while. But they keep our secret. The Taegu are also in this fight with us. They just take a different approach.”
Tatiana looked down at the column winding its way up the trail to the pass. There were roughly a thousand Taegu in there, she remembered. They had come at the last minute, a contingent willing to sacrifice their lives with the Humans for a chance to strike back at the Singheko.
Those, along with the five-hundred-odd Bagrami who had joined, were a surprise to Tatiana, but a welcome one. She welcomed any who were willing to fight the Singheko - but especially those with knowledge of the enemy.
After they turned out the few Singheko survivors and collected the weapons and food they would need for their escape, they had left the camp, walking into the cold desert to the East.  They walked all night and all day, putting as much distance behind them as they could before Singheko reinforcements came at them.
Which they would. It was just a matter of time.
Tatiana’s only goal now was to get to a defensible position, where she could put up a good fight. 
She had no illusions about long term survival.
“The sunset is beautiful,” she said quietly.
Baysig grunted an answer.
“Yes. Creatures are so foolish to fight and kill when there is so much beauty to be found in the universe.”
It had been six and a half months since Tatiana had seen a sunset.
Baysig leaned forward, turning to look at Tatiana with his pushed in bear-like face.
“I have an idea, if you’re interested.”
Tatiana looked at him.
“Sure. What do you have in mind?”
“There is another concentration camp just forty-five kilometers east of here.”
A gleam came into Tatiana’s eye.
“You don’t say…”

      ***“Don’t shoot!”
Marta hesitated. She was lying on a large flat rock. She had her sights aligned perfectly on the Singheko standing at the foot of the trail, three hundred meters below them. It was an easy shot. And Marta was no slouch when it came to using her newly liberated Singheko rifle.
The Singheko blood on it bothered her not a bit. And here was a chance to kill another of the hated enemy.
But she held her fire. Turning, she looked over her shoulder.
Baysig and Norali were standing behind her. The voice had come from Baysig. He had his perpetual gentle smile in place, but his voice was somehow commanding. Full of strength.
“That’s not a Singheko,” he growled.
Marta glared at him.
“Bullshit. I know a Singheko when I see one.”
“No, you don’t. That’s an Ampato. Indigenous to the planet. They hate the Singheko worse than you do.”
Marta grunted, rose on one shoulder, and twisted around to face Baysig.
“You have got to be shittin’ me,” she said. “There’s a species native to this planet? And they look just like Singheko?”
“Yes, they are native to Deriko. And no, they don’t look just like the Singheko. Almost, but not exactly. When he gets closer, you’ll see the differences.”
Marta gave in, put her rifle on safe, and stood up, gazing down the mountain at the distant figure slowly making its way up the trail toward them.
“Well, then, we’d better send someone down to escort him, or someone else is going to blow him away.”
“Agreed,” said Baysig. “Norali and I will do it. Try to keep your trigger-happy friends from shooting us.”
Marta nodded. She spoke into her comm as Baysig and Norali passed her on the trail, headed down the mountain toward the figure below.
The three of them had scouted ahead. The main body of Tatiana’s army was several klicks behind them. Yesterday, they had crested the divide and started down the other side, into an area of broken foothills. The cordillera behind them stretched for hundreds of kilometers to the north and south, snow-capped, granite-hard mountains unforgiving of man or beast or Bagrami or Taegu. But they had made it across, down into the foothills and into a thick forested area.
According to Baysig and Woderas, the next concentration camp was another fifteen klicks in front of them, just outside the edge of the forest.
Marta sat down on the big rock and waited. Below, she saw Baysig and Norali come up to the…
Not Singheko, she reminded herself. Ampato.
“Looks like a fucking Singheko to me,” Marta muttered.
Shortly, the three figures made their way back up to Marta’s level. As they arrived, Marta heard someone coming from behind. Looking, she saw Tatiana and Woderas coming down the trail to join them.
Baysig found another big rock and sat. Norali and the Ampato sat beside him. 
Tatiana and Woderas came up to them and stopped. Tatiana held her rifle suspiciously, ready for anything, despite Marta’s previous communication.
“This is Misrak,” said Baysig. “He is a speaker for the Ampato.”
The figure looked like a Singheko. He walked like a Singheko and smelled like a Singheko. But upon closer inspection, it could be seen he had no fangs, no vestigial claws, and the color of his coat was a cream color rather than the yellow-gold of the Singheko.
“Ampato?” Tatiana was suspicious, on her guard.
“Not Singheko,” said Baysig. “Not an enemy. They hate the Singheko more than we do if such is possible.”
Tatiana was still suspicious, but she managed to force herself to lower her rifle, pointing it toward the ground.
“What do you mean?”
“The Singheko have enslaved the Ampato for more than a thousand years,” said Baysig. “They attack them on a whim, rape their females, kill them indiscriminately. Trust me, there is no one who hates the Singheko more than the Ampato.”
“And where did he come from?” she asked.
“They are native to this planet,” said Baysig. “At least, now. In the early days of the Golden Empire - twenty-two thousand years ago - the Singheko colonized this planet. Over time, the Ampato diverged from the Singheko into a separate race. When the Golden Empire fell two thousand years ago, a war broke out between the Singheko and the Ampato. The Ampato lost. The Singheko bombed them back to the stone age. You can still see the craters of their old cities, out there…”
Baysig waved vaguely at the barely visible plains out beyond the foothills.
“After the fall of the Golden Empire, there was no longer an Imperial edict against slavery. So since that time, the Singheko have enslaved the Ampato.”
Tatiana sat down on a rock and stared at the figure, who had yet to say a word.
“And what does he want?” she asked.
Baysig gave his muted, inscrutable smile.
“He can lead us into the next Singheko complex unseen.”

      ***<We’re approaching Dekanna, Commander. We’ll enter the system in a half-hour>
The AI voice of the corvette Banjala was male, a bit unusual for warships in the fleet. Most AI voices were female. Winnie had never understood exactly why. She suspected it was something related to the early days of technology when comm speakers were small and thus less able to push the lower frequencies of male voices.
But in any case, this one was male.
“Thank you, Banjala. Please notify Lieutenant Gonzalez to meet me by the airlock for transfer.”
<Wilco>
Winnie looked around the tiny cabin she had been assigned on the corvette. It was sparse; she had not seen any reason to bring a lot of possessions for this trip. Everything she needed was already packed in her flight bag, or still loaded aboard her Merlin. She picked up her flight bag and went out the hatch, letting it click behind her.
Moving out, she walked down the center passageway toward the upper airlock. Lieutenant Roberto “Razor” Gonzalez was already there, waiting for her. Just as she approached, she heard the descending whine and the slight thump that told her they had exited six-space and were entering the outskirts of the Dekanna star system.
“Morning, Razor.”
“Morning, Commander. Well, I guess we’re off to see the Wizard.”
“Yep. You ready?”
“Always ready, Commander.”
Winnie smiled. 
“I meant to launch.”
Roberto grinned.
“Yep. Good to go.”
With a smile, Winnie started putting on her pressure suit. In fifteen minutes, both she and Roberto were dressed, out the airlock, and buckled into the two Merlins affixed to the outside hull. 
“Ready to launch,” called Winnie to the AI.
<Receiving clearance from Banjala. Clearance received. Launching>
With a couple of loud clicks, Winnie felt the Merlin release from the triangular support structure attaching it to the Banjala. In a few seconds, she was twenty-five meters from the corvette, drifting to the left. At two hundred meters, the AI automatically stopped her drift and put her into formation with the corvette. 
On the other side of the ship, she could see Roberto, taking his escort position two hundred meters to the right.
“Shepherd One, comm check,” she called.
“Shepherd Two, five by five.”
“Roger. The Banjala should be broadcasting Rita’s greeting message now. But we don’t know how they’ll react. Anything could happen. The light speed delay to their home planet is 15 hours. But they probably have pickets out here somewhere who’ll receive it sooner. So stay frosty.”
“Wilco.”
The next three hours were excruciatingly boring for Winnie. They accelerated into the system at 250g. They got to 1% of light - 107 million kph - and stopped their accel.
But absolutely nothing happened.
<Message from Banjala. We’ll stop accel now, coast in for a while. We don’t want to come busting in on them too fast>
“Agree,” called Winnie. “Keep us posted.”
They coasted for another six hours. Winnie was just about to lose her mind from boredom. She had taken a meal and drank some water when her early warning system pinged.
<Target, 015.002, 2 AU, direct intercept vector, time to merge 3.8 hours>
Thank God. Even if they fight us, anything is better than boring holes in the Black.
“Banjala, I show a destroyer-class vessel, do you concur?”
<Banjala confirms. Destroyer-class vessel, direct intercept vector, time to merge 3.8 hours>






  
  Found


Orma bent over the console. The technician pointed to the tiny blip on the display. 
“Right there, sir. 14.75 AU above the ecliptic, a little bit off center of us. They departed three days ago, a direct entry into six-space. We couldn’t see them until they powered up to leave. Then here…”
The technician switched to another display.
“…they returned this morning, but 14 AU below the ecliptic, almost directly below Ridendo. We got just a tiny tic as they entered the system. They were clever - when they entered the system, they had just enough momentum to put them into a solar orbit right where they wanted to be. They never even had to fire their system engines. And as soon as they powered down their tDrive, we lost them.”
The technician leaned back in his chair, waved at the display, and smiled at Orma.
“When their engines are at idle, we just can’t see them. Their stealth is too good. But this time, we know where they are.”
Orma clapped the technician on the shoulder. 
“Good work, Chief. Excellent news. Keep a close eye on that location. Put a dozen drones around them, box them in. I don’t want them to sneeze without us knowing about it. But carefully, man. Don’t give us away.”
“Aye, sir. We’ll do it.”
Heading out of the Recon section, Orma smiled. He went straight to Zukra’s office. With a light knock, he entered.
“Sir! We’ve got them!” he burst out, a big smile on his face.
Zukra sat upright in his chair.
“Where?”
“14 AU below Ridendo. They left the system two days ago and returned this morning. We got lucky; we had a drone pick them up as they came back into the system. We know right where they are.”
“Outstanding,” said Zukra. His eyes gleamed at the thought of action.
“And sir - even more good news. We found the signature.”
“Yes? Human?”
“Well, actually ancient Golden Empire. Two thousand years old, in fact. We only found it by sifting through the archives.”
“What the hell? An ancient Empire ship?”
Orma smiled. 
“It has to be the Humans. One of the ships Garatella gave them, a relic so old it’s not even in our primary database.”
This time, Zukra did spring to his feet.
“Then we can attack them! The cease-fire doesn’t apply to them!”
Zukra began pacing.
“I want an assault plan ready within three hours, Orma. I’ll be on the Ambush - get me a shuttle immediately. Notify Captain Wenru I’m coming aboard to supervise the kill. And form up a task force to box them in. I don’t want them escaping out the back door.”
“Sir, if I may suggest…” spoke Orma.
“What? Yes, yes, of course, speak your mind, Orma,” Zukra spat impatiently.
“Sir, they are near the mass limit. If they detect a force of ships coming at them, they can run to the limit and sink out. May I suggest a more stealthy approach…”
Zukra stopped pacing, stared out the window for a bit at the spaceport stretching out before him, a huge area covered with shuttles and warships.
“Yes. Yes, of course you’re right, Orma. If we go charging at them, they’ll just sink out on a random vector and be gone. That won’t work.”
Zukra sank back down at his desk and rubbed his muzzle.
“If we had some way to lure them farther into the mass limit…”
Orma shook his head.
“Everything we’ve seen so far indicates their commander is quite sharp, sir. I don’t think that would work.”
“OK, let’s think of something else. Do we have any warship stealthy enough to slip up on them? Maybe one of the new corvettes?”
“I don’t think so, sir. Based on what we’ve seen so far, they are quite a bit stealthier than anything we have. So we have to assume they’d pick up any ship we sent at them.”
Zukra slammed his hand against the desk, leaving a scratch where his claws smacked into it.
“Then we send a weapon directly!  What’s our smallest, stealthiest weapon that could do damage to them, and possibly not be detected coming in on a ballistic course? The M04?”
“Yes, sir. The M04 is small, and we could launch it from a goodly distance with some accuracy. It might work.”
“OK. Put together that plan, Orma. I want it ready to go by tomorrow morning latest. Got it?”
“Yes, sir. An M04 passive strike, launched from a distance. We’ll get right on it.”
“Oh - and I want to be there when we launch it. We’ll stand off and watch; then we’ll go in fast as soon as the M04 hits. If we get any damage at all, they may be distracted enough for us to catch them by surprise. I’ll go up to the Ambush tonight. Make it so, Orma.”
“Aye, sir. I’ll notify Captain Wenru you’re coming aboard.”
As Orma departed, Zukra leaned back in his chair.
It was a good plan.
And he had another good plan coming together. In a matter of days now, Zukra’s ambitions would come to fruition. 
He would no longer have to worry about Ligar and the Admiralty. There would be no more waiting for an expeditionary fleet command. He would have more than enough firepower to destroy any fleet that opposed him.
And tomorrow, he would attack the Human ship and destroy it.
Tomorrow would be a good day.

      ***Tatiana, Marta, Mikhail, Norali and Baysig followed the Ampato Misrak down the narrow tunnel. The tunnel was crude, hastily dug. Only a dim bulb every few dozen yards provided illumination.  
According to Misrak, the Ampato had been planning an attack against the Singheko for some time. The appearance of Tatiana and her small army had convinced them the timing was right.
Baysig continued to vouch for the Ampato. But Tatiana was still nervous, suspicious.
This could be a trap. We could be walking right into a nest of Singheko.
Baysig turned and gave his faint bear-like smile to Tatiana, as if he could read her mind.
Maybe he can, thought Tatiana. I’ve never asked him.
She smiled at the thought.
That would be something. A semi-bear that can read minds.
Suddenly Misrak halted ahead of them. He made some kind of sign language with his hands to Baysig.
Baysig nodded, turned to Tatiana, and silently gave a thumbs-up - something he had learned from the Humans.
Then three of them - Baysig, Marta and Misrak - disappeared forward into the gloom. Their heavy backpacks carried fifty pounds of explosive each.
Tatiana squatted down with Norali and Mikhail. Now they waited. 
The closeness of Mikhail’s body began to affect her. There was something about him. He was older than her, but still…
Stay focused on task. Don’t let your mind wander.
But her mind wandered anyway. The muskiness of Mikhail’s body was so close to her. And his mind was so good - so logical, so reasoned, yet Human, warm and approachable.
Get it together, girl. This is no time for such…

      ***Twenty-four hours later, Tatiana lay on top of a small rise, two kilometers from the Singheko concentration camp they had code-named Bravo Two. It was three in the morning, local time.
Behind her, an army of three thousand men and women, armed with their liberated Singheko weapons, waited impatiently for the signal to attack.
Far to her right, three klicks from her position, a scout company of five hundred waited, just outside a ventilation shaft leading into the underground complex near the slave cages.
And in the secret tunnel the Ampato had dug, another five hundred of Tatiana’s force waited. In addition to their own rifles, each of them carried a second rifle to give to Ampato prisoners as they freed them from their cages. With them were two dozen Ampato acting as guides, their chance for revenge now at hand. 
With a muted “thump”, Tatiana heard the first of the explosions go off, deep underground, almost like distant thunder.
“There goes their communication complex,” she grunted to Norali, lying next to her. “They won’t be calling for help.”
Another muted “thump” and this time the ground vibrated a little.
“There goes the corridor to the factory. Now the bastards are trapped in their barracks. It’ll take them hours to dig out.”
Norali nodded.
Then a final thump.
“And that was the tunnel to their armory,” Tatiana said. “They can’t get to their heavy weapons now.”
Tatiana stood, hands on hips, looking down through the night at the distant ventilation shaft. 
She couldn’t see them; but she knew the five hundred troops there were swarming down the ventilation shaft, which put them behind the on-duty guards in charge of the prisoner cages.
Cages which contained 12,000 Ampato slaves thirsting for revenge.
Tatiana heard Norali’s comm buzz. Norali bent to it, talking to someone inside the complex. Then she turned to Tatiana, smiling.
“On schedule,” she said. “The Ampato and our force have taken the guards under fire from the north, and our scout company have them under fire from the south. They’re in a crossfire. Time to go.”
Tatiana nodded.
“Let’s do this,” she said, and started trotting down the trail, her three thousand troops following close behind.

      ***By dawn, they had the entire complex.
There weren’t many prisoners. From the Human side, there were a few.
From the Ampato side, there were none.
Tatiana sat in a large office in the complex, the one formerly occupied by the camp commander. It was hers now - at least for the moment.
“What’s our status?”
Mikhail, Norali, Marta, Baysig, Woderas and Misrak sat around her, a council of war in progress. As they talked, the quiet mutter of Woderas translating for Misrak was an undertone to the conversation.
“We liberated another three thousand rifles, a thousand pistols, thirty heavy machine guns, twenty cases of hand grenades, enough explosive to blow this place to the moon, and - get this - we found a hanger with six assault shuttles,” reported Norali.
“What? Assault shuttles?”
“You betcha. Six big-ass assault shuttles. Two missile tubes, two lasers and four conventional machine guns in the nose.”
“Interesting,” Tatiana mused, tapping something that looked vaguely like a pen on the desk. “Prisoners?”
“Six hundred,” said Norali. “Approximately fourteen hundred dead Singheko. The survivors are locked in the cages.  And by the way, the Ampato are asking for the prisoners. They want to take them for a walk in the forest.”
“No,” said Tatiana. “We’re not going to sink to the level of the Singheko. Keep the prisoners safe for now.”
“So…next steps?” asked Marta. “Where do we go from here?”
Tatiana thought, her brow furrowed. 
“I’m going to be honest with you all,” she said, gazing around. “I never thought we’d get this far. I thought we’d all be dead by now.”
There was a heavy silence. Marta broke it first.
“Yeah. To be honest, so did I.”
Norali nodded.
“So…” Tatiana shook her head in wonderment.
“So now we have an unexpected success. We have to decide what to do with it.”
Misrak interrupted with a sudden string of words, indecipherable to the Humans. 
Woderas translated. “Misrak says we take the planet and hold it.”
Tatiana looked at Misrak, then at Woderas.
“How is that feasible?”
Woderas spat a string of words to Misrak, who came back with a long discussion. Finally Woderas turned back to Tatiana.
“While we were taking this camp, the Ampato took advantage of the diversion to capture the Singheko central headquarters on the planet. They didn’t want to tell you because they knew you would object.”
Tatiana was taken aback. 
“What?”
Woderas continued. “Misrak received word just before this meeting that their attack succeeded. They have liberated another five thousand weapons and enough explosive to blow every Singheko on this planet to hell. The Ampato say they will rise in rebellion now. This may be their last best chance to kick the Singheko off planet for good. With these weapons, and the lack of central coordination, we can take the rest of the camps. It won’t be easy, but it’s certainly possible.”
Tatiana looked at Marta, who shrugged. At Baysig, who smiled. At Norali, who grinned.
“I guess we take the planet, then,” said Tatiana.

      ***In the Dekanna system, the Dariama destroyer matched vector with the Banjala and ran along beside her from two hundred kilometers.
It was close enough that Winnie could see every cannon on the destroyer in her VR; and every one of them was trained on the little corvette and her two escorting fighters.
To sit passively in her Merlin with so many guns and missiles pointed at her grated on Winnie’s nerves; but there was little else she could do. Until the Dariama made an overture to them, all she could do was coast through space alongside the Banjala, her weapons powered off to show peaceful intentions.
It was uncomfortable. It made her skin itch in places she couldn’t scratch. She found her thumb unconsciously moving to a position where she could flick the Master Arm switch on with the twitch of a muscle.
She forced herself to move her thumb away. It wouldn’t do to blow the mission by accidentally turning on her weapons.
The destroyer paced them for thirty minutes. All attempts to communicate were ignored. They even tried laser signals, but to no avail. The warship simply watched them, incommunicado.
They’re paranoid, alright.
Winnie had listened to the message sent by Rita as the Banjala continued to beam it out periodically.
The Singheko have sent an invasion fleet in your direction. Holo attached for your review.
As Humans have not previously met you, an introduction to our species is also attached for your review.
We are sending an emissary to provide you with further information and any assistance we can offer you at this time.
It seemed clear and simple, at least to Winnie’s way of thinking. Winnie thought it was perfect - the message of a warrior, giving a warning to another warrior.
If they are warriors. If they’re not, they’re gonna be toast when the Singheko get here.
Her comm beeped.
<Incoming message from the Dariama destroyer. Follow us. Do not deviate from vector or we will fire on you. Transmitting vector now. End message>
Thank the Lord. At least they’re letting us come into the system.
<Vector received. Time to destination 12 hours>
“Roger, Banjala. We’ll re-dock and come inside. I don’t relish sitting in this damn fighter for another 12 hours.”

      ***Major General Arzem was a distant cousin of Admiral Zukra. Zukra had made it clear to him - the family name was at stake. The Humans had humiliated Zukra. The Human slaves on Deriko had risen in rebellion, causing great discomfort to the Admiralty, and delaying the production of weapons for their conquest of the Arm.
It would not be tolerated. No species could be allowed to upset the balance between the Singheko as masters of all, and the rest of the universe as slaves.
Now, from his orbital vantage point high overhead the planet, Arzem gazed out across the landscape of Deriko.
He would crush these Humans without mercy.
“Send the drop ships!” he ordered.
Two large troop carriers in orbit began disgorging drop ships. In spears of plasma and heat, the drop ships made re-entry to the planet.
As the drop ships approached the level plain outside the second complex the Humans had captured, they flared and came to a not-very-gentle landing in the sand. The back ramps came down and the troops mustered out, forming up into their companies and battalions.
There were 50 drop ships.
Each drop ship contained 400 well-armed Singheko shock troops.
Within a few hours, 20,000 Singheko troops had formed up into their companies and battalions.
Two full brigades of nasty, pissed-off Singheko started marching toward the complex, with thirty assault shuttles covering them from the air.






  
  Crippled


The missile came out of nowhere. 
The Singheko launched it 1/2 AU from the Dragon, from a point 60 million kilometers away. They let it coast in, making minimal course corrections with tiny motors.
The Singheko M04 was small, stealthy. It didn’t carry a large payload. It wasn’t a shipkiller.
It was meant to slow you down, harass you, distract you.
The Singheko couldn’t have known how good their luck was. 
If they had attacked on a different watch, the odds are the attack would have failed. The AI would have picked up the incoming object, warned the Tac Officer on duty, and the Tac would have told Dragon to get the hell out of the way.
But it was Third Watch. It was 0645 in the morning. 
Commander Larissa was ill in sickbay. They were shorthanded.
Bonnie had taken a chance and let Ensign Goodwin stand OOD on his own. 
It was a mistake.
Goodwin was tired. And he was distracted. 
And he was in love.  
All he could think about was Ensign Gibbs.
Every time he thought about her, his heart skipped a beat and he started to sweat.
She is so beautiful. I’ve never seen a woman so perfect. Her curves. Her face…
The sweat started up on him again as he thought about her.
I love her. And it violates the ship rules on fraternization.  
What can I do?
What can I do to make her know I love her?
<Incoming, impact in fifteen seconds. Evasive required>
The AI voice was loud on the command channel. It scared the hell out of Goodwin. He jumped in his seat.
“What?” he yelled. “What did you say?”
<Incoming, impact in ten seconds. Evasive required>
“What are you talking about?” screamed Goodwin, at a loss.
Then it started to click in his sodden brain.
“Yes!  Evasive!” he yelled.
It was too late.
The missile hit aft, opposite the engineering spaces. 
It punched a neat hole through the outer hull, the warhead passing cleanly through a radiation protection barrier between the outer and inner hull, exploding just as it exited the inner hull into Engineering Space Three.
The energy - along with assorted shrapnel - continued through the engineering space and impacted squarely into the tDrive, driving a hole the size of a basketball through the silver pyramid and out the other side.
Red hot pieces of shrapnel bounced off the opposite wall and rattled around on the floor before coming to a stop, smoke rising from them as they cooled.
And one piece of shrapnel killed Commander Sarah North, who had been in the compartment checking on a faulty sensor. 
In a way, it was a small blessing.  If the shrapnel had not killed her instantly, the loss of pressure and the radiation from the breached tDrive pyramid would have killed her slowly and in great agony.
The damage to the silver pyramid was extensive. Dragon no longer had a stardrive. The ship could not escape the Singheko system now.
On the bridge, alarms were blaring, and the AI was talking continuously on the command channel as General Quarters sounded throughout the ship.
<Enemy detection. 15 mega-klicks and closing, ETA 58 minutes>
<tDrive Inop>
<Ansible inop>
<Gamma lance inop>
<tDrive HE-4 pressure loss>
<tDrive radiation alarm>
<Pressure loss Engineering Space Three>
The alarms continued to blare as Bonnie and Luke ran onto the bridge almost simultaneously.  Bonnie was wearing only pants and a bra. Luke was wearing pants and a T-shirt, carrying his uniform shirt in his hand.
Seeing Bonnie without a top, he tossed her his uniform shirt and ran to the Tac Console as Ensign Goodwin, now crying, vacated it abruptly.
Scanning the holotank, Luke saw the enemy ships coming, a gaggle of them. 
“Two battlecruisers, two cruisers, and four destroyers,” he yelled at Bonnie. “ETA 57 minutes, coming hard.”
“Bit of an overkill, don’t you think?” Bonnie quipped to Luke as she pointed to the incoming fleet, appearing clearly in the holo as the enemy ships ramped up their engines to full boost.
“Yeah,” grinned Luke. “A bit much for one destroyer.”
Luke finished his quick scan of the console. He turned back to Bonnie, his mouth set.
“Well, we’re in trouble,” he said grimly. “They got the tDrive.  We’re not gonna be leaving the system for a while. And that means we also lost the ansible and the gamma lance. We can’t communicate with Rita.”
“OK,” said Bonnie, scanning her own console. “Do we still have the system engine?”
“I think so. It shows green, I’m bringing power up now.  We’re getting the hell out of here.”
Bonnie felt the deck vibrate as the system engine powered up and the Dragon started to move.
“OK.  If we have a good system engine, we can still outrun them. As far as I know, they’re still limited to 255g normal, 260g overboost.”
“Let’s hope,” said Luke. “System engine checks good. I’m limiting us to 270g until we see what they’re gonna do. No use giving away all our capabilities at once.”
Luke leaned back and stared at Bonnie.
“We’ve got a problem, though. We’re well inside the mass limit. And we have to stay inside it.  If we get outside it, they can translate out, jump, and re-surface right in front of us.”
Bonnie looked grim.
“Yeah. But inside the mass limit, all we can do is just keep running.” 
“Yeah. It’s gonna be the greyhounds chasing the rabbit,” Luke said, thinking. “We’ll have to go around and around the system with them chasing us while we try to repair the tDrive.”
Luke thought some more as Dragon began to accelerate back into the system toward the star.
“And we’ve got another problem. Our higher accel and top speed isn’t going to help us much. By the time we get halfway across the system, we have to start decel to turn around. Let me see…”
Luke did some quick calculations on his tablet.
“…we’ll only be able to get 34% light before we have to start decel for the turnaround on the other side of the system. So our max speed of 50% light doesn’t help us much.”
“It’s worse than that,” said Bonnie. “Think about it. We have to build up tremendous speed to stay ahead of them. That means we can’t just decel and turn on a dime. That’s going to make our path very predictable.”
Luke thought about it, frowned, and then shook his head.
“We can sling around one of the planets or the star to change our trajectory, come out on a random path.”
“Yeah. But we can only do that once, maybe twice. Then they’ll put a picket force on all the planets and the star, and we won’t be able to go near them again. That’s when we’re really in trouble.”
A huge sigh escaped from Luke as he realized just how much danger was facing Dragon.
Bonnie smiled at him.
“No worries, Commander. We’ll figure something out. But for now, just keep us inside the mass limit, as far away from them as we can get, buy us some time to think. And some time to work on the tDrive.”
Bonnie turned to her console.
“Dragon, get me a damage report from Engineering.”

      ***The radiation alarms blared in the tDrive compartment, but nobody could hear them.
There was no air.
A thin layer of ice covered the floor and walls. Dan Worley walked carefully to the side and inspected the ragged hole in the inner hull. 
His pressure suit also protected him from the radiation; but it made it hard to work. He squinted his eyes, trying to see clearly through the helmet.
Dragon’s AI could dispatch nanobots to the area to fix the hole; but it took time for Dragon to migrate the huge number of nanobots needed for such a large repair.
Worley could expedite the process.
Lifting a large five-gallon bucket of glop that looked a bit like black treacle, he poured it slowly over the hole, then stepped away.
Behind him, another suited crewman poured another bucket of glop over the hole. 
And then another behind him.
Even as Dan watched, the glop formed into a patch, slowly merging into the shape of the wall. Slowly closing the hole.
Dan stepped out of the line of crew pouring nanobots over the hole.  They had things under control there. Dragon would complete the job of forming the nanobots into a plug that would restore hull integrity.
Turning back to the engineering space, he couldn’t prevent his eyes from straying to the large red stain in the ice by the front control panel.
Sarah North’s blood. They had removed the body - but cleaning up the blood-soaked ice would have to wait a bit.
With a shudder, he forced himself to look away, back to the tDrive pyramid, at the hole punched all the way through and out the other side. 
That was a bigger problem. 
Four ratings in environmental suits were installing scaffolding around the pyramid so they could work. 
“Dan, can you give me a report?” he heard over his comm.
“Yes, Captain. There’s a twelve-inch hole punched all the way through the tDrive pyramid. We’re getting the scaffolding up to work on it. Dragon estimates we’ll have pressure back in another two hours.  But we’ll still have to work in radiation suits until we seal the holes in the pyramid. We’re about to start pouring nano on the pyramid. Once the pyramid is sealed, we can start the repairs.”
“What’s your ETA on getting our tDrive back?”
Dan shook his head inside his helmet, even though nobody could see it.
“At least three days, I think. Maybe four.”

      ***“We can’t catch her,” said Orma.
“Don’t tell me what’s obvious, Orma. I’ve got eyes,” growled Zukra, staring at the holo. “But how the hell are they able to get 270g out of that destroyer?  The signature on it is ancient!”
Orma shrugged. “I don’t know, sir. But they’re doing it. 270g to 34% light, right across the system to the other side. Clearly, we disabled their tDrive. They can’t translate out. So all they can do is run.”
Zukra grinned. 
“Yes. They can run. But they can’t go anywhere. And sooner or later, they’ll make a mistake, and we’ll have them.”
Zukra returned to his seat on the bridge and pointed to the holo.
“I want you to hound them from pillar to post. Give them no rest. Chase them around this system until either something breaks on their ship, or something breaks in their minds.”
Orma looked at the plot.
“You know, sir, it occurs to me…” 
“Yes, yes, Orma, spit it out!”
“Well, we can’t catch them in a straight line, but maybe we can herd them.”
Zukra shook his head. 
“And what good will that do?  They’ll just take off in a different direction.”
“Yes, sir. But maybe we can put a minefield in front of them, and herd them into it.”
Zukra thought about it.
“That’s not a half-bad idea, Orma. I’m shocked you came up with it!”
“Yes, sir.”
“Let me think about it.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Sir - you have a call from Admiral Ligar!” called the Comm Officer.
“I’ll take it in my cabin,” muttered Zukra. He rose and went through the hatch to his day cabin off the bridge. Sitting at his desk, he composed himself briefly, then activated the screen.
“Admiral Ligar! How are you today?”
“Never better, Zukra. But what’s this I hear about you chasing a Nidarian ship around our system?”
“It’s not Nidarian, sir. It’s one of those Garatella gave the Humans. An old one - so old, we had to dredge records out of our inactive database to identify it.”
“Ah. You’re sure?”
“Yes, sir. Definitely not Nidarian. Plus if it had been, they would have contacted us as soon as they realized they were detected. But they didn’t, they just ran. It’s those stinking Humans.”
“Alright. That’s good news. This is not a time to antagonize the Nidarians. We’ve got long-term plans to get those little bastards out of our hair once and for all. But it’s important you don’t cause any problems with them right now, understand? We don’t want to give them any early warning.”
“Yes, sir.”
“So, tend to your knitting here in the system. What’s your next move?”
“Well, sir, it seems this ship has some kind of improved drive system. We knocked out their tDrive, so they can’t leave the system. But they can pull 270g accel and go all the way up to 34% light. I don’t know how they’re doing that - some kind of new drive improvements from Garatella, I guess - but we can’t catch them in a straight race.”
Ligar sounded surprised. 
“That’s strange! How is it we didn’t know the Nidarians had that capability?”
“It’s something new, sir. Something we haven’t seen before.”
“Ah. Well. Then you’d better capture that ship so we can get that technology, Zukra.”
“Understood, sir. They just finished a run to the other side of the system, did a slingshot around a gas giant, and now they’ve reversed around and they’re on their way back. But we’ve blocked off all the planets now - they won’t be able to do that again.”
Ligar laughed.
“So they’re leading you a merry chase, are they, Zukra?”
“I guess so, Admiral. But we’ll get them.”
“I don’t see how, Zukra.”
“No worries, sir. We’ll come up with something.”
“Alright. If you say so. Keep me informed.”
“Aye, sir.”
Ligar dropped the link, and Zukra leaned back in his chair.
This could get embarrassing if it goes on too long. I think Orma’s plan is best. We’ll mine the hell out of someplace and then drive them into it.
“Orma!”

      ***The Dariama destroyer led Banjala to a moon near their fifth planet, a frozen iceball 2.6 AU from the star - and 360 million klicks from their home planet of Dekanna. The corvette was ordered to enter orbit and await a shuttle.
The moon was hardly better than the iceball planet below, but at least there was a facility built on it, covered by a dome, and showing some greenery inside.
“These assholes are really paranoid,” said Roberto, standing beside Winnie. Well behind them, Captain Shimbiro of the Banjala stood with his XO, more than content to let Winnie and Roberto handle the aliens. 
“Got that right,” agreed Winnie. “And not only will they not let us near their home planet, they won’t even let us use our own shuttle to go down to the moon. What the hell could a shuttle do?”
“Yep.”
With a clunk, they heard the Dariama shuttle docking to the outside of the Banjala. 
“Showtime,” said Roberto.
Winnie nodded. 
This has to be the strangest thing I’ve ever done. Joining the Navy, learning to fly, fifteen years in the fleet, two wars. Being seconded to the EDF, training on the Merlins, getting ready to fight aliens in space…
…And now meeting an alien species for the first time. An emissary. An ambassador. How the hell does a fighter pilot get in this situation?
The telltale light on the airlock switched from red to green. The ratings at the airlock swung the hatch inward and pulled it back.
Two figures stood in the airlock. At first glance, they looked completely Human. Both were roughly Winnie’s height, about five-eight. Both were proportioned like Humans.
Both were dark-skinned, as was Winnie.
Was that why Jim picked me? Because I’m Black?
No. He wouldn’t do that. He told me he picked me because I was the best. And that’s certainly true. I am the best.
With a smile, Winnie stepped forward. She was afraid to hold out her hand. She didn’t know greeting customs for these people, and she knew how the Nidarians didn’t like to have their hands shaken.
So she stood, smiling, waiting for some sign from them. Her briefing materials - received from Merkkessa as they were departing - told her they were oxygen breathers like Humans and could manage Human or Nidarian atmospheres with no problem.
But nothing in the briefing had covered greeting customs.
The smaller of the two stepped forward onto the deck of the Banjala and made a slight bow. Winnie decided this one was female - mainly because her hair was longer than the other, and she was smaller.
I hope I’m not falling victim to stereotypes here. It could be ass-backwards from that. Maybe the small long-haired ones are males.
The figure spoke in Nidarian. Like all members of Merkkessa’s crew, Winnie had been studying Nidarian for six months. She wasn’t fluent, but she could understand most of it. Nevertheless, she waited for the translation from the AI.
<Greetings to the Nidarian and Human travelers. We received your message. We will take you to the facility on the moon below for discussions. Please board our shuttle at your convenience>
Well, at least they’re polite. Hopefully, that means they won’t shoot us on arrival.
Speaking in somewhat halting Nidarian, Winnie replied.
“Thank you. We are ready.”
The two figures turned and re-entered the airlock. Winnie and Roberto followed. The airlock hatch closed. The green light on the outside wall was still lit, indicating a good seal with the boarding tube outside. When the inner hatch was sealed, the outer hatch opened and the two Dariama stepped forward, entering the boarding tube.
With a glance at Roberto, Winnie entered the tube behind them.






  
  The Long Edge of Night


The mass limit for the Singheko system was a sphere 14.5 AU in diameter, centered on the primary star. 
4.34 billion kilometers.
2.66 billion miles.
It seemed like a lot, saying it out loud.
But when you were trapped inside that sphere, running for your life from a fleet of ships trying to kill you…
It didn’t seem so large anymore.
In fact, Dragon was trapped inside a slightly smaller sphere. If she got too near the mass limit, the Singheko fleet could translate a warship into space in front of her, firing at her as she went by.
Dragon had to avoid the edge of the sphere completely.
A rat in a trap.
Luke turned over in his bunk for the tenth time since lying down.
Sleep wouldn’t come. It was hard to sleep with fifty warships dogging your every move, waiting for the slightest mistake to blow you to hell.
He cursed under his breath, flopped over in the bunk again, trying to find a comfortable position.
There was a light knock on his door. Just a slight couple of taps. 
He wasn’t even sure he had heard it.
“Come!” he yelled, in case it was real.
The door opened and a figure entered.
Luke didn’t have to turn on the lights to recognize his captain.
Before he could get out of bed, Bonnie moved quickly to his bunk and sank down beside him.
Behind her, the hatch swung closed and clicked as it latched, throwing the room into darkness.
Luke felt Bonnie’s hands on his shoulders. She leaned over him, so close her bobbed hair fell in his face.
“Luke…” she started.
She was crying. One of her tears fell on his lips.
“I know this is a mistake…”
The saltiness of her tears was the most wonderful thing he had ever tasted.
She leaned forward, placed her head on his chest.
“This night is so long. And it has a sharp edge to it…knowing we’re probably going to die soon. It’s cutting me to pieces…”
Finally he spoke. Because it was real. It wasn’t a dream.
“It’s alright, Bonnie. It’ll be alright.”
She lifted her head. She kissed him, slowly, taking her time. 
The taste of her salty tears on his lips…
Luke responded, all his love for her coming out at last.
“I just didn’t want to die without telling you I’m in love with you,” she said, adding another kiss for emphasis.
Luke pulled her into the bunk on top of him.
“I’m in love with you too, Bonnie,” he said.
“So either way, live or die, we’re totally screwed,” said Bonnie.  
Luke smiled.
“We are indeed.”


      ***At 0700 Bonnie entered the bridge.
“How’re we doing?” she asked as she took over the command chair from Rachel, who had been standing Third Watch OOD.
“Not so good, mum,” responded Rachel. “They continue their strategy of pinching us in, herding us around.  We had to give ground again early this morning. They’re a clever bunch.”
Bonnie nodded, staring at the holotank, and reviewing recent events on her console.
“Yep. Well, you did a good job of limiting how much they pushed us in, I see. Good work, Lieutenant.”
“Thank you, mum.”
Rachel stared at her captain. There was something about Bonnie this morning…
Her face was bright - and she seemed a completely different person from the day before. 
Bonnie noticed Rachel’s look and gave her a big smile.
“We’ll get out of this, Lieutenant. I promise you. Now go get some rest.”
“Aye, mum,” Rachel responded and turned to go. As she approached the hatch, Commander Powell entered the bridge.
His face was glowing, and his smile was a mile wide.
Oh my God, thought Rachel as she snapped to the situation. Oh, I can’t believe this!
Luke went to his console and caught himself up to date on the situation as the rest of First Watch filtered in.
Then he turned to Bonnie.
“Good morning, Skipper. How are you feeling?”
“Peachy,” smiled Bonnie. “You?”
“Wonderful,” smiled Luke.
They stared at each other for a while, then suddenly came back to reality.
“Uh, yeah,” agreed Bonnie. She stared at the holo. “What’s our status?”
“The usual. They keep trying to pinch us in closer to the star. They’ve got battlecruisers and cruisers out in front of us again, so we’ll have to change vector shortly. There’s a flotilla of destroyers riding herd on our inside lane, and a gaggle of cruisers outside of us. So I guess we either go up or down - then make a break to the other side of the system again.”
Luke scratched his head, and then continued in a thoughtful voice.
“You know, we could just make a break for the mass limit, and just keep going, right up to 50% light.  Even though they’ll be able to translate in front of us once we’re outside the mass limit, by then we’ll be moving so fast they’ll be hard-pressed to hit us.”
“But they’ll have forever to try,” said Bonnie. “So sooner or later they’ll get lucky.”
“Yeah,” said Luke. “But all we need to do is buy enough time for Rita to get here. Or to fix the tDrive.”
Bonnie bit her lower lip, thinking it through.
“No, we’ll keep playing rabbit and greyhounds with them here in the system for as long as we can. Just keep bobbing and weaving and hope Rita gets here soon.”
“Aye, mum.” 
Luke was grinning as he said it, a glint in his eye. Bonnie gave him a side-eye.
Settle down, big boy.
“OK. Plan for another dash across the system the next time they try to box us in. We’ll take another tour across our beautiful Singheko tourist destination.”
“You got it, Skipper,” grinned Luke, turning to his console.


      ***Two hours later, the Singheko made their move.
A flotilla of cruisers took a vector that would intercept Dragon within a few minutes.
Dragon was forced to turn inward, back toward the star, to avoid them.
But she couldn’t go straight in. That path was blocked by the flotilla of destroyers.
So she could go up or down at an angle to get by the destroyers.
She chose to go down, taking a vector that would put her beneath the ecliptic, to bypass the destroyer flotilla and let her run across the system again.
The M21 mines that had been planted in that path were lying completely inert except for their passive sensors. 
Until Dragon came into close range of one of them.
The time between the mine’s activation, firing its motor, and making the dash to Dragon was less than 6 seconds.
Even Dragon’s AI couldn’t move her mass aside in that amount of time. She made a mighty effort - after the fiasco with the first missile and Ensign Goodwin’s confusion, Bonnie had modified Dragon’s AI programming to allow independent action for anti-missile defense.
And Dragon almost made it. The mine caught only the barest corner of the right engine as Dragon slewed away hard.
It was just enough to knock a small chunk off the engine. It didn’t disable the engine completely; but it substantially reduced its efficiency.
Dragon’s accel dropped to 253g. Instantly Bonnie knew they were in trouble.
She sounded the overboost klaxon, gave the crew sixty seconds to react and find a safe place, then ordered the helm to slam the throttles to max to see how much accel the Dragon could actually produce now. It was something she had to know, and quickly.
The answer was not good. 260g was all the ship could muster, even with the throttles maxed out. And the compensator crapped out at 253g. The intense pressure of seven times their normal body weight crushed her mixed Human/Nidarian crew into their seats, limiting their ability to move around or fight.
Their max emergency accel was now the same as the Singheko could routinely do with their bigger, tougher bodies.
Behind her, Zukra’s fleet converged on her from every direction.
It was a whole new ball game.


      ***At Dekanna, Winnie and Roberto were prisoners.
Not officially, of course. They were well-treated, provided with comfortable rooms. They could walk down the hallway to the central garden, which was covered in greenery and had beautiful, colorful flowers under the domed roof.
But they had been cut off from communications with the Banjala. Each time they asked to send a message, they were told the same thing.
Tomorrow.
They had been on the iceball moon for two days. In that time, they had met with the Dariama representatives four times, twice each day, for an hour.
Each meeting had been the same. It was always the same two, the male and the female who had brought them down on the shuttle. 
Winnie had started to see the differences now between the Dariama and Humans. They were universally a dark chocolate brown. Their ears were larger than a Human’s. Their elbow joints worked differently somehow, as did their knee joints. Their eyes saw in a slightly different spectrum - they could see farther into the infrared, but not as well at lower visual frequencies. And internally, she suspected, there would be many more differences.
The meetings always went the same way. The Dariama began by presenting the holo Rita had sent them, showing the Singheko fleet on a vector toward Dekanna.
Then they asked why the Humans had forged the holo. Was it to create trouble between the Singheko and the Dariama? Were they trying to start a war? Why did they want to start a war? How had they accomplished the forgery?
Winnie and Roberto tried to keep calm throughout all this. Winnie realized the Dariama were trying to rattle them, cause them to make a mistake, get caught in a lie. So she simply and calmly denied their accusations and fired back at them at every opportunity.
If the holo is a forgery, then prove it.
If the Humans wanted to start a war between the Dariama and the Singheko, there are easier ways to do it.
And if they did, why would they try to convince the Dariama that the Singheko were coming here? Wouldn’t they try to convince them to come to Singheko and fight with the Humans?
No matter what Winnie said, however, the result was always the same. The Dariama were completely, totally paranoid, and convinced the Humans were up to some scam.
Then they would ask about the Banjala. Even if the Human story were true, how could the Banjala arrive before the Singheko? 
We have a new drive technology which the Singheko do not have.
We cannot tell you about the technology if you are not allied with us.
This would go on for two hours.
And then the Dariama would take them back to their rooms.
On the third morning, Winnie lay back in her bunk, head propped up on her pillows. Roberto sat at the desk, twirling his dogtags.
“We’re getting nowhere,” Roberto complained to Winnie. “This is a complete waste of time.”
Winnie nodded glumly. 
“And this Nidarian food they’re giving us - ugh,” said Roberto. “Tasteless. So bland. I don’t see how the Nidarians stand it.”
“Well, you’re not Nidarian,” Winnie answered. “Maybe to them it tastes like burritos.”
“Cute,” said Roberto.
There was a knock at the door. Roberto got up and opened it.
The female - they had learned her name was Kumara - stood waiting.
“Will you come with us for a meeting?” she asked in Nidarian.
Winnie looked at Roberto. It was always the same greeting every morning.
Here we go again.
She got up and followed him out the door as they headed to the conference room.
But this time, when they entered, something was different. The larger male was not present. In his place was another female. This one wore military dress uniform, dark blue, with ribbons on the chest, some unknown rank insignia on the collar, multiple stripes around the sleeves. As they entered the room, the officer rose and waited patiently for them. Kumara ushered them to their chairs and they sat. 
And then Kumara left the room, leaving them alone with the strange officer, who sat down and stared.
“It’s incredible,” she said in Nidarian.  
“What?” asked Winnie.
“You look so much like us.” The officer turned her gaze to Roberto. 
“Except for him. Do you have many who are improperly colored?”
Winnie suppressed a smile. She could sense Roberto trying not to laugh.
“We have several colors in our species,” Winnie said. “His color is normal for his race. My color is normal for my race.”
“Ah,” said the officer. “Like the Singheko and the Ampato, then.”
Winnie was puzzled. “I’m sorry, I don’t know about that.”
“No matter,” said the officer. “I am Admiral Sobong. I am Chief of Intelligence for the Dekanna Union.”
“Pleased to meet you, Admiral. I am…”
“I know who you are, Commander,” interrupted the Admiral. Sobong leaned back in her chair and stared at Winnie for a long time. The silence started to become awkward, but Winnie moved not a muscle. She stared back at Sobong, never dropping her gaze for an instant.
This is the crux. This is the moment. Make or break.
Finally Sobong smiled. She waved a hand, and the hologram showing the war fleet departing from Singheko toward Dekanna played once again over the table. They watched it silently until the end. Sobong waved her hand again, and the holo disappeared.
“Our scientific teams have decided it’s within the realm of possibility that your holo is real, Commander. So we are faced with a dilemma. If the holo is real, then possibly your story is real. Or not, who can say. But my job is to treat it as real and formulate a plan based around that assumption. Do not worry, there are other officers assigned to treat it as false and make plans for that case also. So either way, we will be prepared.”
Winnie nodded. “Good. I’m glad you’re starting to take this seriously.”
“Which brings us to the problem. My problem. If this is real, how do we confirm it? How do we provide support for your story? Do you have any suggestions, Commander?”
Winnie had been thinking about this very scenario. For the two days they had been stuck on the moon incommunicado, she had been thinking. Now she sat up straight, excited.
“Admiral. Do you think it possible to drop a message buoy in front of the Singheko fleet and cause them to retrieve it?”
Sobong stared at Winnie. The ghost of a smile pulled up one corner of her mouth.
“Perhaps. If they are actually on the way here, as you say. But how would you get to a place to drop a buoy before they arrive?”
“As we have tried to tell you, our ship can travel in six-space ten times faster than the Singheko. That’s how we got here in time to warn you. We can board the Banjala and intercept them at least two hundred lights from Dekanna. Drop a buoy right in front of them.”
Sobong shook her head in disbelief. “It’s not possible. No ship can travel that fast.”
“Let us prove it,” said Winnie. 
Sobong stared at her. Then she slowly pushed back her chair and rose.
“Let’s go, Commander.”






  
  A Strange way of Doin' It


Rita’s EDF fleet had arrived outside the Singheko system yesterday. Jim’s fourship of fighters worked their way into the system carefully, watching for surprises, maintaining stealth.  
They had not heard from Dragon in two days. Her reports had simply stopped, without warning, as they approached the star system.
Now Jim knew why.
He stared at the VR in the Merlin’s small cockpit in shock. He could see Dragon, 10 AU away, on the other side of the star.
“Crap!” he exclaimed, before he could stop himself.
Dragon was running for her life.
Her accel should have allowed her to outrun any of the Singheko warships in a straight race. But she wasn’t making her normal accel. Except for brief periods when she boosted to 260g, she was only making 253g.
She’s lost her tDrive, and her system drive is damaged. All she can do is run a race around the system, trying to buy time.
A cloud of enemy ships was behind her, above and below her, trying to box her in. 
The pursuers had the advantage in this race. Bonnie had little choice in her path - she couldn’t get too close to the 14.5 AU mass limit, or an enemy ship would jump in and ambush her.
She couldn’t use her greater top speed because by the time she got near 34% of light, she was already at the point where she had to start deceleration to prevent bumping up against the edge of the system.
And each time she reversed course to set a new path, another group of enemy ships would appear in front of her, forcing her to a new vector.
A path closer in to the star.
They were herding her, Jim realized. Herding her into a position as close to the star as they could, limiting the space she had to accelerate.
And sooner or later, they’d have her.
Jim had watched for hours, slowly moving in closer to get a better view. 
He had already dispatched two of his flight back to the Merkkessa with the layout of the system, positions of the enemy ships, and the Dragon’s situation. 
Now he wanted to go to Bonnie’s aid, distract some of the enemy ships, give her some relief.
But he couldn’t.
Rita had given him explicit instructions to remain hidden. The element of surprise Rita needed was too valuable to give away.
“Red 2 to Red Lead, message relay from Command. RTB, RTB, RTB.”
RTB. Return to Base.
“Crap! She’s just going to leave her there!” Jim shouted at the universe in frustration.

      ***“We have to help Bonnie! She’s in trouble!”
Rita glared at Jim across the briefing table.
“Commander Carter,” she spoke, and her voice was like ice. “Please get control of your emotions.”
Jim stopped speaking abruptly. He looked around, realized what he had done.
This is not our bedroom. I’m not a husband here. I’m a CAG. Think like one.
Captains Bekerose and Dallitta looked down at the briefing table, pretending to ignore Jim’s outburst. Five additional Captains were also present, having shuttled over from their respective capital ships.
“Sorry, Admiral,” Jim responded. “You’re right. I let my emotions get ahead of me.”
Rita glared at him. She was not happy.
“Bonnie’s a big girl. She can take care of herself. Let’s plan our attack properly, and the sooner we get that done, the sooner we help Bonnie.”
“Quite right,” Jim said. “Sorry.”
The short uncomfortable silence was quickly broken by Captain Bekerose. 
“I recommend we perform a system entry here…”
Bekerose indicated a point directly above the planet Ridendo.
“…and drive straight for Ridendo. That way, no matter where they are in the system, they have no choice but to turn and face us. They don’t dare leave the home planet undefended.”
Rita studied the holo. 
“Captain Sato? What do you think?”
“I agree, milady. This last intel from Commander Carter shows them pushing Dragon nearly up to the star. At some point, she has to try to break out. That would be the perfect time for our system entry. As they chase Dragon back out into the system, we let them get to roughly the orbit of the fourth planet - Deriko, they call it - then attack from above Ridendo. They’ll have no choice but to break off and turn to face us. That puts us in the inner position to them, which is where we want to be. And it might allow Dragon to make her escape.”
Rita studied the holo a bit longer.
“Dallitta, when do you think Bonnie will be forced to make a break for it?”
“Based on the scans Jim brought back, she’ll be forced to do that sometime tomorrow, our time.”
“Then that’s when we attack. Where do you want to deploy the Merlins, Commander Carter?”
Jim pointed on the holo.
“We’ll leave three squadrons with you for defense. We’ll drop the remaining two squadrons right here before you transit across the system. We’ll ghost those two squadrons into the system and position them near the Singheko fleet chasing Bonnie.
“When the Singheko detect you coming into the system and turn to face you, that’ll put two squadrons behind them, in good position for a surprise attack from the rear.”
“How soon can we be ready?”
“We can drop the two squadrons of Merlins right now,” said Bekerose. “Then we can be in position across the system two hours after that. We give the Merlins twenty hours to get into position, then we attack.”
Rita nodded. 
“Make it so, folks. Get us ready and let’s put some hurt on these bastards.”

      ***Winnie found the Singheko 345.104 light years from Dekanna, right where the AI predicted.
Banjala surfaced into three-space at the designated point and they sat quietly, listening intently for the slight gravity ripples that would tell them the Singheko fleet was passing.
Sobong kept shaking her head in disbelief at the speed of the Banjala through six-space.
“How? How is this possible?” she asked again and again.
Winnie had given her the entire history - how Dragon, an advanced destroyer of the ancient Golden Empire, had been abandoned in Earth’s Solar System two thousand years earlier. How Bonnie Page had tracked her down and restored her to operating condition. How Garatella had lent the Humans a rag-tag fleet of warships. How Humans had used those warships to fight off the Singheko invasion at Earth, using a combination of desperate tactics and the new drives obtained from Dragon.
And how the Humans were preparing to counterattack the Singheko to prevent another invasion.
“But you can’t trust Garatella,” Sobong said. “He is a devil. He will smile at you with one hand and put the knife in you with the other.”
“Perhaps,” agreed Winnie. “But so far he has helped us. Without him, we would be slaves of the Singheko now.”
“But you cannot win,” Sobong said. “Zukra will crush you.”
Winnie grinned at her.
“We may surprise you, Admiral. We’ve certainly surprised the Singheko so far.”
And then the callout from the Tac Officer. They had detected the incredibly tiny ripples of spacetime that showed the Singheko fleet was approaching. Winnie showed the display to Sobong as Captain Shimbiro computed the Singheko course and speed in six-space and moved the corvette down their track a light year.
And there dropped a message buoy, one provided by Sobong, which she claimed would be a perfect imitation of an actual Singheko message buoy. It would contain an innocuous message, she said, one that would not arouse suspicion but should cause them to stop and retrieve it.
And they stood off and watched as an entire fleet of Singheko warships transitioned back into three-space to retrieve the message buoy. 
“Two battlecruisers, four cruisers, eight destroyers, four corvettes and two supply ships,” breathed Sobong, staring at the holo as the Singheko fleet sank out again and continued on their way. She turned to Winnie.
“Just as you said. Just as on the holo.”
Winnie nodded. 
“I’ve done my part, Admiral. The next move is up to you.”
But Sobong called her bluff.
“No, Commander. The next move is up to you. The ability to travel faster than the Singheko in six-space would have given you some advantage. But not sufficient advantage to defeat them in three-space. You are holding something back. What other advantage did you have to defeat them at Earth?”
Winnie closed her eyes. She had known this was coming. Sobong was too smart to fail to see it. And there was no way around it.
“Yes, Admiral. We have another advantage. This ship can boost up to 300g in normal space - and maintain protection up to 50% light.”
There was a long silence as Sobong absorbed the information.
“Take us back to Dekanna. Then show me.”

      ***Jim Carter, Commander, Earth Defense Force, sat in his Merlin and waited for launch.
The argument with Rita had been hot and nasty. She had come within an inch of ordering him out of the fighter.
When she found out Jim was buckled into a Merlin for the attack, his comm lit up like a convention of robocallers.
“Commander Carter, get your ass out of that fighter and back to Flight Control where you belong,” Rita yelled.
“Admiral. Please listen,” Jim had started.
“Bullshit! You have no business in a Merlin! Get back to Flight Control!”
Jim spoke very quietly, a faint smile touching his lips.
“Admiral. I need to see things firsthand. I need to be there. If you want me to do my job, then let me do it.”
There was a long and pregnant pause. 
Jim was sure she was going to order him out of the fighter.
But in the end, she relented.
“You’re the CAG. If you say you need to be there, then go do it. But if you get yourself killed, you’re fired. Not only that, you’re demoted to ensign, then fired.”
Jim grinned.
That’s my girl.
“Aye, aye, milady,” he answered.

      ***The g-force pushed Jim back hard and he was out of the ship, accelerating away. Fifteen Merlins were beside him, an array of fighters spreading out in a fan shape as they were ejected out of the sortie deck.
Behind him in his VR, he could see another squadron of sixteen fighters launching - his second squadron.
Reaching the required minimum distance, Jim called over his comm.
“Raider One, form up.”
His squadron moved into their standard loose combat spread; four flights arranged in a square.  Each flight contained four fighters in a modified finger-four formation.
His AI automatically issued orders to the AI of the other squadron behind him. With a burst of accel, the sixteen fighters of Raider Two squadron caught up and fell into position.
“Angel, take us to point Alpha-Four,” Jim spoke. Obediently, his AI synced up both squadrons - all thirty-two fighters - into a single combat group and they headed into the system.
As their velocity increased and the Merkkessa was left behind, Jim sent one last comm to the battlecruiser.
“Good hunting, Merkkessa.”
“Good hunting to you, Raider Lead,” came the response from Captain Bekerose.
In his VR, Jim saw the Merkkessa and the rest of the fleet translate out behind him and disappear. 
They would move to the top of the system, over Ridendo, and make entry there. Jim and his two squadrons of Merlins would enter on this side of the system, trying their utmost to sneak in undetected and come up behind the Singheko fleet in a surprise attack.
There were a lot of variables. 
How good were the Singheko sensors? Would they detect the Merlins? How far away? Would the new gamma lances on the Merlins be strong enough to take down a capital ship? 
And more personally for Jim: where was Bonnie and the Dragon now? Was she still alive?
But first they had to accelerate into the system. When they entered the system, they would be traveling at 10% light speed. It would take them twenty hours to arrive at their rendezvous point before Rita’s fleet came busting in above Ridendo.
Time to get moving.






  
  That One with the Feathers


“Keep pushing them in, Orma,” ordered Admiral Zukra. “They’ve got no place to go. Just keep pinching them in.” 
“Aye, sir,” agreed Captain Orma.
“Just use our numbers to keep herding them closer to the center of the system. Get them boxed in close to the star. Then their greater top speed doesn’t help them. Sooner or later, we’ll have them.”
“Aye, sir. I’ve issued the orders.”
“Excellent.  Excellent.”
Zukra sat on the Flag Bridge of the Singheko battlecruiser Ambush, staring at the holotank.
He could see the Dragon, making her latest run away from them.
They had damaged her stardrive, that was clear. She couldn’t escape the system. And now they had damaged her system drive as well.
All she could do was run.
It had been a long three days. So far, they had chased her around the system several times, never quite getting into missile range.
But Zukra had fifty ships chasing her now - every warship, every corvette, even some tugs and tenders he was using to try and push her closer to the star. Some of them he had taken right out of the repair yards and pressed into service to run down this interloper. 
And sixty fighters launched from his battlecruisers.
The enemy couldn’t leave the mass limit. If they did, Zukra could translate a cruiser in behind them and blow them to hell.
But they knew that. They were being careful not to get any closer than 1/2 AU to the mass limit.
Zukra sighed.
“This would be so easy if they would just give up. They have no chance. They can’t go anywhere. They have to know we’ll get them in the end.”
“Sir, it occurs to me we’re a bit thin on ships in the Home Fleet right now,” said Orma.
“So?” responded Zukra irritably.
“Well, sir, I was thinking. What if the Humans brought their old Nidarian fleet in on us now? That could be a bit of a problem.”
Zukra laughed.
“Those old tubs? Look at this one we’re chasing. So ancient, we had to pull her signature out of an obsolete database. They’re a joke.  Besides…”
Zukra shifted in his chair, smiling at Orma.
“…we’re already certain the Humans took their borrowed fleet to Earth. And our expedition there would have wiped them out already.  You have nothing to worry about, Orma.”
“As you say, sir,” said the aide.

      ***Eighteen hours later, Bonnie looked at the holo, then turned to Luke.
“I think I’ve had about enough of this crap, Luke.”
Since the exploding mine had reduced their accel, the Singheko had pinched them in closer and closer to the star at the center of the system. Now Dragon was only 0.4 AU from the star - about the same distance as the orbit of Mercury in the Sol system.
Dragon could still reach a faster final speed than the Singheko, but she couldn’t out accelerate them anymore. When she overboosted to 260g, the Singheko did the same. 
It was a tie, except for one thing. The enemy’s physically stronger bodies allowed them to tolerate the crushing weight for longer periods than Humans or Nidarians.
And though Dragon’s higher top speed allowed her to get ahead of the enemy for short periods, inevitably another flotilla of enemy warships appeared in front of them and forced them into a new path.
Always closer to the star, tightening the circle around them.
Thus Bonnie and her crew had spent most of the last eighteen hours alternately crushed into their seats at +7g, struggling to breathe as they escaped another ambush - or gasping for air in the moments of brief respite when they got a little bit of lead on their pursuers.
“I’m tired of these fuckers,” continued Bonnie. “They’ll have us up against the star in another few hours. Let’s make a run for it.”
Luke nodded.
“If you say so, Skipper. I’m getting pretty tired of this cat-and-mouse myself.”
Bonnie sat down in her command chair.
“Sound General Quarters, Dragon,” she called.
<GENERAL QUARTERS, GENERAL QUARTERS. THIS IS NOT A DRILL. ALL HANDS MAN YOUR BATTLE STATIONS. GENERAL QUARTERS, GENERAL QUARTERS. THIS IS NOT A DRILL. ALL HANDS MAN YOUR BATTLE STATIONS>
“Dragon, warn plus 7g for ten minutes,” called Luke.
<STAND BY FOR HIGH G MANEUVERS.  PLUS 7G FOR TEN MINUTES. STAND BY FOR HIGH G MANEUVERS. PLUS 7G FOR TEN MINUTES>
“Dragon, give us a mark when all divisions are ready.”
<Mark. All divisions are reporting ready for high-g maneuvers>
Bonnie tightened up her straps. She looked at Luke.
“Let’s go.”
And just like that, Dragon made her break. The element of surprise helped some. The two Singheko destroyers almost directly in front of her took a bit of time to realize what was happening.
But as she passed between them, both of the enemy ships started shooting.
Dragon had been moving at 447,549 kph when she made her break for it.
At 260g, she was moving 2,084,118 kph three minutes later when she passed between the two destroyers, flicking by them in a few heartbeats.
It wasn’t quite fast enough.
A spread of eight missiles from each destroyer fanned out as Dragon approached. Sixteen missiles vectored in toward her, accelerating at 2,000g.  
Fifteen of the missiles were taken out by Dragon’s point defense or ran out of fuel before they could catch her.
The sixteenth and last one was a near-miss just off the already damaged right engine, knocking her acceleration down to 250g. 
5g less than the Singheko ships were running at standard military acceleration.
Streaking away from the two destroyers, Dragon continued her headlong run, fifty Singheko warships in pursuit.
They didn’t have to hurry now. They had her.

      ***<Five minutes> called Jim’s AI, Angel.
Five minutes.
Five minutes until the Singheko fleet in front of Jim’s lurking fighter group would see the light propagated from high above their solar system as Rita’s fleet entered directly above Ridendo.
Five minutes until the enemy commander would know that two battlecruisers, four cruisers, three destroyers and three corvettes were bearing down on his world.
Five minutes until the commander of that fleet would have to make a decision.
And five minutes until Jim would have to make his own hard decision.
Because if he followed his orders and continued his stealthy approach behind the enemy, setting up for an attack run on them simultaneous with Rita’s attack from the other side…
…he wouldn’t be able to help Bonnie.
And in that case, Bonnie would die. He could see her on the holo. She had tried to break out of the box. But she had taken another hit. She had lost another increment of accel, and now the Singheko were all over her. 
Jim had watched it play out on his plot during the long, grinding trip in from the mass limit. And he knew what would happen.
Sure, the enemy admiral would turn his fleet to meet Rita’s advance - he would have no choice, if he wanted to defend his planet.
But he would leave a force behind to kill Dragon. Jim was sure of it.
It was obvious. Because that’s what any competent commander would do.
A couple or three destroyers could easily knock off a damaged ship limping along, unable to outrun them.
Surely Rita will see this when she comes into the system. 
Surely, she isn’t jealous that Bonnie and I were once lovers. I made my choice. I’m hers now. She knows that.
And for that matter, she was once in love with Bonnie as well. Probably still is.
Surely, she’ll let me go help Bonnie.
And if she doesn’t…I’ll go anyway.

      ***“We won’t be hiding our entry, Captain,” Rita told Bekerose. “In fact, I want to make it as splashy as possible. If Dragon is still alive, maybe we can pull their ships off her and give her some breathing space.”
“Aye, milady,” Bekerose acknowledged from his Captain’s console. 
Below Rita’s elevated Flag Bridge, Bekerose issued orders to his crew. And then with a loud whine and a bit of a bump, Merkkessa translated back into three-space, 14.5 AU from the star, on a course direct to the Singheko home world of Ridendo.
“That should get their attention,” called Bekerose. “We came back in with a bang. They couldn’t miss us if they were bat-blind and stupider than a nedgan.”
“Nedgan?” asked Rita.
“Oh, sorry,” grinned Bekerose. “It’s a Nidarian monkey that makes a bag of rocks look smart.”
“Gotcha,” smiled Rita.
“Increasing acceleration to 300g,” called Tac. “Course set to the Singheko home planet.”
“It’s called Ridendo, Lt. Carlson,” Bekerose said dryly. “Any sign of Dragon?”
“Aye, Captain,” called Carlson. “I have Dragon on the other side of the star accelerating at 245g. She’s got at least fifty enemy ships converging on her plus a ton of fighters.”
“Aw, shit,” said Rita. “She’s lost some more of her accel. They’re on her like flies.  And we can’t help her from here - we’re too far away.”
Bekerose nodded assent. “All we can do is hope to pull away some of the enemy and buy her some time.”
Rita chewed her lip momentarily.
I can’t just leave her there. I still love that woman; in spite of the fact she pisses me off sometimes.
“Where’s Jim’s group right now?”
“Coming in behind the Singheko, milady,” answered Dallitta.
“Send an order to Jim. Detach one squadron to support Dragon. Other squadron to continue with the attack on the Singheko rear.”
“Aye, milady. Do you wish to designate which squadron goes to help Dragon?”
Rita grimaced.
“No, it wouldn’t matter what I said. Jim will go himself.”
“Aye, milady,” smiled Dallitta, sending the order on her console.

      ***“Admiral!” 
Zukra was half-asleep in his Flag Chair, at the back of the bridge. His flagship Ambush was speeding toward Dragon. They were now only a few million klicks behind the strange enemy ship and making ground fast.
With an overtake accel of 5g, they’d have her in another two hours.
“Admiral!”
Drowsily, Zukra lifted his head.
“What?”
Captain Orma pointed to the holo. The Tac officer had highlighted a large fleet of ships entering the system, high above the ecliptic.
Headed directly for their home world, Ridendo.
Zukra came fully awake.
“Signatures?” he snapped at the Tac officer.
“Nidarian, sir. One of the battlecruisers is the Merkkessa. So it’s the Humans. But sir…”
Zukra glared at the Tac Officer.
“What is it?”
“…one of the other battlecruisers is the BlackWind, sir. Our flagship from the Earth expedition. Also one of the cruisers and several of the destroyers are from our Earth expedition.”
Zukra shook his head in disbelief. He looked across the bridge at Orma.
“There must be some mistake,” he growled.
“Perhaps our fleet captured the Merkkessa and converted it to our own use,” said Orma.
Zukra stared at the plot.
“No. Look at their accel. 300g. They have those crazy new drives.”
Orma looked over at the holo again, reading the vector projections, and realized Zukra was right. He had missed it at first glance; but the fleet coming into the system was at 300g accel.
A cold and icy chill ran down Orma’s spine.
“Then…”
Orma stopped, the shock of the concept too much for him.
“They’ve captured our fleet,” Zukra finished for him, “and converted them to some kind of new drive system. Those are the Humans for sure.”
Orma shuddered involuntarily.
“Well,” Zukra said briskly, standing up to get a better view of the holotank. “Now we fight them face to face, ship to ship. A much better outcome than killing one destroyer. Tac, what’s our merge ETA?”
The Tac officer bent over his console, studying it. Adjusting his screen, he turned back to the Admiral.
“At mil standard accel, we can intercept in 9.7 hours, about two hours before they get to Ridendo,” said the Tac officer. “It’ll be cutting it close, but we can do it if we change course right now.”
“Damn it all to hell!” screamed Zukra, as he realized the decision he had to make.
If he continued to pursue Dragon, the Humans would arrive at his home planet before he could get back to oppose them. And that was not acceptable, not in his eyes, and certainly not in the eyes of the Admiralty.
Across the bridge, he could see the Comm console already lit up with incoming messages and the look of panic on the face of the Comm officer.
Zukra took one final look at the Dragon in the holotank, still limping away at 245g. He glanced at the intercept clock again on the holo sidebar.
He could kill her, personally, just 1.9 hours from now if he continued on his course.
And the Humans would devastate his home planet, and the Admiralty would kill him.
Heaving a huge sigh, Zukra gazed at Orma.
“Leave three destroyers here to take out that cripple in front of us and put the rest of the fleet on an intercept vector to the merge point, Captain. Let’s go kill some Humans.”






  
  Baker Two


“Big problems, Tat,” said Norali. “There’s about 10,000 Singheko troops coming in from the southeast, and another 10,000 coming in from the north. They’ve got assault shuttles in the air, at least thirty. No way we can make a break for the mountains without getting cut to pieces. We’re boxed in.” 
Tatiana gazed out the window of the office. She could see the thin black line of Singheko on the northern horizon. The thousands of troops moving slowly toward them looked like a line of ants.
A line of ants that would kill them all.
In the distance, dozens of assault shuttles hovered over the enemy line. Tatiana knew what would come next. The assault shuttles would come boring in, probably in a matter of minutes, and start softening up the complex for the battle.
“We’d better get underground,” Tatiana said. “They’ll be hitting us soon.”
“Yep,” agreed Marta, standing beside her with Baysig and Norali.
They turned and started for the underground spaces. But they knew that was only temporary protection. The Singheko would surround the surface complex to trap them all inside. 
Then the ground troops would come in, going tunnel by tunnel to kill them.
As they walked, Tatiana turned to them.
“I’m sorry, folks. I thought we actually had a chance. But I led us right into this trap.”
Baysig made his usual grunt and smile.
“Not your fault, Big X. We had a good run. We almost made it.”
Marta nodded.
“We’ll take a lot of Singheko with us. It was worth it.”
But Tatiana shook her head, a tear moving slowly down her cheek.
“That’s OK for us. We knew what we were doing from the start. But what about the thousands who followed us, hoping for the best? I’ve betrayed all of them.”
Norali reached forward, placed a hand on Tatiana’s shoulder from behind.
“Tatiana. You did exactly what you should have done. You showed the damn Singheko we won’t go gently. You put them on notice that Humans are not the pushovers they thought. And we killed one hell of a lot of those bastards.”
“And we’re going to kill a hell of a lot more of them before this is done,” added Marta.

      ***In his command assault shuttle high overhead the battlefield, General Arzem watched as his troops slowly advanced into the complex, ready to root out the rebels inch by inch if necessary.
They had strict orders. 
No prisoners. No survivors. Even the non-combatants in the cages were to be executed. There would be no witnesses to this insurrection.
Arzem had placed a ring of troops around the complex. There would be no escapes.
But he was wrong. As his troops advanced into the underground complex, moving forward tunnel by tunnel, faced with a fierce firefight at every intersection, he was surprised to see a large force of Humans burst out of a hidden tunnel to the northwest and charge toward the ring of troops he had placed there. At the same time, a half-dozen assault shuttles appeared out of the mountains, screaming toward his troops. 
“Block those slaves running to the west,” he yelled into his comm. “Assault shuttles move to the west, take on the enemy flight coming at us there!”
But to his chagrin, before his orders could be executed, the rebels reached his troops and broke through, creating a hole in his line. Hundreds more poured out of the tunnel entrance, all making for the hole, heading for the mountains. Then it was thousands, a vast mass of rebels moving toward the break in his line.
Overhead, the rebel shuttles fought valiantly, if hopelessly, against his thirty assault shuttles.  One by one, the rebel shuttles were knocked down, exploding or falling to the ground in flames.
Slowly his troops began to pinch back in, filling in the gap in their line. 
No more than a few thousand of the rebels escaped. They made for the mountains, running for their lives. The rest who had come out of the tunnel - at least another two thousand - were now trapped between his ring of troops surrounding the complex and his troops down below in the tunnels. 
They put up a good fight, thought Arzem. For slaves.

      ***“Mum!” yelled Rachel at the Tac console, pointing to the holo tank with her laser designator.
Bonnie turned to see where she was pointing.
On the other side of the system, a fleet of ships had entered, accelerating at 300g directly toward Ridendo. They were lighting up the sky, making no attempt at stealth whatsoever.
“Rita,” breathed Bonnie. “Thank God!”
Luke worked at his console, assessing.
“She’s trying to pull them off us,” he muttered. “She’s lit up like a Christmas tree…”
“That’s Rita,” smiled Bonnie. “Never a shrinking violet.”
“Enemy fleet is changing vector,” called Rachel. “All except three destroyers. The rest are heading for Admiral Page.”
“Three destroyers,” mused Bonnie, staring at the plot on the holo. “That’s still enough firepower to kill us.”
Luke nodded. He bent his head, muttering, a sign he was speaking on a private channel to someone. Then he looked up at Bonnie.
“Engineering still reports five to six hours to restore full accel, Mum.”
“We’ll be plenty dead in five to six hours,” said Bonnie. “Any ideas?”
There was silence on the bridge. Then…
“Mum?” said Ensign Goodwin.
Bonnie looked at the ensign. Goodwin was still in the doghouse since letting the missile hit Dragon. So he had been extraordinarily quiet since then, ignored by the rest of the crew - completely shunned.
The black sheep. The Jonah. Bonnie had moved him to First Watch to be better supervised.
Now she stared at him.
“Yes, Ensign?”
“Well…I have a crazy idea. It probably won’t work…”
“Talk to me, Goodwin. I’ll take any crazy idea I can find right now.”
“Well, mum. That planet Deriko…where the slave ships land…”
“Yes?” said Bonnie impatiently. “Spit it out, Ensign!”
“Well, mum…it’s nearly right in front of us. We could go there…use the terrain to our advantage…run through a canyon or something. It would make it hard for them to shoot down at us.”
There was another long silence.
Bonnie almost grinned at the irony of it.
Now why the hell didn’t I think of that? That’s exactly what I did on Earth when the Corresse was chasing Jade…
But I only had two ships after me then. I’ve got three now. It’s a long shot…
But it’s the only shot we’ve got…
“XO, set a new course for Deriko, put us on a vector that will drop us into the atmosphere at max survivable speed, bring us around on a looping orbit, and try to catch that last destroyer from behind. Let’s try to even the odds a little.”
“Aye, mum,” Luke cried. He grinned at Ensign Goodwin, then bent to his console.
The vector of the Dragon began to curve back toward Deriko. They’d have to decelerate now in order to make orbit around the planet. That would bring the destroyers chasing them into range a lot sooner. 
Luke did some quick computations and flicked them over to Bonnie. She looked at them on her console. She looked back at Luke and shrugged.
They would be in range of the enemy destroyers for nearly two minutes as they slowed to enter orbit around Deriko.
Two minutes was a lifetime in a space battle.
But it was the only choice they had. And to make things worse, the gamma lance would not help them. It derived its power from the tDrive reactor. 
Which was still in pieces in the Engineering space.
“Luke, when they come into range, I want two full missile spreads as fast as we can fire and reload. I want to make them nervous. If these guys are experienced, then it won’t make any difference. But if they’re green, they might duck their heads and screw up on their first couple of volleys. Every little bit helps.”
“Aye, mum,” Luke answered. He walked over to Rachel and they started putting together the defensive plan.
The Dragon, like most Nidarian destroyers, had four missile tubes in front and four in the rear, allowing her to fire up to eight missiles at a time. 
Now Luke and Rachel programmed their attack. In a few minutes, they were satisfied. 
“We’re ready, mum,” Luke said as he walked back to his console. As he passed Ensign Goodwin, Luke clapped him on the shoulder, a tiny but recognizable reward for his efforts to redeem himself from his grand screw-up of a few days before.
“Execute,” said Bonnie.
Luke nodded and waved to Rachel at Tactical. She pressed keys on her console. A warning klaxon started sounding the Condition Red alert, letting the crew know they were about to maneuver, and anything could happen.
With a slight whine and a rather loud bang due to her damaged engine, Dragon stopped accelerating. A few seconds later, the engines resumed, now decelerating at 245g, placing Dragon on a vector that would end up in an orbit around the fourth planet of the system, Deriko.
Behind her, the three destroyers couldn’t believe their luck. Their quarry had just sealed her doom. She had stopped running for the mass limit and was now slowing to enter orbit around the fourth planet.
They viewed it as suicide.
Onboard Dragon, the crew had a similar view. As the word spread throughout the ship via the invisible but highly effective rumor mill, many of the crew thought their captain had gone insane.
Chief Nash came around a corner on the Missile Deck and caught a gaggle of ratings standing in a circle, talking excitedly.
“She’s gone nuts!” he heard as he approached. “She’ll kill us all!”
“Candridge, is that you?” boomed Chief Nash as he came into view of the group. “I should have known. If there’s trouble to be found, you’ll be in the middle of it!”
Petty Officer Ross Candridge stepped back from the group, taken aback by the appearance of the Chief but not willing to back down.
“Chief, the Skipper’s gone around the bend!  Look what she’s doing!”
Ross pointed to a backup console that plotted the vector of the Dragon and her pursuers.
“She’s slowing down!  Letting them catch us!”
“Candridge, you’re an idiot. No, I’m sorry, you give idiots a bad name!  The Skipper knows exactly what she’s doing, you miserable excuse for a failed fart! Shut your pie hole, get your ass back to your missile station and do your job - or I’ll call the Marines to escort you to the brig right now.  What’s it gonna be, you fucking moron?” yelled Nash.
Sullenly, PO Candridge stalked back to his station. The rest of the ratings likewise turned back to their work.
“Now,” Nash yelled in a loud voice. “For all of you, listen up. The Skipper is on the bridge doing her job, trying to save your sorry asses. The Engineering team is down in their space doing their jobs, trying to get the engines back. The best chance of survival you have is to do your fucking job and stop sweating the small stuff. The next asshole that makes a crack about the people who are trying to keep a missile from coming up our butt is going straight to the brig - or out the airlock, depending on the mood I’m in at the time. Any questions?”
“No, Chief,” came a chorus from the group.
“Then get your heads down and get your job done!” yelled Chief Nash one last time and stalked out and down the corridor.

      ***“180 seconds to atmosphere,” called Rachel at the Tac console. “60 seconds to enemy in-range.”
Bonnie nodded.
She didn’t really need the verbal warning. She could see the holo.
They were just on the cusp of entering the atmosphere of Deriko, and a hard, grinding aerobraking maneuver that would allow them to slingshot around the planet and enter a tight orbit.
But the three enemy destroyers would be in range in 60 seconds.
No, make that 50 seconds. The time was clicking by fast.
God, give us just one little break, Bonnie prayed. Just one little break and we can survive this.
She looked over at Luke. He sat quietly; his eyes almost closed.
He’s saying a prayer too, thought Bonnie. Good. We need all the prayers we can get.
“150 seconds to atmosphere. 30 seconds to in-range,” called Rachel.
Gazing back over at the young lieutenant, Bonnie couldn’t help but smile.
What a rock-solid officer Rachel’s become. I wish I had a dozen like her.
She looked at Ensign Goodwin, sitting quietly at the Operations console, his hands poised over his screen. Ready to act as backup to Rachel if the Tac console went down.
A young kid who screwed up big time but recovered from it, moving on. Another good officer.
I hate to kill all these people, God. So please don’t let me do it.
Rachel started the countdown. She didn’t really need to do it, because the AI was also counting down in the holotank sidebar and on every console.
But it was SOP for the Tac officer to do a verbal countdown. Just in case an electrical failure occurred, and every console went dark.
“Nine. Eight. Seven. Six. Five. Four. Three. Two. One. Fire, fire, fire,” yelled Rachel, just in case anybody didn’t get the memo.
Bonnie felt the vibration and lurch as eight missiles left the Dragon, four from the rear and four from the front. She watched on the holo as the missiles from their front tubes arced up, turned over, and headed for the enemy behind them. 
And she watched as 24 missiles came out of the three destroyers behind them.
God, we don’t have a chance, Bonnie said, watching the cloud of missiles coming at them. I was stupid to think we did. 
They had 60 seconds to live.
In sorrow, she closed her eyes for a second. 
I’ve killed us all.
Luke looked at Bonnie across the bridge.
It was hopeless. Everyone on the bridge knew it.
And everyone on the bridge knew what they had to do. Dragon’s technology could not fall into enemy hands.
Bonnie gave the order with excruciating formality.
“Commander Powell, initiate self-destruct with a 20-second countdown. Now, please.”
To his credit, Luke never hesitated. He had expected it. They couldn’t take the chance that the enemy could capture a damaged Dragon unable to fight back.
“Self-destruct initiated, 20-second countdown,” he called.
A sound passed across the bridge - a sigh exhaled in unison so loud it seemed like a chorus of sadness. Everybody leaned back in their chairs.
It was all over.
The AI began its countdown. 
<19. 18. 17. 16…>
Bonnie closed her eyes, making one last prayer to the Creator. She wasn’t sure which Creator she was praying to; but she thought any of them would do in this situation.
“What the bloody hell?” she heard from Luke.
Snapping her eyes open, she stared at the holotank.
16 Merlin fighters were coming directly toward them.
Before she could react - before she could even take another breath - all 16 fighters fired their gamma lances.
Directly at the Dragon.
But no…she realized…
Almost directly at the Dragon. But not quite. Just missing them…
At the missiles coming up behind them.
And the cloud of missiles behind them disintegrated into scrap metal and exploding gases as the directed bursts of gamma rays from 16 fighters took them out.
“Yes!” screamed Luke at the top of his lungs, jumping up from his seat, throwing his arms in the air.
Rachel was also jumping up and down at her console, as was Ensign Goodwin. All around the bridge, officers and ratings were standing, yelling, screaming, laughing, crying.
Bonnie was no exception. Although she didn’t understand why, she found herself standing, arms raised, shouting at the top of her lungs.
“That’s Jim!  That’s Jim!” she caught herself yelling. “He came!”
Suddenly Bonnie realized the AI was still counting.<…Five. Four. Three. Two…>
“Dragon! Abort Destruct! Abort, abort, abort!” she yelled.
<Self Destruct Aborted>
Suddenly Luke was beside her and she couldn’t restrain herself. She gave him a hug. And across the bridge, there were others, everybody hugging everybody.
Now Bonnie let go of Luke and stared at the holo. The Merlins streaked past them, firing again at the destroyers behind them, knocking great chunks out of two of the enemy ships.
“Gibson!” Bonnie yelled. “Second volley!”
“Aye, mum!” grinned Rachel, turning to her console. With a quick press, another eight missiles departed Dragon, heading for the enemy behind them.
In the holo, she saw the flight of Merlins now fire missiles at the enemy destroyers. 32 missiles came off the rails of the Merlins, running hot and true toward the enemy, with Dragon’s second volley of eight missiles coming in right behind them.
And out in front, Dragon’s initial volley of eight missiles were still boring in toward the enemy.
The three Singheko destroyers vectored away hard, back toward empty space, trying to make a run for it. But they never had a chance. 48 missiles closed the gap as the destroyers desperately tried to escape.
In sixty seconds, all Bonnie could see on the holo were the 16 Merlins, now slowing to come back to her, and three large clouds of expanding gases and debris that were once Singheko destroyers.






  
  Narrow Escape


Onboard the  Merkkessa, Admiral Rita Page stared at her holo.
The time to merge was prominently displayed there for all to see.
Three minutes.
“Captain Bekerose, all is good?” she asked.
“Aye, milady, we’re ready,” said Bekerose. “They know about the gamma lance now, though. Commander Carter had to use them at Deriko to save the Dragon, so they got a good view of them. There goes part of our element of surprise.”
“Can’t be helped,” said Rita. “He couldn’t let them take Dragon. Even though Bonnie probably had the self-destruct going, they might have been able to re-create the technology from the wreckage. So he did the right thing.”
“Aye, milady, I agree.”
Rita could hear the hum of the fans; the low murmur of voices on the bridge; the breathing of Captain Dallitta beside her. The holo showed the Singheko fleet now just a few hundred thousand klicks away, decelerating hard as they entered the combat zone. 
Out in front of the EDF fleet, the three squadrons of the fighter wing had already engaged the enemy fighters, a flurry of gamma lance pulses and missiles filling the space between them. 
Behind the Singheko fleet, the lone squadron detached from Jim’s original “back-door” force suddenly began firing, causing surprise and consternation in the rear guard of Zukra’s fleet.
No time for doubt.
Two minutes.
No time for re-thinking. 
One minute.
Creator be with us.
“Open fire, Captain,” Rita said calmly.
It was just ritual. Unless Rita, Bekerose or the Tac officer called “Hold Fire” the AI would open fire at the right time regardless.
And the AI did its job. Every ship in Rita’s fleet fired their gamma lance, sending beams of pure energy at the enemy now only 4,500 klicks distant.
The spears of energy tore into the Singheko fleet, a weapon they had not seen before. Ship after ship took damage, holes punched through them, great rents torn in their hulls, explosions surrounding them and suddenly puffing out in the vacuum of space.
And a few seconds later, the Merkkessa shuddered as 20 missiles spit out of her tubes and started their accel to the enemy at 2,000g.  The other ships of Rita’s fleet fired simultaneously, adding another 104 missiles to the mix.
Seconds later, a rainstorm of Singheko point defense came at the EDF missiles, a mixture of anti-missiles, shrapnel, chaff, and laser pulses that tore into Rita’s attacking weapons with a vengeance.
1.4 seconds after that, nine surviving EDF missiles impacted into the enemy ships.
“Damn, their point defense is good,” said Bekerose calmly, as he watched 100-odd Singheko missiles coming at them.
The Singheko had fired a few seconds later than the Humans. 
Bekerose wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not; the extra seconds he had to think about what was coming were not a pleasant experience.
The noise of the Merkkessa’s own point defense cannon and anti-missile launches reached a crescendo as the battlecruiser threw everything she had at the oncoming flood of missiles…
And the enemy missiles struck. The Merkkessa lurched like a drunk at a wedding. Rita was knocked half out of her chair. 
Something exploded in the front of the bridge, and Rita heard a pattering like rain against the back wall behind her as fragments of shrapnel splattered everywhere. She saw her personal sentry, Raphael, go down as something caught him in the shoulder, knocking him to the deck. 
As much as she cared for the rugged Nidarian Marine, she didn’t have time to worry about him now. The medics would have to take care of him.
And then the Singheko fleet flashed past and was gone. Both fleets had boosted hard to get to each other, then gone into heavy decel to enter the combat zone. But they were still traveling at better than 500 k-klicks per hour relative to each other, even under hard decel. The engagement window had lasted only 13 seconds.
Beside her, Dallitta studied her console, assessing the damage to the enemy and their own fleet. She glanced up at the holo, then back to her console, then turned to Rita.
“We lost one destroyer and one corvette. The cruiser Artemis has lost 5% of her accel but she’s otherwise still combat ready. The Asiana lost one missile port.”
“On their side, they’ve got two destroyers down, one cruiser damaged and falling off course. Several impacts on their battlecruisers but I see no significant damage. Both of their battlecruisers are still under max decel, so their engines are good.”
Crap, thought Rita.
Below her Bekerose spoke calmly, as if he were out for a Sunday stroll.
“Our damage report, please, Mr. Satterwhite,” he said to the Ops officer, who was half out of his chair, hanging only by his harness.
“Aye, sir,” grunted the lieutenant, pulling himself upright again and working his console.
Bekerose turned and looked at Rita.
“Still breathing, Admiral?” he asked with a smile.
“Still breathing, Captain,” replied Rita, with a grin of her own.
That was bad, though, she thought. Much worse than I expected. This is nothing like the Battle of Jupiter. There, we caught them off-guard. Here, they are not intimidated at all and they know how to fight.
Lt. Satterwhite at the Ops console turned to Bekerose, speaking loudly so that Rita could also hear - something he was trained to do.
“One missile tube out of action, two point-defense cannon inop, three compartments open to space. Engines and all other weapons good to go. Life support nominal. Sixteen dead or missing, twenty injured.”
Bekerose nodded, glancing at Rita with a lifted eyebrow. He seemed to be asking if she was good to go.
Rita gave him a slow nod.
“Press the attack, Captain,” she said loudly, ensuring everyone on the bridge heard it.
Now both fleets turned end-over-end, putting their firepower toward each other again. 
It wasn’t necessary for their deceleration - the system engines used for normal three-space travel could boost in either direction without turning the ship. 
But the weapons were another story. The Merkkessa could fire twenty missiles per salvo; but because of the massive reactors in her rear engineering spaces, only eight missile tubes could fit in the back of the ship; the remaining twelve were in the front and sides, facing forward. To get maximum effectiveness, it was better to face the enemy.
And there was another factor.
It felt better. There was some indefinable need to be looking at your enemy. Nobody could really explain it, but all understood it.
Face your enemy as you fight them.
As the two fleets turned over and continued their deceleration, they stopped moving apart; then they started to come back together again.
This time, they would be moving slower as they passed.
This time, they would get two volleys off in the short time they had in range.
This time, a lot more people would die.

      ***“Two minutes to merge,” Lt. Carlson called in Nidarian. 
The lieutenant had studied the Nidarian language diligently over the last several months; he was becoming quite good in the strange language that was full of sounds that sounded like a lisp to a Human ear.
Rita couldn’t help but smile. It somehow seemed so typical of Humans that they constantly, even in the face of adversity, had the hunger to learn.
We like to learn. Maybe that’s why we evolved so quickly.
“One minute,” called Carlson.
Bekerose had been standing near Rita’s elevated Flag Bridge, making it easier for them to converse. Now he turned to her.
“This one is going to be rough,” he said. “Check your harness.”
Then he walked back to his chair, sat down and buckled in.
“Thirty seconds,” called Carlson. 
The tension made his voice quiver. In the first pass, many of the bridge crew had never experienced combat before. But now they knew what it was like. The smell of smoldering electrical insulation permeated the ship, and in the far distance, they could still hear alarms sounding as damage control crews worked on the broken weapons and hull breaches. The casualty count had just been updated. There were more dead and injured than initially thought.
“Ten seconds.”
Bekerose lifted a hand, waited a pulse, and dropped it.
“Fire, fire, fire,” he said, the ritual repeated every time, regardless of the AI that was in control. 
The gamma lance fired, a high-pitched sound that grated on the nerves.  A few seconds later, the missiles went. The Merkkessa seemed to shudder a bit harder this time, thought Rita. Maybe because they were moving slower, or maybe due to the previous damage. But she could feel the distinct pulse in the deck as the missiles departed their tubes. She could hear the sound of the loading conveyors as reloads started moving into the tubes for the second volley. She could hear the sound of Dallitta breathing hard beside her, and even the tense exhalations of Captain Bekerose across the bridge.
“Incoming, ten seconds,” called Carlson.
Rita heard the rippling pulse of the tubes firing again, as they sent another flight of missiles toward the enemy in their second volley.
She heard the point defense cannon on the hull start up, a sound like paper being torn slowly, or a zipper being pulled up. 
The pong-pong-pong of the laser anti-missile defenses started up. 
“Incoming, five seconds,” called Carlson. Rita saw he was gripping the arms of his chair tightly.
She did the same. 
As if it will do any good…
This time, the sound was louder, longer; the ship did a double shake, first one side then the other, like a small animal in the jaws of a dog. 
Rita was knocked hard against the side of her chair; she thought she might have broken a rib.
But she didn’t have time to worry about that. She looked at Dallitta beside her, working her console to make the initial damage assessment.
Dallitta seemed ecstatic. 
“No losses in our fleet! We got one good hit on one of their battlecruisers. It’s losing decel! I think it lost an engine! Another destroyer down!”
Rita nodded. Grimacing, she held her damaged ribs and looked over at Carlson.
“Our second volley impacts in ten seconds,” called the Tac officer loudly. “Their second volley incoming in fifteen seconds.”
Rita watched the countdown clock in the holo. The point defense started again, a whirring of life and death, the gamma lance switching to point defense mode in the last seconds.
Seconds to decide the first phase of this battle, she thought. This second volley will decide. Either we hurt him worse than he hurts us and take the advantage - or it’s the other way around, and we have to retreat.
“Second volley has impacted the enemy,” called Carlson. “Incoming in five seconds.”
And the car wrecks started again. Rita rocked from side to side as the Merkkessa took a beating. But…
That didn’t seem as bad as the previous volley. And we did take one battlecruiser out of the equation last time…
She could hear alarms outside the bridge, down the corridor, a lot closer this time. Beside her, Dallitta worked her console. Then the little Nidarian turned to her, the ghost of a smile on her face.
“We took down a cruiser!” she spoke loudly, almost yelling in her excitement. “Two more destroyers, two corvettes, and the damaged battlecruiser is pulling away, vectoring off!”
Rita wanted to heave a large sigh. But she resisted.
I’m an admiral now. I can’t be a normal Human. I must be the rock.
“Very good, Dallitta. Bekerose, how’s our old girl doing?”
“Actually, milady, better than I expected. We lost two more point defense emplacements and two more compartments are holed to space, but it could have been a lot worse. I think we’ve got them now.”
Rita nodded. “Let’s turn around and end this, then, Captain.”
Bekerose grinned.
“Aye, milady…”
“Contact!” yelled Carlson. “Enemy fleet directly ahead! Two battlecruisers, three cruisers, six destroyers, four corvettes!”
Rita leaned forward, staring at the holo. Sizing up the situation. There wasn’t much to size up, though. They were now hopelessly outnumbered.
“Order to fleet. Execute R-14. Now, now, now!” she called.
The AI issued the order immediately to all ships in the fleet. Like a well-coordinated school of fish, the EDF fleet turned and went to max accel, leaving the system.
They had knocked a fairly good hole in the Singheko Home Fleet behind them. But there was no way they could survive being caught between two enemy fleets.
They had to retreat.

      ***Zukra watched the Human fleet turn and run.
Despite the damage to his fleet, and the embarrassment that he knew was coming, he smiled.
Run, you slaves. But there’s nowhere you can hide from us. I’ll find you. I’ll kill you. And your admiral’s skin will hang on my wall as a trophy.
The smell of scorched insulation and burning flesh permeated the Ambush. The Humans had very nearly taken out his flagship. It had been close. 
So close, he suspected he would not have survived another pass from the enemy.
“Message from Admiral Nokru, sir. He wishes a status report.”
Nokru. The head of the Taegu expedition. That asshole. He would come back now.
“Put him on with me,” said Zukra. “Voice only - no video. Don’t show him the damage.”
With a click, he heard his fellow admiral come on the line.
“Zukra!  What the hell is going on?  I come back into the system and I find you involved in a full-scale battle with the Nidarians!”
“Those aren’t Nidarians, Admiral Nokru. Those are Humans. That’s the fleet Garatella loaned them. They had the audacity to enter the system this morning. We were just disposing of them.”
There was a short cough over the comm line; the sound of a Singheko laugh.
“If you call that disposing of them, I’d hate to see what you call getting your ass kicked,” Nokru responded. 
Zukra shuddered in humiliation but held his tongue. Admiral Nokru was senior to him; it wouldn’t do to argue the point.
Besides, the debris and broken ships littering his fleet spoke for themselves.
“Are you going to pursue them, then?”
“Of course, sir. I’m dispatching two destroyers to shadow them.”
“Fine, fine. And what’s this other business I hear?” Nokru continued. “A massive slave uprising on Deriko? I return from reducing the Taegu system and while I’m gone, you let this happen?”
Zukra rolled his eyes but responded calmly.
“Now that the Humans are on the run, I can handle it, sir,” he replied. “I’ve already sent a task force to wipe out the rebel slaves on Deriko.”
“See that you do that, Zukra. We can’t have slaves pulling stunts like that. It undermines the whole plan.”
“Aye, sir. We’ll have them all dead and buried within a week.”
“Good enough, Zukra. I’ll leave this in your hands for now, but if you can’t get this handled within the week, I’m taking over. Nokru out.”
“Zukra out.”
Fuck. That asshole. If he takes over, my career is finished. I need to get those slaves on Deriko dead, and quickly.
And I need to get Operation Broadsword moving. If Ligar and Nokru get together and decide to push me out, it’ll be too late.
By tomorrow night, Nokru should be at home on Ridendo.
Operation Broadsword goes tomorrow night.

      ***The Banjala returned to the Dekanna system, entering at 15 AU and coasting forward at 360 k-klicks per hour, the optimal entry speed as computed by their AI.
Admiral Sobong met Winnie on the bridge, and they sat in observer’s chairs behind Captain Shimbiro. Roberto and Kumara stood behind them in the small bridge.
“Now show me,” said the Admiral.
Turning to Captain Shimbiro, Winnie nodded. Shimbiro gestured to the Nav yeoman, who had heard the conversation.
“Take us up to 300g, Ginsberg.”
The whine of the Banjala‘s engines increased in pitch. The ship began accelerating. Already moving at 100,000 meters per second, each second the Banjala gained another 2,952 meters per second of velocity. In six minutes, she was moving at 3,616,776 kph and still accelerating, on a direct course for the iceball planet.
Sobong looked at Winnie silently.
“Time to destination?” called Shimbiro.
“19.8 hours, sir.”
Sobong stood up. She gave Winnie a strange look. 
“With me, please, Commander.”
Winnie followed as Sobong left the bridge and walked to the galley. Entering, she let Winnie come in behind her, but waved Roberto and Kumara away. She closed the hatch and gestured Winnie to the table.
Winnie sat, preparing herself.
I think I know what’s coming. This is one smart cookie. She knows there’s something else. And she has a damn good idea what it must be.
Sobong sat opposite Winnie and stared at her for a long moment.
“Yes, I see that you can accelerate at 300g. And I take your word for it that you can go to 50% light with full protection. So yes, that gives you a second advantage in battle with the Singheko. But still not enough to defeat a superior force, as you said you did at Earth.”
“What do you mean, Admiral?”
“You’re still holding something back, Commander. What is it?”
Winnie grimaced. 
“Admiral, I’m only a fighter pilot, sent to assist you. That’s above my pay grade.”
Sobong smiled.
“A fighter pilot you may be, but you know what I’m talking about. You have a new weapon. Something not seen before. That’s the only way you could have beat the Singheko at Earth. And the only way you’d have the guts to attack them on their home turf. What do you have, Commander?”
Winnie shook her head.
“I cannot discuss it, Admiral. Not without a firm peace treaty in place between Earth and the Dekanna Union. Or at least a firm mutual defense treaty. An alliance.”
“And who is authorized to execute such an agreement with us?”
Winnie thought for a moment.
“I believe our Admiral Page could do so.”
Sobong frowned.
“Ah, but she is back at Singheko. By the time we journey there, execute such a treaty, and get back to here, we will have little time to retrofit our ships to your new and secret weapon.”
“Perhaps not, Admiral. What would you say if I could contact her immediately?”
If it was possible to look even more shocked, Admiral Sobong managed it.






  
  Ollie Goes Forth


Dragon  hurtled into the atmosphere of Deriko, flaming plasma building around her. 
With the destruction of the three pursuing destroyers, she didn’t need to dip so deeply into the atmosphere to come around the planet. But it had been a bit late to alter her orbit completely. Luke did manage to increase their vector somewhat as they entered atmosphere. But that only changed it from a desperate, near-suicidal attempt to warp around the planet, to a shuddering carnival ride through the upper atmosphere. 
Red and orange streamers blanked out the front screen, until they skipped off the atmosphere and were back out into space again.
And coming up behind two troop ships in orbit.
“What they hell are those?” asked Bonnie, staring at the holo.
“Whatever they are, they’re Singheko,” replied Luke, working his console. “I think they’re troop ships of some kind.”
Rachel at the Tac console turned to Bonnie.
“Mum, there’s a lot of activity on the planet directly below those ships. One of the large slave complexes. There’s some kind of battle going on. There’s Singheko assault shuttles in the air and thousands of troops on the ground, in a circle surrounding the complex. There’s lots of firing going on to the west of the building.”
Luke looked at Bonnie, agony on his face. He didn’t have to say anything; she could read his thoughts.
My daughter could be in the middle of that.
“Tac, take out those two troop ships in front of us.”
“They’re running, Mum. They’re boosting out of orbit, heading for space at full emergency thrust.”
“I don’t care. Take them out.”
“Aye, Mum.”
Bonnie heard the distant thumps as a full broadside of eight missiles departed Dragon’s front and rear tubes, the rear missiles turning up and over the ship to re-orient to the front and start their boost toward the enemy.
The two enemy troopships ran hard, boosting at 260g toward the black.
The missiles ran harder. At 2000g, they caught the troopships in a matter of seconds. Several huge explosions later, nothing was left of them but parts and pieces on a short trajectory to nowhere.
“Scratch two troop ships,” called Rachel.
“Luke, can you see what’s going on with Rita and the fleet?”
“Aye, mum, but you’re not gonna like it. They made two passes at the enemy and it looked good. But after the second pass another fleet came in the system in front of them. They’ve started a retreat back to the mass limit. They’re collecting up the rest of the Merlins as they go. They’ll be out of the system soon.”
“Crap,” breathed Bonnie. “Crap, crap, crap. What’s Mr. Worley’s latest estimate to restore full power and have the tDrive back in operation?”
“Five hours, mum.”
“And how much time do we have before the Singheko can get reinforcements here?”
Luke frowned, his fingers flying across his console. It took him a minute to process all the data and turn back to Bonnie.
“The soonest they could have warships back here is six hours, mum.”
“Right. Then we’ve got a window of time here to help these people. Comm Jim. Tell him to come in and clear out the Singheko troops around the complex.”
“Aye, mum.” Luke spoke quietly into his comm for a bit, then nodded at Bonnie.
“Jim’s got it. He said they’ll attack in five minutes.”
“Good. And get Ollie on the horn. Tell him to load his Marines for a surface drop. I’m sure that’ll make his day.”
Luke nodded. He bent to his comm, speaking quietly into it, issuing orders to Major Oliver Coston and his Marine contingent.
Bonnie had turned away, her attention elsewhere, by the time Luke finished discussing the surface drop with Ollie. 
So she didn’t see the strange look on his face.

      ***In the cockpit of his Merlin, Jim’s AI beeped, letting him know they were coming up to the Line of Departure - the point where his attack would officially begin. He had scanned the surface and had a good idea what he wanted to do.
<Line of Departure, Commander>
“Roger, Angel. Prep all systems, arm all weapons.”
Jim focused back on his business. The Merlins had been ordered to go down to the surface to help a group of rebels fighting Singheko troops. 
And they didn’t have much time to do it. The Singheko Home Fleet had already reacted. Bonnie reported a force of one cruiser and three destroyers only six hours away, coming hard.
Bonnie had said they would depart Deriko in three hours, regardless of the situation on the surface. They couldn’t afford to wait around any longer than that.
Jim had only three hours to help the rebels on Deriko before he and Dragon had to make a run for it.
<Entering atmosphere in thirty seconds>
“Roger.” Jim realized he was a little fast. He kicked his decel up to 305g, enduring the extra force for a while to slow the Merlin a bit more. His squadron, their AI slaved to his, followed suit as they crashed into the atmosphere, passing beneath Dragon as she sat in orbit.
Then Jim was burning through the atmosphere of Deriko, plasma building around the Merlin. The Merlin had automatically turned its belly to the airflow, providing him with some protection from the streaming plasma. A hard shudder started, the fighter buffeting from the abnormally high-speed entry.
But they didn’t have a lot of time.
The overheat alarm went off for a few seconds. Then it stopped. The Merlin slowed, buffeting, swaying a bit from side to side.
“Angel, make a note, the autopilot for atmospheric entry is a bit unstable and needs some tweaking.”
<Maintenance note logged>
Now if I only survive long enough for that note to get back to the maintenance guys…
“Angel leader, complex at your twelve o’clock low, cleared to engage.”
“Roger, Dragon. Engaging,” Jim replied.
Below him, the battlefield was coming into view. There was a large building, six or eight football fields in size. It was surrounded by thousands of Singheko troops, encircling it completely. 
Outside the ring of troops, a large group of slaves - Humans, Taegu and Bagrami - were running for the foothills, harassed by a dozen Singheko assault shuttles. 
Inside the ring, another two thousand or so slaves were being pressed back toward a tunnel exit on the northwest side, under heavy fire from the encircling Singheko. Another dozen assault shuttles were hovering over them, decimating them with withering fire from above. Bodies littered the battlefield in all directions.
In the distance, several klicks away, a long column of troops approached. Jim couldn’t tell what they were. 
Quickly he issued orders.
“Yellow Flight, Green Flight, attack the assault shuttles to the west. Clear them out of there and protect that group running toward the mountains.”
“Yellow Flight wilco.”
“Green Flight wilco.”
Two of his flights peeled off, headed to the west of the complex.
“Red Flight, Blue Flight, we’ll take the assault shuttles over the complex. Clean ‘em out!”
“Blue Flight roger.”
With a grimace, Jim put the Merlin’s nose down toward the assault shuttles in front of him.
“Angel, give me targeting for the assault shuttles. Make sure you avoid the friendly personnel on the ground.”
<Targeting complete. You’ll need to get a lot lower to shoot up at the shuttles>
Jim pushed the nose down even more, all the way down to the ground. He was now skimming the surface of the plain south of the complex, so close the occasional tree branch licked the bottom of the Merlin.
“How’s that, Angel?”
<More than adequate, Commander. Ready to fire in three - two - one>
Jim pushed the fire button on his stick. The gamma lance sent its long stream of focused gamma rays. His targeted enemy shuttle disintegrated. A gamma lance that could punch a hole in a battlecruiser was overkill for an assault shuttle, but it got the job done.
Angel automatically switched to a new target, and he pressed the trigger again. Another shuttle disappeared from the battlefield.
Beside him, the rest of his own Red Flight, as well as Blue Flight, were having a turkey shoot. Enemy assault shuttles disintegrated in groups of two and three.
By the time they finished their first pass, there were no Singheko assault shuttles left to shoot anymore.
“Red and Blue Flights, come back around and take out the enemy troops on the west side of the complex, focus on the ones firing at the friendlies,” Jim called.
The eight Merlins of Red and Blue Flights swung around, now pointing their noses back to the southwest, angling down toward the Singheko troops on the west side of the complex. All eight Merlins opened fire simultaneously.
The Singheko panicked. The entire western side of the encircling ring of troops broke and ran, many throwing down their weapons as the strange black fighters bore down in a screaming attack.

      ***“Last chance to back out, Major,” Bonnie said over the comm.
In the Dragon’s launch bay, Ollie smiled in his helmet. Six of his Marines sat with him in the AMAG - Armored Mobility Attack Ground - a wheeled ground assault vehicle with two laser pulse weapons mounted on the front and one on the back. 
And one old-fashioned 25mm cannon mounted in the turret.
Behind Ollie another AMAG sat with the rest of Dragon’s small Marine contingent, both vehicles facing the rear ramp of the shuttle and ready for a quick exit.
“Good to go, Captain,” Ollie called back. “I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”
“OK, Major. Good hunting,” Bonnie said. “Establish communications with the leader of the rebels, get the lay of the land, and we’ll pick you up in five days at the rendezvous point.”
She turned her attention back to the bridge. Glancing over at the empty XO console beside her, she felt a twinge of premonition - a vague feeling that something wasn’t right.
Luke had insisted on going to the shuttle bay to ensure Major Coston got dropped on the planet per plan.
Now that Bonnie had some time to think about it, that had been strange. That was not normally an XO’s duty, she thought. Why was he so adamant he needed to do that?
Something to do with his daughter, I guess. I guess he felt he had to make sure Ollie’s mission got sent off with no glitches.
But it felt strange, to be in a combat operation without Luke by her side, in his usual place at the XO console.
“Assault shuttle away,” called Rachel from Tac. 
Bonnie watched as the assault shuttle departed, soon glowing red and surrounded by a sheath of plasma as it fell into the atmosphere. In a few more minutes, it disappeared from visual view, although she could still track it on the holo. After another dozen minutes, it landed to the west of the complex, in the space between the building and the Singheko troops that had scattered, most of them still fleeing to the south now. Bonnie watched the two AMAGs roll out the back ramp of the shuttle and head toward the entrance of the complex.
Luke should be back by now.
“Dragon? Page Commander Powell for me, ask him to report to the bridge.”
<Commander Powell is not on board, Captain>

      ***What the hell?
Ollie was thunderstruck.
“Major, our XO has evidently stowed away on one of your AMAGs. Would you please have him call me ASAP?”
Ollie shook his head. He looked around the interior of the AMAG as it trundled across the sand toward the entrance to the complex.
He’s not in here. He must be in the other one.
He switched channels to the other AMAG, which was commanded by his senior sergeant, SSgt. Brown.
“Sgt. Brown, do you have an extra passenger in there?”
“Yes, sir, Commander Powell joined us at the last minute. He said you knew about it.”
Fuck. That fucking idiot.
“Roger, sergeant. Please ask him to call the Captain. Thank you.”
Nothing I can do about it now. First of all, he outranks me. Second, I’m not going to get involved in family squabbles.
Ollie switched back to the Dragon’s loop.
“Captain, you are correct. We have picked up an extra passenger. He is in the other AMAG. I passed along your message.”
“Thank you, Major.”
Bonnie stood from her chair. She had a bottle of water in her console. She took it, hefted it, pulled her arm back.
It would be so easy to throw it at the damn wall. So easy.
But she didn’t. She realized every person on the bridge was watching out of the corner of their eyes, while pretending not to.
With a force of will, she put the water bottle back down into her armrest and turned away from the other personnel on the bridge, facing into the corner.
I need to scream.
But she couldn’t do that either.
She was the Captain.
That fucking idiot. That insane, stupid, fucking idiot.
Bonnie sighed.
Nothing she could do about it now.
Returning to her seat, she called Major Coston again.
“Major Coston, Commander Powell is an unauthorized passenger on this mission. You are not to take orders from him. You are in charge. Understood?”
“Aye, aye, mum. Understood.”
“Any questions?”
“No, mum. Got it.”
Ollie shook his head.
Family squabbles. Just what I needed.

      ***As the AMAGs approached the complex after the drop, roughly a thousand rebel troops joined them. They were mostly Human, but there was an admixture of smaller creatures - Taegu, according to his database - and a bunch of big, bearlike creatures called Bagrami. The Bagrami all carried heavy weapons mounted on tripods.
Ollie was surprised and impressed by the organization he saw in the rebel troops.  When they came up to join the Marines, they were already organized into platoons and companies, ready for action. 
Somebody in charge knows what they’re doing, he thought.
That organization allowed Ollie to quickly plan his assault. He assigned a rebel platoon to each of his twelve Marines, who then acted as a platoon leader.
Then they entered the complex, catching the Singheko by surprise, coming in on their rear. Ollie’s troops had already cleared the massive receiving hall and pushed down the ramp into the first tunnel. Bodies of Singheko lay everywhere.
But their advance had not been without cost. There were bodies of his force lying about as well.  Taegu and Bagrami. 
And Human.
Ollie grimaced.
The cost of stupidity is war, and the cost of war is death.
In the distance, Ollie could hear firing from the other rebel force in the tunnels to the east and north. The Singheko troops in the tunnels were now sandwiched between Ollie’s force and another rebel force to the north. Now it was just a matter of time, rooting them out of the underground passages.
Standing at the bottom of the ramp, Ollie heard SSgt. Brown come up beside him, escorting Luke from the other AMAG. Turning to them, Ollie stared at Luke silently for a moment, gathering his thoughts.
“Sir, I realize you’re senior to me on paper, but down here in this mess, you’re just a liability. Stay behind the reserve force.  If I see you anywhere near the front of our line, I’ll have you placed under arrest. Are we clear?”
Luke nodded.
“Clear.”
Ollie smiled. He took his assault rifle off his shoulder.
“Here.  Take this. Just in case.”
Luke nodded gratefully. Ollie gave him one last salute. Turning back to his troops, Ollie signaled the assault to continue.  
The AMAGS barely fit into the tunnels, with only a couple of inches clearance on each side. 
But fit they did, and now an AMAG drove by him, three platoons following close behind - using it for cover. They disappeared into the tunnel leading off to the north.
The other AMAG drove into a second tunnel, headed east, also followed by three platoons. 
Soon he heard the sound of the auto-laser as one of the AMAGs opened up on Singheko troops down the tunnel.  Almost immediately after, the second AMAG in the other tunnel also opened fire.
His reserve force of six additional platoons stood in position behind him, holding the ramp in case of any counterattack by the Singheko.
It was going to be a long day.

      ***Beneath the complex in the tunnels, it was a madhouse. People were running everywhere. Some were running toward the battle that was behind Tatiana, where Norali was trying to hold the line against the Singheko troops in the tunnels.
Some were running toward the battle in front of her, where the Humans and their allies had re-grouped and pushed out of the northwest tunnel exit, mounting a counterattack against the Singheko troops encircling the complex.
And some were running in abject terror in any direction they thought might save them.
Tatiana was jogging through a long tunnel toward the northwest, where they had made the emergency exit to the surface and where a major battle was occurring now. Beside her, Alina was speaking quietly into her headset. She looked over at Tatiana as they jogged through the tunnel.
“We’ve managed to establish comms with the Human ship in orbit - the Dragon. The Human space fighters have rejoined her. They can’t stay any longer.  Singheko warships are on the way. But they dropped two Marine ground assault vehicles to help us. The Marines are entering the surface complex now behind the Singheko. That’ll help pull them away from our rear.”
Tatiana nodded.
We needed that. We were getting pressed on two sides. If the Marines can distract the Singheko behind us, take some of the pressure off Norali, then we have a chance here. 
Except for those damn starships coming in from Singheko. They’ll bombard us from orbit.  We can’t fight that. 
I didn’t think this all the way through. Holding the ground is meaningless. We have to hold the orbitals as well, or we’re toast.
“Did you tell Norali?”
“Yes, boss. She’s up to speed. The minute the Marines start to put some pressure on the rear of the Singheko in the tunnels, she’s going to counterattack.”
“Good,” mused Tatiana distractedly. She was pre-occupied with the problem of the orbitals. 
How can I defend against starships dropping crap on us from orbit?  How good would their accuracy be? Who would know that?
“Alina, get me Baysig, please,” said Tatiana, jogging along the tunnel.
Alina spoke into her comm unit, and then handed the headphones to Tatiana.
“Baysig? The Singheko are sending ships to Deriko right now, they’ll be here soon. How accurate are the Singheko dropping shit on us from orbit?”
“They are extremely accurate. They can put a missile or a kinetic round in a twenty-foot circle from orbit, Tat. Count on it,” she heard over the comm.
Crap.
“OK, thank you Baysig. How’s it going with you and Norali?”
“A bit better. The unit your Human companions left behind - Marines, I believe you call them - which is strange, there’s no oceans in space - but anyway, they have attacked the Singheko in the rear, from the bottom of the ramp.  That has pulled a lot of pressure off us here. We’re just about to counterattack.”
“OK. Good luck. Keep me posted.”
Tatiana handed the headset back to Alina. They were just about up to the northwest command post. She spotted Marta standing back from the steps leading to the surface and joined her. Misrak - the Ampato they had met in the mountains - stood a few feet from her, talking on a comm unit.
“How’s it going?”
“A lot better now,” replied Marta. “Your space friends disrupted their encirclement completely, sent a couple thousand of them running to the south.  Most of them are still running. We’ve moved another three thousand troops out to the surface now.  So now we’ve got five thousand rolling up their encirclement; we’ve already worked our way around to the south - so at least a quarter of the circle.  I sent another thousand into the complex to help the Marines push down the ramp into the tunnels for the underground battle.”
Tatiana nodded understanding.
“So right now, they’ve only got a half-circle around us. We control the west and south, they control the east and north?”
“Yep. But we’ve got that column of Ampato troops coming in from the northeast. And they’re coming fast. Misrak has got comms up with them now. They’re going to assault into the Singheko rear in about…”
Marta glanced at the clock on her comm unit.
“…in about ten minutes. I think that should end it. There’s no way the Singheko can hold.  The ones on the surface will have the Ampato behind them and us rolling up their flanks. The ones down in the tunnels will have Norali on one side, and the Marines and another thousand of our troops on the other side coming at them. I think it’s all over but the cryin…”
Tatiana nodded, but had to say it.
“Except for the orbitals…”
“Yeah. Except for the fucking missiles coming down on our heads from above once the Dragon leaves.”






  
  Dragon Away


Zukra had never been this angry. 
The Humans were making a mockery of him. 
The fleet that had fought him near Ridendo had escaped from the system, disappearing into the Black.
The enemy destroyer they had chased across the system for four days had somehow escaped and had attacked and destroyed his troop ships at Deriko.
Then, to make matters worse, enemy fighters had swooped down on the slave planet and decimated his ground troops. 
General Arzem was dead in the wreckage of his assault shuttle at Deriko, and his ground troops there were in general retreat. Or dead.
All caused by these Humans!
I will kill them all, each and every one, right down to the last. I will not leave even one of them alive. 
And then I’ll go back to their planet and kill all of them there. We don’t need slaves who are going to be this much trouble. We’ll just wipe their planet and be done with it.
And Admiral Ligar wasn’t helping matters any. The senior admiral at the other end of the video was clearly baiting him.
“In over our head, are we, Zukra?” he smiled on the screen.
“Never, sir. I will crush these Humans to the last one. By the end of the week, there won’t be a Human left alive in this system!” Zukra vowed.
“Well?  What’s your plan?” Ligar persisted.
“The key is the slave rebellion on Deriko,” said Zukra. “Notice when the rebels on Deriko were in danger, the Humans immediately sent a force to drive off my troops. So it’s clear to me they value those rebels highly.”
“Yes, yes,” grunted Ligar. “So?”
“So, Admiral. I’ve sent a slightly larger task force to Deriko to resume the attack on the rebels. A cruiser and three destroyers. It will be a task force large enough to make an attractive target for a hit and run, but not so large they’ll be afraid of it.  They won’t be able to resist - they’ll put up some kind of attack to drive it away again.”
Ligar smiled.
“Yes, I quite see it. And you’ll be waiting nearby with the Home Fleet, ready to pounce.”
“Exactly, Admiral. They’ll never know what hit them.”
“Who did you send to command the detached force?”
“Orma, sir. He’s itching to fight.”
“Orma? Your Flag Aide? I thought he was more of a staff officer.”
“He’s fine for this role, sir. In fact, I much prefer an inexperienced command officer. If he makes a mistake, it’ll draw the Humans in even quicker.”
“Very good, Zukra. Send me the detail plans.”
“Aye, sir.”
As Ligar signed off, Zukra leaned back in his seat and thought about his detail plans.
He didn’t need to send them to Ligar.
Admiral Ligar wouldn’t live out the night.

      ***The black ops team Zukra had assembled was quite efficient. They slipped into Fleet Admiral Ligar’s mansion at 0240 hours, made their way to his bedroom, and quietly removed him from the universe.
Between then and dawn, several other admirals also vanished, including Admiral Nokru, recently returned from reducing the Taegu system. Along with much of the civilian leadership of the Singheko Empire.
By the time the sun came up on Ridendo, Admiral Zukra Akribi was the senior admiral left alive in the Singheko navy, answering only to the figurehead Emperor - who was locked in his palace, incommunicado.
He had gone back to Ridendo for the coup, establishing his command post aboard the battlecruiser Ambush orbiting over the planet.
Now he took a shuttle down to the port and went to the Admiralty, consolidating his power. He marched into Admiral Ligar’s empty office, ripping the name off the door as he entered.
“Get my name on that door immediately, Damra,” he shouted at his new aide.
“Aye, sir.”
“Any resistance?”
“A bit, sir. Nothing significant. We had to kill a couple of dozen captains and commanders who objected. Things are quiet now.”
“Excellent, excellent. Has the Nidarian corvette arrived?”
“It’s on approach, sir. Captain Simmala is aboard.”
“Outstanding! How’s our progress on the new fast drives and the gamma lance?”
“We completed that one cruiser as you requested, sir. Everything checks out. We can get 300g acceleration out of the new drives and the range of the gamma lance is 4,500 klicks, exactly as Captain Pojjayan promised. We’re bringing in the first battlecruiser now for conversion.”
“Excellent, Damra. Bring Captain Simmala to my office immediately. We have a lot of planning to do.”

      ***The bitterness of retreat galled Rita’s taste, fouled her mouth, soured her stomach.
But retreat it was, and there was no help for it. The sudden appearance of a Singheko expeditionary fleet returning from some foreign assault had left her vastly outnumbered.
Her ships had escaped the system, reached the mass limit, and translated out to R-14 - a designated point in the middle of nowhere, a nothing point, an emptiness in the middle of emptiness 6.2 light years from Singheko.
From there, they regrouped for eight hours, patching the most severe damage to the fleet to ensure that all ships had life support and engine power for the next step. 
Then the fleet moved to another rendezvous point, 300 AU from Singheko. There the supply ships EDF John Wayne and EDF Marco Polo were waiting for them.
Hastily constructed from obsolete wet-navy barges, the old iron barge frames had been stripped of ocean-going equipment, broken into pieces, hoisted to orbit with heavy-lift tugs, and re-assembled in space to become interstellar supply barges, with system engines and tDrives welded crudely into place on their rear. 
The vast space on their decks was unpressurized, cargo storage only. A tiny space at the back of each ship contained life support and controls, and a minimal crew.
The ships had been loaded and sent off to meet Rita’s fleet at the designated resupply point. The John Wayne was crammed with spare missiles and weapons. The Marco Polo was crammed with food, oxygen, and other supplies.
It was Human ingenuity at its crudest and most effective, a move of desperation that served its purpose.
As the fleet resupplied, Rita and her staff assembled in the briefing room of the Merkkessa.
They had left behind a half-dozen drones in the system as they departed. The drones were transmitting good data back to them via their newly discovered ansible. Rita pointed into the holo with her laser.
“Keep in mind, we’re looking at a drone signal that’s currently 2 AU from Deriko. So we have a light speed delay of 16 minutes.
“There’s Bonnie,” Rita said, pointing into the holo with her laser. They could clearly see Dragon at Deriko. “We were initially puzzled by her actions. Instead of immediately fleeing the system after Jim fought off the destroyers chasing her, she went into orbit at Deriko and is still there, or at least she was 16 minutes ago.
“But now we’ve determined a rebel uprising was in progress on Deriko - right below her orbit. Clearly Bonnie decided it was worthwhile to provide the rebels some temporary support. She sent Jim’s squadron down to assist them. I expect that means she’s close to restoring her engines, because I know she wouldn’t stay there otherwise.
“However, there’s Singheko reinforcements enroute to Deriko to push her away and continue to attack the rebels on the surface.”
In the holo, they could see a force of one cruiser and three destroyers on a vector to Deriko. They could also see the tiny blips representing Jim’s Merlins that had returned from the surface of the planet and were now in formation behind Dragon.
Rita leaned back. 
“So we have several competing priorities. 
“One - we need to inflict pain and pressure on the enemy without letup, giving him no time to regroup and think through his options.
“Two - we need to support Dragon and ensure she can escape from the system if her engines are not restored.
“Three - we need to recover Jim’s Merlins. He’s out of missiles and needs resupply badly - and those pilots have to be exhausted. Captain Sato, assuming they get underway shortly and head out-system, please take the Asiana to fetch the fighters as they come out of the mass limit.
“And last but not least - we need to support the rebels on Deriko, if possible.
“I think we can accomplish all four with one mission. While we resupply and wait for Dragon and Jim’s Merlins to rejoin us, I’d like to plan a hit-and-run attack on that cruiser and those destroyers that are approaching Deriko. What does everyone think?”
Dallitta never hesitated.
“We do it,” she said. “It’s a chance to sow discord and confusion among the enemy. You never pass up a chance like that.”
Rita grinned, the ferocious grin of a predator. Because ultimately, that’s what an Admiral had to be. You were either the predator or you were the prey.
“I was hoping you’d say that.”
The hatch opened and Captain Tarraine came in, joining them at the table.
“Sorry I’m late, Admiral. What’s up?”
“We’ve got a group of rebels on the fourth planet, Deriko. Somehow, they’ve managed to start a rebellion on the planet. But they’re boxed up in one of those underground complexes now and surrounded by Singheko shock troops. They’re in trouble.”
Rita pointed to the holo.
“As luck would have it, Bonnie happened to be at the right place at the right time. She’s taken out the troop ships over the planet and sent Jim’s Merlins down to support the rebels on the surface.
“There’s a cruiser and three destroyers enroute from Zukra’s fleet to drive Dragon out of the area. We assume they’ll take over the attack on the rebels.
“We’re discussing a hit-and-run attack on the cruiser and destroyers. How long do we need to prepare, Dallitta?”
“If we come in from below the ecliptic, say from about 12 AU out, then we can be ready in eighty-four hours. Three days to finish re-supply, two hours to get into position, 8.5 hours to boost, and 1.3 hours of coast time to get to Deriko.”
Rita shook her head.
“Too long. It gives the enemy too much time to think and plan. We’ll translate out right now and position ourselves 300 AU below the strike point. Then we’ll start boost while we resupply. And I want re-supply time cut to forty-eight hours.”
Dallitta looked confused.
“Milady, if we start boost that far out, it’ll take forever to get there.”
Rita spoke grimly.
“Not if we translate to the mass limit after we reach 20% light.”
There was a shocked hiss of surprise around the table. Bekerose held up his hands in dismay.
“Milady! At 20% light, there’s too much risk of error when we translate!  Even the slightest miscalculation would result in catastrophe!”
Rita understood his objection. The mass limit was not a perfectly defined line in space. It wandered a bit, back and forth, depending on what the star was doing - and on the velocity of the starship. The faster the starship was moving, the more imprecise the location of the mass limit. 
For that reason, no starship translated into normal space at high velocity near the mass limit of a star.  
Any miscalculation would instantaneously liberate every atom of the ship into pure energy.
“Then we won’t miscalculate, will we, Captain Bekerose?”
The long look of concern Bekerose projected across the table was suddenly interrupted.
<Priority One message received from Corresse via ansible>
Rita jerked her head up. She stared in shock at her staff.
They were just as stunned. The corvette Corresse under Captain Arteveld had been dispatched to Nidaria more than six months ago to report to Garatella, the High Councilor of the Nidarian Empire. Since that time, she had gone dark. And she was four months overdue.
“Merkkessa, read message to command loop,” said Rita.
<Message is eyes-only for Admiral Rita Page>
“Merkkessa, override, read message to command loop,” Rita repeated.
<Message as follows: Escaped detention. Returning to join you at Singheko. Garatella has executed secret alliance with commander of the Singheko Home Fleet, Admiral Zukra.  Pojjayan delivered plans for new drives and gamma lance to Zukra. Zukra is secretly converting ships to the new technology. Also a retrofitted Nidarian fleet with new drives and gamma lance is being prepared to support Zukra. See Nidarian fleet configuration attached. Watch six. Signed-Arteveld>
The shock and surprise on the face of her staff matched Rita’s own.
“I knew it. I knew Garatella was up to something!” Bekerose exclaimed. “But how on earth did Pojjayan manage to get the plans for the gamma lance?”
Rita almost shuddered in her anger and disappointment. 
“It doesn’t matter. Somehow, he got them, probably before he left Earth to meet Dragon for the intel exchange. But he got them. And now Garatella and Zukra have them.”
Rita glanced down at her console, where the fleet configuration Arteveld had attached to his message was displayed.
“Three battlecruisers, four cruisers, two destroyers, two corvettes.  All being prepared to come at us - and all with the new gamma lance.”
“And we know from our intercepted ELINT that Zukra has taken over,” said Bekerose. “That means he’s got sole command of the Singheko ships in this system, as well as designs for the new drives and the gamma lance. And a Nidarian fleet building and on the way.”
There was a grim silence around the table. Rita closed her eyes for a minute.
“This doesn’t change much. We’ve always known we’d be outnumbered. And we’ve always known this would be a guerrilla war, picking away at their weak points. This just expands the battlefield for us. Remember why we’re here, folks.”
Rita opened her eyes and passed her gaze around the table at her staff.
“We’re here to make sure the battle is fought in the Singheko system - not at Earth. We’re here to protect Earth from these animals - by focusing their attention on us while the people back home gear up to defend our planet. Nothing about that part of our mission has changed.”
“Look at it as more opportunity. More targets to attack. Adapt your thinking to that.”
The grim silence lightened a bit.
“Thoughts?”
Dallitta nodded, taking up the challenge.
“Aye, milady, we understand. So we should go ahead with the hit-and-run attack. The sooner the better, before they have time to retrofit any more ships to the new technology.”
“Bekerose?”
“I vote to proceed, milady. Let’s hit them before they have time to practice using their new toys. We may find their training deficient right now. It’s not likely to remain that way for long. So hit them hard right now.”
“Tarraine?”
“I agree, milady. Take it to them before they have more time to prepare. But I have one modification to the plan I’d like to suggest…”

      ***Onboard Dragon, Bonnie had moved beyond anger. It was strange. Now she felt only a great sadness to be leaving Luke behind.
But she couldn’t wait for him.
She had moved Commander Lirrassa to the XO position. Now Lirrassa sat in the XO chair, adjusting to her new role, while Bonnie adjusted to the fact that Luke was no longer beside her when she needed him.
“Time to go,” said Bonnie. “That cruiser and her escort will be here in two hours. I suggest we get the hell out of Dodge.”
“Aye, mum,” replied Lirrassa. “All divisions report ready for movement.”
“Notify Jim to form up behind us as we depart.”
“Aye, mum. Message sent. Message acknowledged. Ready to depart orbit.”
“Take us out of here, Lirrassa.”
With a slight lurch from her damaged system engine, Dragon departed orbit and headed for the mass limit. 
The bridge was much quieter than normal. Everyone on the bridge could feel the pain of their captain. It was a palpable thing, an invisible weight that hung over the bridge.
But they also knew she would shake it off. She was their captain.
Bonnie watched for a half-hour as their boost stayed pegged at 240g, but the incoming cruiser made no attempt to pursue them. When they passed 25% light and it was clear no Singheko ship could catch them - or even come close - she reduced her accel back to 200g.
Behind her, Jim and his squadron of Merlins, dog-tired after more than forty-two hours in their fighters, stayed tucked in a close combat spread until they were safely away, then moved out to a looser long-distance travel formation and put their fighters on autopilot.
They were asleep in seconds.

      ***Lieutenant Dan Worley had never known exhaustion like this.
He had been working non-stop for five days. In that entire time, he had not slept more than three hours per night.
They had poured nano glop over the holes punched through the hull, got the breaches sealed up, got pressure back in the engineering space, and got the scaffolding up around the tDrive pyramid.
Then they got the holes punched through the pyramid sealed up. Dan put one crew to work removing the damaged tDrive components from inside the pyramid. 
Then the iridium had to be extracted from the damaged parts and decontaminated. The residue and radioactive remnants were ejected into space.
A second crew decontaminated the interior of the tDrive compartment. When the decon crew was finally finished, the workers could at last shed their environmental suits and work in shirtsleeves.
Then they spent another three days fabricating new components and installing them in the tDrive, working nonstop, night and day.
Crew became so exhausted they fell to the floor in place without bothering to go back to their cabins for sleep. Their fellow crew mates just dragged them to a corner and continued with work.
It was life or death for the Dragon. So the call to Bonnie carried indescribable relief.
“Captain, tDrive ready for testing,” Worley called over the comm. His voice grated like he was eating gravel. 
Bonnie, sitting at her console on the bridge, breathed a huge sigh of relief. She glanced at the holo to double check.
They were past the mass limit. It was safe to use the tDrive.
She nodded at Lirrassa.
“Give us a test, Commander. Don’t forget to warn the Merlins first.”
“Aye, mum,” said Lirrassa. She talked into her comm briefly.
“Merlins are ready,” Lirrassa said. “Helm, bring up the tDrive, please.”
“Aye, sir,” called Chief Blocker. “Dragon, energize the tDrive,” he called, watching his console as a backup. One by one, lights on the console flicked from red to green. Finally he was satisfied.
“tDrive is idling and all sensors nominal,” called Blocker.
Bonnie looked at Lirrassa.
“Take us about 5 AU forward, Dragon,” said Bonnie. “Be sure to provide a plan to the Merlins - I don’t want to lose them.  Tell them to continue on this course. We’ll be back shortly and continue to escort them until Rita can send a ship to pick them up.”
<Syncing with Merlins. They are notified. They acknowledge. tDrive coming up to full power. Standby. Ready for transition>
“Execute!” spoke Bonnie with emphasis.
The whine of the tDrive sounded normal, a sound that gave them a shiver of hope and joy as the Dragon sank out of three-space and disappeared from the view of the Singheko enemy behind.
“Captain to Lt. Worley. Job well done, congratulations.”
There was no reply. Then a voice came over the comm.
“Sorry, mum, Lt. Worley is asleep on the floor of the engineering space. Shall I wake him up?”
Bonnie grinned.
“No. Let him sleep.”

      ***Alone in her cabin, Rita contemplated the ansible message she had received earlier from Lt. Commander Winston at Dekanna.
Winnie’s briefing was thorough. The Dariama were truly a paranoid race, as evidenced by their initial reaction to the appearance of the Banjala and their detention of Winnie and Roberto for several days. They had believed nothing that Winnie said until it was demonstrated to them.
They’re from Missouri, thought Rita. The ‘Show Me” state. If I don’t see it, I don’t believe it.
But they were also technically astute. Winnie’s description of how quickly their Admiral Sobong had understood the situation - and how she had correctly guessed the existence of a new and potent weapon - was a testament to their technical competence and intelligence.
With a sigh, she tossed her tablet on the bed covers and began pacing her bedroom.
So. They could potentially be valuable allies in the fight against the Singheko. And Winnie’s message had included a draft mutual defense treaty sent by Sobong. Winnie had recommended that Rita accept the treaty.
But it gave the gamma lance to the Dekanna Union. 
Rita had initially decided to reject the treaty. She did not want to give up her last remaining technological advantage to an unknown and potentially untrustworthy race.
All that was moot now. Thanks to Pojjayan’s treachery, the Nidarians - and Zukra - had the gamma lance. The cat was out of the bag. 
Rita was a realist. The odds were now against her and her small fleet. Even if she could win another battle or two against Zukra, the Singheko had at least two expeditionary fleets out that she knew about - one to the Bagrami system and now one enroute to the Dekanna system.
Zukra could easily retrofit one of his corvettes to the new fast drives, send it to meet the distant expeditions, and give them the designs for both the gamma lance and the new drives. It would be only a matter of six to eight months until both foreign expeditions could be back and ready to fight - and to invade Earth for the second time, overwhelming her meager defenses.
Reaching a decision, Rita reached for her tablet.
I don’t have the authority to do this. Only the UN can accept a treaty in the name of Earth.
But…
Without allies, I can’t survive. And if I don’t survive, Earth doesn’t survive. At some point, we have to trust somebody.
“Treaty accepted,” she typed, and entered her thumbprint on the screen.






  
  Bombardment


Orma stood on the bridge of the cruiser, staring at the holo as his task force slipped into orbit around Deriko. 
He knew why he was here.
He was the goat, tied out in the field to catch the wolf.
Zukra didn’t have to say it. Orma had worked with Zukra for too many years.
He’d never give me a command, even a small one like this, if it were a real campaign.  I’m the bait…the sacrificial lamb.
“Entering orbit, Commodore,” called his XO.
Commodore. What a joke. Because I have a cruiser and three destroyers, I’m now a commodore. Zukra’s idea of humor.
“Right. All ships prepare to bombard the rebels.”
“Aye, sir. Missiles and kinetics prepared. Ready to fire.”
His XO leaned over to Orma and whispered.
“But sir, we’ll hit our own troops.”
Orma snorted.
I know what Zukra would say and do. So I have to say and do the same thing. Zukra knew this when he sent me. Part of turning the screw, making me sweat.
“That’s the price of failure. They deserve to die for not taking the complex already. Open fire, Commander. Clean this planet of these damn Humans.”
“Aye, sir,” acknowledged the Commander, and waved to his Weapons officer.
The ship vibrated as the first volley of missiles and kinetics left their firing tubes. In seconds, vast explosions of dirt and rock began to billow up from the surface below as Orma’s task force created a living hell for any creature still on the surface. The bodies of rebel and Singheko alike flew into the air as the buildings of the complex disintegrated into rubble.

      ***Deep underground, the ceiling shook again, dust and chips of stone falling all around them.
“That was close,” said Marta.
“Yup,” agreed Tatiana.
They had been huddling like rats as far underground as they could get for ten hours, while the Singheko dropped everything but the kitchen sink on them. They were established in a smaller tunnel, in the angle where it turned to go west, creating a natural corner that seemed to be a bit stronger. 
The temporary respite offered by the Dragon coming in for its hit-and-run attack had helped. The Marines dropped by the Dragon allowed them to clear out the remainder of the Singheko in the tunnels and move all the rebels back underground, to get ready for the punishment that was coming.
And she had known it was coming. The Singheko were definitely pissed off now. So pissed off, their bombardment had killed all their own Singheko troops on the surface.
They didn’t seem to care.
In the near darkness, Norali stumbled over to them, almost tripping over the debris on the floor from ten hours of near misses. She was carrying her comm in one hand.
“The Marines that came down from that destroyer want to talk to you,” Norali said. She handed the comm to Tatiana.
“Yes?”
“Is this Big X?”
“Yes, this is Big X. Go ahead.”
“This is Major Oliver Coston. We’re about two tunnels north of you, I think. I’d like to come over for a council of war if that’s alright.”
“That would be fine, Major. And I haven’t had a chance to thank you yet for what you did. Without you, I don’t think we could have cleared the tunnels out. We’d be on the surface now, getting pounded to bits. So you saved a lot of lives today.”
“Well, thanks, but it’s kind of hard to tell that right now.  We’re getting the shit kicked out of us.  I only hope the fleet comes back.”
“The fleet?” Tatiana was surprised. “What fleet?”
“I’ll explain when I get there. We’re on our way.”
“Roger, see you soon,” Tatiana said, signing off. She handed the comm back to Norali and looked at Marta.
“A fleet? What is he talking about?” she said.
Marta shrugged. “Don’t know. Maybe Earth sent a fleet?”
Tatiana’s eyes went wide. “Wow, that would be something. If there was a fleet here that could help us…”
Marta looked askance at her, shaking her head.
“Don’t get excited, Tat. You knew from the git-go we have no chance in the long run. All we ever hoped to do was cause them pain and disruption.”
Marta waved her hand in the general direction of the dozens of Singheko bodies that were still visible from their position in the tunnel.
“Well, we’ve done that. They knew we were here.”
She looked back at Tatiana.
“But don’t start thinking we can win. We’re on a planet, at the bottom of a gravity well, and the Singheko hold the rest of the system. We’ll never get out of here alive, Tat. You know that. Don’t start believing in shit that ain’t gonna happen.  Just focus on causing them as much damage as possible.”
Tatiana sighed. “I know, Marta. Thanks. Keep me grounded.”
Behind them, Baysig spoke in his deep voice.
“You are wrong,” he said.
Tatiana and Marta swung around to look at him.
“What?”
“You are wrong,” Baysig said again. “You can win. It is possible.”
“And how would we do that?” Marta asked derisively. “The Singheko have fleets and fleets of warships. Even if there is an Earth fleet out there, it would be a tiny force compared to what they can bring to bear. It doesn’t matter how many of their orbital bombardment ships we knock down - they’ll just send in more. Eventually they’ll grind us into dust.”
Baysig nodded. “Everything you say is correct.  If you take into account only the Human fleet.”
Tatiana looked puzzled.
“What do you mean?”
Baysig waved vaguely at the heavens.
“There is another fleet out there,” he said. “The remnants of the Taegu and the Bagrami fleets. When the Singheko invaded our systems, our fleets fought well. But they were outnumbered and forced to retreat. The survivors escaped and went into hiding. Now they have joined forces. If the Humans also join with them, it is a fleet large enough to take this system, if well commanded. And lucky.”
“Bullshit,” said Marta. “I don’t believe it. Where are they?”
“That I can’t say,” replied Baysig. “But I know they have scouts watching this system. So they are aware of what is happening here.”
Marta turned back to Tatiana. “Like I said, Tat. Don’t get your hopes up.”
Tatiana nodded agreement. But she sank deep into thought, running the possibilities through her head.

      ***Ollie and Luke marched along the tunnel, staring suspiciously at the ceiling. Large cracks showed in the concrete above them, and dust came off the roof periodically in waves, causing them to shy to one side or the other as they walked. Every time one of the Singheko weapons impacted the surface, the tunnel vibrated like a drumhead. They half-expected the ceiling to come down on top of them any moment.
Ollie looked over at Luke.
“This really sucks,” he said.
Luke nodded. “It does indeed, Major.”
“Up here,” called their guide, one of Norali’s intelligence team. The woman had met them halfway, leading them back to the location of their commander - Big X.
“That’s certainly a strange name for their boss,” said Ollie.
Luke grinned. “Don’t you get it?”
Ollie shook his head. “No. What should I get?”
“Females have two X chromosomes. Men have only one.”
Ollie continued to look puzzled. “Still don’t get it.”
“Never mind,” said Luke, smiling.
Turning a corner, they entered a slightly smaller tunnel. This one seemed to have a more stable ceiling. They didn’t see the large cracks in the roof, although the ceiling still shook, and the dust filtered down at every impact.
“Here we are,” said their guide, leading them to a clump of creatures sitting in the tunnel where it made a sharp turn to the west. Ollie could see one of the big bear-like creatures, a couple of the small ones they called Taegu, and one of the near-Singheko creatures they called Ampato. A number of large women sat on either side of a thinner, taller one, with her back to them.
“Big X, here’s Major Coston,” their guide called out.
The slender woman facing away from them rose and turned around.
Beside him, Ollie heard Luke gasp like he’d been punched in the stomach.

      ***<You have a visitor>
Lt. Worley was half-awake.  After repairing the Dragon’s drives, he had slept the clock around once, got up and did one shift, then returned to his cabin for more rest.
But he hadn’t managed to sleep yet. His biorhythm was severely disrupted. He had been lying still, staring at the ceiling, trying to calm his mind.
A visitor? That’s strange…
“Who is it?” he asked, knowing the AI would understand the context.
<Lt. Gibson>
“Ah. Come!” Worley said, pulling his blanket up and over his body to make sure it was covered.
The door cracked open and Rachel Gibson stuck her head inside.
“Can I come in?” she asked.
“Sure, come on,” said Dan.
Rachel entered and closed the door behind her.
“Lights,” said Dan. The lights flicked on, the brightness almost blinding him.
“I’d rather you left them off,” said Rachel, holding one hand up to shield her eyes.
Dan was puzzled. What’s going on here? What does she want?
He ordered the lights off, leaving them in the dark.
Rachel came over and sat on the edge of his bed. She was so close to him. The weight of her pushing the mattress down sent his pulse racing.
“I don’t know if we’re going to live or die anymore. Every day in this system could be our last,” she said. “I need something from you.”
Dan grunted in the dark.
“What?”
Rachel put her hand on him, in a place that was stirring.
“That,” she said.
Dan reached for her.

      ***Two days later, Rita glanced at the holo repeater in her cabin.
Jim and his Merlins had come aboard two days ago, all of the pilots dog-tired and scruffy after so many hours in their fighters. Jim had showered and gone to bed - and had slept for most of the last two days.
This morning he got up and had breakfast. Now he was waiting in her briefing room with the rest of her staff for the final planning meeting before their next attack.
And Dragon was back. Rita could see the destroyer just off Merkkessa’s stern quarter, holding position. The scorch marks and scars of her recent ordeal were clearly visible.
And Bonnie was also waiting in her briefing room, just arrived by shuttle from the Dragon.
How do I feel about this woman? Do I still love her? Am I jealous of her feelings for Jim?  For that matter, am I jealous of Jim’s feelings for her?
Rita shook her head in exasperation. She had made up her mind a long time ago not to let petty emotions influence her thinking.
What Jim and Bonnie feel about each other is bullshit to me right now. I don’t care about any of that. I only care about fighting the Singheko.
Rita opened the hatch into her briefing room and stepped through, smiling at her staff as they rose to attention.
“Stand easy, folks,” she said, sitting at the head of the table.
As usual, Jim was at the other end of the table, as far from her as he could get. 
That never failed to amuse Rita.
Does he think that makes any difference? That somehow, people will forget we’re married because he’s sitting down there?
Dallitta as usual sat on her left, Bekerose on her right. Tarraine and Sato were next. Bonnie was farther down, in the middle of the table. 
“Good morning, folks. How are we doing, Dallitta?”
“We’ve completed the re-supply and repair of all ships. We’ve completed boost to 20% light while we re-supplied. We’re ready.”
Rita nodded. 
“Then this is your final warning order. You will execute plan A-7 as previously briefed. TF1 will be under the command of Captain Bekerose. TF2 will be under the command of Captain Page. We go per the schedule published.
“Are there any final questions about the plan?”
Nobody spoke. The plan had been thoroughly discussed; all questions had been answered.
Rita looked at Bonnie.
“Any problems with Dragon?”
“No, milady,” answered Bonnie. “We’re good to go.”
She glanced at Jim.
“Fighters ready?”
Jim nodded.
“Aye, milady. Ready to go.”
Rita stood.
“Then good hunting, people, and let’s be about it.”






  
  Go Where They Ain't


Rita had violated one of the most sacred tenets of warfare. Never split your forces in the face of a superior enemy. 
But Rita also knew the EDF could not win this war by following convention. She had to out-think Zukra.
And if she failed, the EDF would be ground into nothingness by the greater numbers of the enemy.
And Earth would fall.
So Rita had thought about Zukra - how he would react, what he would do next.
And because Admiral Rita Page could turn off her emotions and be one of the most coldly logical people in the universe, she knew exactly what Zukra would do next.
He would prepare an ambush for her. And it would be at Deriko. The lone cruiser and three destroyers in orbit there, pounding away at the rebels on the surface, were the bait.
Because in her heart, Rita knew something. Something she was so sure of, she was betting the survival of her entire fleet - and the survival of the rebels on Deriko - on it.
She was sure Zukra knew where she was and what she was planning.
And as they accelerated toward the Singheko system, he would be watching their every move, positioning his fleet for his own ambush.
She was counting on it. 
“Milady, we’re on course at 285 AU and ready for the transition to 15 AU,” called Bekerose from his command chair on the bridge.
“Very good, Captain. Good luck on the transition.”
Now they were about to execute the most dangerous part of the entire mission. 
First, they were going to translate into six-space while traveling at 20% light speed. 
That part was easy.
Then they would translate back into three-space at only 15 AU from the primary star.
That part was not easy. The window of error was only 200 milliseconds - 0.2 seconds.
Any ship that missed the window would leave a large cloud of high energy atoms in the void. Atoms that had once been a starship full of people.
But the advantage of the plan was that upon entry back into normal space, they would already be moving at 20% light speed. They would not have to boost again. Like the namesake of their attack plan - Silent Arrow - they would be near invisible as they approached.

      ***Onboard Dragon, Bonnie tightened her straps. It was time for their transition into six-space.
She had to inwardly smile, though.
If we don’t make the transition window when we surface back at 15 AU, it’s not going to matter how tight my straps are. I’ll be a large cloud of atoms smeared out across a hundred thousand klicks of space.
With a slight bump, Dragon translated. They would be in six-space for exactly 12.1 seconds.
Twelve seconds to live if the AI doesn’t hit the entry point precisely.
Twelve seconds to think about your life.
Twelve seconds to think about Luke.
A smile lit up Bonnie’s lips as she realized what she had done.
I thought about Luke. Not Jim. 
With another whine and bump, Dragon transitioned back into normal space.
And they were still alive.
“Status!” called Bonnie.
“All systems nominal,” called Lirrassa. “All ships appear to have made the transition successfully.”
Bonnie heaved a sigh of relief.
It had been a huge gamble on Rita’s part. The slightest error on the part of any of the AI systems would have destroyed an entire ship.
But they had made it. And now they were at 20% light speed, headed directly toward their target. They would not need to give away their position by boosting again.
But Rita had explained the full plan to her staff. So Bonnie knew what Rita was thinking.
She thinks Zukra already knows where we are. And what we’re doing. So he’s right behind us, his own fleet performing a Silent Arrow on us. He started boosting as soon as he saw us finish our re-supply and form up for the mission.
I hope she’s right. Because if she’s wrong, my part of this mission is a waste of time.
And truly, it’s a waste of time anyway. Even if we knock out the task force over Deriko, Zukra will just dispatch another one from the home fleet. 
Most likely she’d only buy the rebels a few days of grace.  Maybe a week if they were lucky.
But they were going to do it anyway. It was still a chance to harass the enemy. A chance to kill a cruiser and three destroyers. Part of Rita’s guerrilla war on the enemy. 
Kill them at every opportunity, give them no peace. 
Her focus coming back to the job at hand, Bonnie looked at the holo. Dragon was coasting, silent, engines idled, all unnecessary systems off, fingers crossed. 
“Lirrassa, call Second Watch to the bridge to take over. Rest First Watch until two hours before merge. I’ll be in my cabin.”
“Aye, mum.”
Bonnie rose and went out the bridge hatch to her cabin. 
There’s no use going into battle tired.  
Going to her bunk, she lay down and tried to rest. But as she drifted off, she couldn’t help a smile as she remembered her thoughts during the grim moments of transition, when she didn’t know if she would live or die.
I thought about Luke. Not Jim.
I’m finally over him.

      ***“What?” shouted Zukra. “Impossible!  No, no, their target is Deriko!”
“No, sir. When they transitioned into the system, they adjusted their vector. Their target is Ridendo.”
Zukra stood from his command chair, enraged. The veins on his muzzle popped out in anger. Grabbing the nearest object - his electronic tablet - he threw it with all the force he could muster, shattering it against the bridge wall.
“No! That bitch! She can’t do this to me!”
Zukra kicked his chair, spun around, focused his attention on his personal slave standing behind him, and struck him with his fist, knocking him to the deck unconscious. 
“That bitch!  She’ll pay for this!” he yelled, kicking the unconscious slave.
Finally, his anger spent, he stopped and turned back to Damra.
“Can we intercept?”
“Not before she reaches Ridendo, sir. But assuming she slows for her attack run on the planet, we can catch her just after her first pass. So we can prevent her from coming back for a second one. If we change vector now and boost at emergency.”
“Do it!” shouted Zukra. “We can’t let her have two passes at the home planet! Emergency boost, now!”
Zukra slammed himself into his command chair and strapped in. The warning klaxon started. Zukra completed strapping in and yelled across the bridge at Damra.
“Boost now! Get us moving!”
“But sir, we have to give the crew at least sixty seconds warning. They have to get to a safe place for overboost!”
“Screw the crew! Get this fleet moving now!”
“Aye, sir,” Damra reluctantly agreed. With a wave at the helm, he indicated to start overboost.
Zukra laid back in his contoured command chair as the g-force came on and started building to a perceived +7g.
That bitch knew. She knew. Somehow, she figured out Deriko was a trap.
I’ll kill her. I’ll capture her and put her in the arena. I’ll cut off her head in front of the crowd. 
No…that’s too good for her. Too easy. I’ll kill her more slowly. I’ll find a way.

      ***“Battle Stations,” called Bekerose.
Rita heard the klaxon start and the announcement over the comm.
<GENERAL QUARTERS, GENERAL QUARTERS. THIS IS NOT A DRILL, THIS IS NOT A DRILL. GENERAL QUARTERS, GENERAL QUARTERS. THIS IS NOT A DRILL, THIS IS NOT A DRILL>
The main EDF fleet had been moving at 20% of light speed after their transition into the system. But that was too fast for an attack pass. That would have been a firing window of only 67 milliseconds - 0.067 seconds.  
Too fast for an attack pass, at least if you wanted maximum accuracy. 
And Rita wanted maximum accuracy. So for the last half of their entry into the system, they had decelerated at 300g.
She didn’t care if Zukra saw them now. The die was cast. They were on a direct vector to the Singheko home planet, Ridendo.
Zukra’s fleet was clearly visible now, blazing away behind them at 257g, on a course that would intercept them roughly 200 k-klicks beyond Ridendo as they decelerated for their second attack run.
But of course, they weren’t going to decelerate for a second pass. That had never been Rita’s intention. Zukra’s mad dash toward them was futile.
“Merkkessa, how we doin’?” asked Rita.  It didn’t matter that the countdown clock on the holo was right in front of her.  It was nervous tension.  
It was being Human.
<We are one minute from merge. The main refit dock of the Singheko fleet is directly ahead. There are two enemy destroyers coming out to meet us>
Rita nodded.
Good. Not only will we hit the refit dock, we’ll take a couple of destroyers too. A good day. 
And if Bonnie can take care of her part, an even better day.

      ***On Merkkessa, Rita was focused on the space dock in front of them. It was an orbital facility about two kilometers in width, containing a half-dozen large docks for building and repairing starships. 
In the center dock was one of the big Singheko battlecruisers, being retrofitted with the designs stolen by Pojjayan and passed to Zukra; the fast drives and the gamma lance. 
This had been her target all along. 
Zukra had wanted her to come to Deriko and attack the bait he had so carefully positioned there. He was so sure she would do it; he had his entire fleet positioned to ambush her there.
Rita had another plan in mind.
Taking out one battlecruiser is infinitely better than getting my ass kicked. Plus Zukra is now pulled away from Deriko. Bonnie should have a clear shot at that cruiser.
So a cruiser and a battlecruiser. And these two destroyers coming at them.
Not a bad day’s work. If they could pull it off.
Rita came back to focus as she heard the callout from Lt. Carlson at Tac.
“Daeddam and Qupporre engaging.”
On the holo, Rita saw the two destroyers rising to meet them disappear in a cloud of gamma lance fire and missiles as Captain Tarraine and Captain Sato blasted them to bits.
“Scratch two destroyers,” called Lt. Carlson, a bit of glee in his voice.
Rita remained silent. She watched as they drew closer to the spacedock, the decel bringing their speed down to only 300,000 kph now, giving more than adequate time for her purpose.
The battlecruiser was in dock. There would be no reason for the crew to remain on board while the new drives and weapons were installed. They were probably down on the planet on leave.
It’s like shooting ducks in a pond.
“…fire, fire, fire,” she heard from Lt. Carlson. The grating whine of the gamma lance came and went, and the Merkkessa shuddered a bit as twenty missiles left the tubes. 
Rita watched the battlecruiser pass by below, the enemy’s hull slashed by the gamma lance, explosions starting to pock her skin as the missiles impacted unopposed. The rumble of the reloading conveyors told her the second volley was almost ready. Then the second volley went out, and as they pulled away, she saw the missiles striking all around the battlecruiser.
And then the battlecruiser disappeared in a gigantic explosion, taking out not only the ship itself but the entire orbital dock and the two smaller ships next to her.
The fleet went to 300g accel to escape the system. They had no intention of coming back for another pass, and there was no need.
As they pulled away, Rita couldn’t resist one non-logical thought.
Kiss my ass, Zukra.

      ***On Dragon, the sound of the klaxon for battle stations faded away.
Through the bridge hatch, Bonnie could hear running feet as crew scrambled to their stations. Around her, the bridge crew seemed to sit up straighter, focus with more intensity on their consoles and screens.
<Ninety seconds to merge>
Bonnie often wondered what other people thought about during these tense moments before battle.
Do they think about their family? Their children?  Or do they think about themselves, their own safety?
Typically Bonnie did neither of those two things.
Bonnie thought about the enemy, and what the enemy might do. About the plan, and what she was supposed to do to make it a success. About the worst case. About what could go wrong.
In front of her on the main screen, Deriko approached rapidly. They were down to less than 600,000 kph as they approached, under a hard 303g deceleration.
That would give them a firing window of 14 seconds - enough time for two volleys.
The Singheko had detected them. The three enemy destroyers were boosting hard, trying to turn up and around to face her. The cruiser had reacted differently, trying to run for it, trying to put some distance between them, gain some time to get organized and turn around for the battle.
In front of Dragon by thirty seconds, her own escort of four destroyers vectored away to meet the enemy, leaving her alone for the moment.
The Singheko destroyers fired their first volley of missiles at Bonnie’s screen of four destroyers out in front of Dragon. The EDF fired back, both gamma lances and missiles. On both sides, ships staggered as holes were punched through them and explosions filled the space between them in a maze of violence.
<Twenty seconds to merge>
Bonnie watched the enemy cruiser on the holo.
He started too late, thought Bonnie. He was ready for an attack by the full fleet from the opposite direction. He didn’t pick us up coming in behind him.
He’ll just barely be able to get turned around in time. 
<Ten seconds to merge>
Rachel at Tac started her countdown as always, a backup for the AI.
“Ten. Nine. Eight. Seven…”
Bonnie glanced around her bridge one last time, ensuring that everything was as she expected.
I am so proud of this crew. They have come so far.
“…fire, fire, fire!” called Rachel.
The grating whine of the gamma lance firing was followed instants later by the rumble of missiles departing Dragon. 
And the port side of Dragon’s bridge ripped apart, the sudden decompression exploding the atmosphere out into space.
As Bonnie’s faceshield automatically slammed down over her face and her pressure suit inflated, she had time for one last thought before the blackness took her.
He had a gamma lance too.






  
  Orma


Bonnie came to her senses in darkness and pain. Her chest hurt like the devil.  
There were faint points of light in her darkness. In her dazed state, it took her many seconds to realize what they were.
They were stars.
The sharp, metallic tang of the air she was breathing told her she was on suit air. 
Slowly, it came to her.
She was floating in space.
Where’s Dragon?
The thought was fuzzy in her brain.
What happened to my ship?
A memory came back to her. A huge impact on her chest. The port side of the bridge tearing apart, a gigantic hole ripped all across it. The helmet visor snapping down. 
Then waking up to this.
She took a half-dozen deep breaths. Her mind started to function a little better.
Follow your training. Check for suit penetrations or broken bones.
She checked the suit gages, just visible in the corner of her vision. They showed steady; no indication of a suit penetration leaking her oxygen to space. 
She flexed her arms and legs. They worked. Her chest hurt like the devil, but nothing seemed to be broken.
Bruised but not broken. That’s good.
She took another few deep breaths, trying to clear the cobwebs from her mind. 
Where’s the planet?
She tried to turn her head to look behind her, but the realities of weightlessness in space didn’t allow that. She remembered a trick one of the Nidarians had taught them. If she moved her arms and legs in a certain, specific way, inertia could be used to turn her around.
Trying it, she was gratified to see it worked. As she flailed her arms and legs in a pattern somewhat like swimming, the stars slowly rotated around her. But it was exhausting in the suit. 
Bonnie gritted her teeth and continued the drill. 
I want to know how close I am. Which way I’m moving…
Slowly the planet came into view, first in the corner of her vision, then moving directly in front of her as she continued to work her limbs. When she had a full view of the planet, she stopped, panting.
It was a lot smaller than she expected. 
I’m still moving at nearly a half-million kph. It’s at least 200 k-klicks away. 
I’m headed into deep space.

      ***The Singheko lifeboat was spacious. Too spacious. There should have been two dozen survivors in it.
There were only three.
Orma closed his eyes, willing the events of the last two hours to go away.
But they wouldn’t. His first command…
…and my last, he thought wryly…
…had disintegrated around him after the attack by the Human destroyer. The cruiser had split into three fragments, then the rear section - the engineering spaces - had exploded violently as reactor containment failed.
It was a miracle he had made it to the lifeboat. Not many of his crew did.
Raising his head and opening his eyes, Orma looked at the other two survivors of his crew.
One was his XO, Commander Retga. The other was the rating who had been manning the helm. He couldn’t remember the name.
“Retga.”
The battered XO lifted his head. One arm was clearly broken, Retga holding it gingerly with his other hand. One eye was blackened, and blood was dried on his muzzle. 
“Do I look as bad as you?”
Retga managed a slight grin.
“Yes, sir.”
“Do you think any of the other lifeboats got away?”
Retga shook his head.
“No, sir. I’m sorry. There’s a display on the instrument panel behind you. It shows the status of all lifeboats within range. We’re the only one with a green status.”
Orma grunted and turned, looking behind him. There was a minimalist instrument panel in the lifeboat, right behind his seat. He scanned it, trying to find the display. The rating leaned over and pointed to the proper place.
The display showed a matrix of tiny indicators. There were 64 of them. 
Only one showed green. All the others showed red.
Orma sighed. He did the quick computation in his head.
A crew of 720 on his cruiser. Three survivors.
717 dead.
Glancing at the display again, he noticed another light blinking. A yellow one. He pointed to it.
“What’s that one?”
Retga leaned to one side to see past Orma. He shook his head.
“I don’t know, sir.”
The rating spoke up.
“That’s a Nidarian suit beacon, sir. There’s a Nidarian survivor out there somewhere, close by.”
Orma looked at Retga.
“Not likely to be Nidarian. Not from a Human ship.”
Retga nodded.
“A damn Human, I’ll bet.”
Orma looked at the rating.
“What’s your name, son?”
“Yeoman Alede, sir.”
“Can this lifeboat maneuver?”
“Yes, sir, within limits. We can’t make it to the planet, though. Not enough fuel.”
“Can we make it to that suit beacon?”
Alede studied the instrument panel.
“Yes, sir.”
Orma looked at Retga, who shrugged.
“I’d just leave them there to die, if it were me.”
Orma nodded.
“I know the feeling. But I’m curious. I’ve never seen one of these Humans. And maybe we can learn something.”
Orma turned back to Yeoman Alede.
“How about I get out of your way, and you take us over to pick up that suit?”

      ***One of the points of light was blinking.
That’s not a star, thought Bonnie.
It was blinking, and it was drawing closer to her.
That’s a ship. Or something.
Dragon!
They’re coming back for me!
Then reality hit her brain.
It can’t be Dragon. Even if she survived, it would take her at least an hour and a half to come to me.
That means it must be Singheko.
A momentary spike of panic hit her.
Singheko. I’ll be a prisoner.
Maybe I should just let the air out of the suit. That might be better. There’s no telling what those animals will do to me.
But I’ve never been a quitter. Not going to start now. I’ll fight them if I have to. If I have to kill myself, I’ll wait until I can take some of them with me.
The light grew closer. Bonnie began to see a shape forming against the background of the stars.
It was tiny.
It’s a lifeboat. Just a lifeboat.
The tiny craft drew up next to her. A hatch opened on the side.
An airlock.
Slowly the lifeboat moved closer, until the open hatch was within the reach of her arm. A cleat on the outside of the hatch cover was tantalizingly close.
Bonnie came to a realization. They couldn’t force her to board. All she had to do was refuse to enter the airlock. They would have no choice but to leave her. 
But then she would die out here when her oxygen ran out.
And there was an element of curiosity. She had only seen one live Singheko in person, when she had been on Nidaria, in Garatella’s office. 
Bonnie grinned inside her helmet. 
This should be interesting. 
She reached out, grasped the cleat, and pulled herself into the airlock.

      ***The inner airlock door opened, and Orma stared at the Human.
He had never seen one. He had seen holos of them, of course. They were small, hairless things to a Singheko way of thinking, with an ugly flat face - no muzzle at all. No claws, no fangs. Nothing to show them as worthy of battle.
And of course, this one was still in their spacesuit. He wondered how they would communicate.
Suddenly a voice came out of the suit speaker, a voice he understood.
“Thank you for rescuing me,” the voice said in Nidarian.
Well, that helps. It speaks Nidarian, and I can understand enough of that language to communicate.
The small, space-suited figure sat in one of the empty seats by the airlock hatch, as far from the three Singheko as possible. It looked tiny in the huge seat - almost like a child, pretending to be an adult.
These weak creatures killed my cruiser? My stars, they’re not much larger than a Nidarian. How could something so small and weak cause us so much trouble?
Orma smiled inwardly. 
The Syope snake is small and weak. But deadly. I ought to think of them like that. Appearances can be deceiving.
“Our atmospheres are compatible, I’ve been told. So you should be able to remove your helmet with no danger.”
Orma couldn’t make out the face clearly, but it seemed the figure nodded. Then the arms reached up and unsnapped the helmet catch, twisted it, and lifted it off the head. The creature removed an inner cap and placed it inside the helmet, then lifted its head and stared at Orma.
Orma gazed at his first real live Human.
It didn’t seem very threatening. The face was indeed flat, as in the holograms he had seen. No beautiful muzzle at all, no functional fangs inside the lips. The hair was longer than he expected from the holos. There was something about that…
With a shock, he realized what he was seeing.
“You…you’re female!” he exclaimed, amazed.
“Yes. Female,” it said. “My name is Bonnie. What’s yours?”

      ***Zukra was well past anger. He had long since passed enraged. 
He was far to the south of madness.
But it was a cold kind of madness. One that allowed him to think carefully, logically.
I’ve continually underestimated these Humans. I’ve fallen for their bullshit traps over and again.
No more.
From now on, I treat them as equal to Singheko. However galling and bitter that might be, I have to accept it. 
That bitch female is dangerous.
And I’m not going to catch her. She played this perfectly. She knew I’d have no choice but to come back to try and intercept her. If I had not, she would have made a second pass at Ridendo, destroying even more infrastructure. Causing more havoc, undermining my position even more.
And yet I can’t catch her now. Once she was sure I had diverted back to try to intercept her, she just kept going, heading for the mass limit at max boost. Without those new fast drives, I can’t even get close to her.
And then she came in behind me and destroyed the force at Deriko. All of them. A cruiser and three destroyers. Gone. 
Zukra waved a hand at Damra.
“Captain Damra. Cease the pursuit. We can’t catch them. Take us back to Ridendo.”
“Aye, sir.”
As his fleet began to decelerate and come about, Zukra considered his options.
I’m not going to play her game anymore. I’ll let her have Deriko for now. It’s not worth the trouble. I’m going to focus on converting my remaining ships over to the new drives and the gamma lance - and wait for the Nidarian fleet to get here.
Then we’ll take this Human bitch apart, piece by piece, until I have her neck in my hands. 
And then I’ll squeeze the life out of her. Slowly. Ever so slowly.






  
  Right Hand Holds the Sky


Dragon  had survived. But not by much. There were slices cut through both sides of the ship where the gamma lance from the Singheko cruiser had gone through. The majority of the spaces were holed to vacuum, all the air lost, the decks covered with dead bodies. The few passageways still having pressure were filled with smoke and fumes.
Rachel Gibson found herself on her hands and knees, still on the blasted bridge of the destroyer. Her faceplate had snapped down automatically and her suit was pressurized.  She was alive.
She lifted her head and took in the devastation around her. 
Everyone was dead. At least everyone she could see. 
The lower half of Commander Larissa’s body was still strapped into the XO console.
The upper half was nowhere to be seen.
Ensign Goodwin had been at the Ops console. He was still there. A nice, neat hole went all the way through his chest, front to back. The blood from the wound had sublimated in the vacuum, leaving a reddish stain that looked like dried paint.
Harry McMaster was mostly just a smear of debris on the side wall of the bridge.
Rachel shuddered, looking away. She couldn’t bear to see them anymore.
There was still gravity. That was a blessing. At least she wouldn’t go flying out the great hole in the side of the bridge.
Slowly she rose to her knees. A realization came to her.
Bonnie’s console was completely missing. Only the base of it remained, bent bolts showing where it had been stripped away.
The captain was gone.
My sweet Lord, thought Rachel. I’m the only operational officer left.
“Dragon…” she croaked. She licked her lips and tried again.
“Dragon…are you there?”
<I am here>
<Where’s the captain?”
<Captain Page is adrift in space 275 k-klicks in front of us>
“Is she alive?”
<Her vital signs show that she is alive>
“So we’re still decelerating?”
<We are decelerating at 50g>
So the engines are damaged but working. Bonnie shot out in front of us when she departed the ship because we were decelerating.
“Stop decel, Dragon.”
<Decel stopped>
“Set a vector to pick up Captain Page.”
<Course set>
“Execute.”
<Executing vector to rendezvous with Captain Page>
That’s done. Now to get a damage assessment.
“Dragon. Enumerate damage of priority components.”
<System engine damaged, maximum boost available 50g. Gamma lance inoperative. Missile tubes inoperative. TDrive inoperative. Ansible inoperative. 62% of ship open to space>
“Do we have comms with the rest of the squadron?”
<There are three survivors from the rest of the squadron. They have communicated with us, and I have informed them of our status. They are forming up around us as an escort>
Rachel rose to her feet, standing in the middle of the devastated bridge.
I’m the senior operational officer now, she realized. Until we recover Bonnie, I have to figure this out.
“Where’s Mr. Gibson?”
Please Lord, don’t let him be dead. Don’t let him be dead.
<Lt. Gibson is in the engineering space working on the engines>
Thank you, Lord. Thank you, thank you.
“Do you have comms with Captain Page?”
<No. A Singheko lifeboat has approached her. She has entered the lifeboat. I do not have comms with the lifeboat>

      ***“How do I talk to her? What do I say?” wondered Orma, staring at the strange creature they had rescued.
The Human had shed her spacesuit. Now she sat quietly in the seat at the far end of the lifeboat, staring at the floor. She had one hand on her chest, rubbing it. 
“Are you injured?” Orma asked.
“It’s not too bad,” she answered. “It’ll be fine.”
She was wearing a uniform, but he had no idea what the rank insignia meant.
“May I ask your rank?”
She looked up at him. A flicker of apprehension went across her face. Clearly, she didn’t want to answer the question.
“Captain,” she answered, after some hesitation.
Orma leaned back, stunned.
Could this be?
“You were the captain of that ancient destroyer? That Nidarian artifact?”
She nodded silently. 
Orma couldn’t think of anything to say. It was just too crazy. This…this tiny, barefaced Human female had shot his ship out from under him.
Of course, I shot her ship out from under her too, he thought.
I guess we’re even.
“We’re lucky to be alive,” he said at last. It was all he could think of to fit the situation.
For the first time since the Human came aboard, he saw a smile. She nodded again, silently.
“Captain!” called Yeoman Alede. “There’s a ship approaching!”
Orma spun around to look at the instrument panel.
“Ours or theirs?” he asked.
Alede looked up, a pained expression on his face.
“Theirs, sir. It’s that ancient Nidarian destroyer.”
Orma turned back to the Human in the corner.
“Well, Captain, it seems the gods of war have spoken. We are to be your prisoners.”
The Human gazed at him steadily. 
“They can be quite finicky, you know. Those gods of war.”
Orma nodded.
“So I’ve heard.”

      ***Rachel watched in some satisfaction as the Singheko lifeboat was wrestled into the shuttle bay. She had thought about having one of the other, less-damaged destroyers pick it up, but in the end changed her mind. Her captain was on that lifeboat and she wanted Bonnie back on board as soon as possible.
In the ninety minutes it had taken to rendezvous with the drifting lifeboat, they had restored some of the basics. She had moved bridge operations to the Ops Center, two compartments behind the blasted bridge. Dan Worley had gotten three compartments sealed and re-pressurized between the new bridge and the rear of the ship, allowing movement between the bow and stern again.
The number of injured overwhelmed Stephanie Warner and her medical team. The severely injured had been carried to sick bay and were being treated. The walking wounded had been transferred to the other destroyers.
And the dead had been collected and stacked in a storage space in the bow of the ship. There were a lot of them - more than Rachel could have imagined. The realities of warfare were coming home to roost in her mind, and it was not pleasant.
A dozen space suited figures finally got the lifeboat settled into place on the deck with a slight thud. They began securing it to the deck with cables. The outer door of the shuttle bay closed, followed immediately by the inner door. 
<Dragon Actual arriving> she heard over her comm.
Rachel left the large window looking into the shuttle bay and moved to the hatch, watching the telltale. It was red, indicating no pressure on the other side of the hatch. She waited impatiently, until suddenly with a chirp it turned green. She undogged the hatch and went through, walking to the lifeboat.
All of Dragon’s Marines were still down on Deriko, but Rachel had assembled a team of two dozen ratings and armed them with rifles. They marched behind her as she approached the lifeboat. She wasn’t sure what she would find inside, but she assumed there would be Singheko, and with no idea how many or what kind of mood they were in, she was taking no chances.
“Lock and load.”
She heard the clatter of two dozen rifle bolts charging as she came up to the shuttle.
“Spread out, don’t bunch up,” she ordered. The men around her obeyed, moving apart so as not to present easy targets, and lifted their rifles half-way to their shoulders, ready for anything.
The hatch popped loose then slowly opened. Bonnie stuck her head out and smiled when she saw Rachel.
“Hello there,” she said. 
Rachel braced up and saluted. Bonnie returned her salute, then looked around at the armed team surrounding them.
“I don’t think we’ll need all the firepower,” she said. “Stand them down, please.”
Rachel nodded.
“Stand down, people,” she called loudly. The team lowered their weapons and put them on safe.
Bonnie clambered down from the hatch and stood, holding it open for the next creature.
A Singheko appeared in the hatch. He looked around uncertainly, then stepped down onto the deck. He glanced at Bonnie, then at Rachel, then lifted a hand in salute.
In near-perfect Nidarian, he spoke.
“Permission to come aboard?”

      ***Bonnie entered the new and temporary bridge of Dragon and looked around sadly.
“What’s the estimate to get the old bridge back up and running?”
“Ten days, mum,” responded Rachel.
“And the engines?”
“Four days.”
“Weapons?”
“Six days for the gamma lance, ten days for the missile tubes, fifteen days for the point defense cannon on the external hull.”
“Crap. That asshole really shot us to hell, didn’t he?”
“Aye, mum,” answered Rachel. “We didn’t expect him to have a gamma lance. It was a damn good ambush.”
“Don’t let Orma hear you say that. He’s still in a funk because we shot his cruiser out from under him.”
Rachel couldn’t help but grin.
“That we did, mum.”
“Where did you put them?”
“In the brig, mum.”
“I want them treated well, Rachel. They saved my life, and they treated me well on the lifeboat. We’ll return the favor.”
“Aye, mum. I’ll see to it.” 
Bonnie sat at a console hastily reconfigured to be her new command station and waved Rachel to the console beside her.
“Lt. Gibson, you are hereby officially designated as my XO. You did an excellent job. I’m more than pleased.”
“Thank you, mum.”
“Well, the first order of business is what to do next. We’re still within the gravity well of Deriko, I assume.”
“Aye, mum. We’re slowly drifting back toward the planet.”
“Any sign of the enemy coming out to us?”
“No, mum. For some reason, their entire fleet has returned to Ridendo. They seem to be concentrating on bringing their docks back online.”
Bonnie gave a wry smile.
“They’ve decided to ignore us while they convert all their ships to the new drives and the gamma lance. They know we’re not going anywhere.”
“Aye, mum.”
Bonnie made a decision.
“That being the case, let’s go back to Deriko and pick up our Marines. Set a vector to put us in orbit over their location. And I think I’ll go down to the surface and meet this General Tatiana I’ve been hearing about.”
“Aye, mum,” said Rachel, bending to her comm.
Forty minutes later, Dragon - what was left of her - was in orbit over Deriko. Bonnie stepped into the shuttle and turned to Rachel.
“Keep a close eye on the Singheko fleet. If there’s any sign of a task force coming out for us, comm me and prep the ship for emergency departure.  Keep pressure on the repair teams, watch the prisoners, and let me know of any other problems.”
“Aye, mum.”
Bonnie gave Rachel a grim smile.
“It’s your ship again for a while, Rachel. Take good care of her.”
Rachel saluted as Bonnie closed the hatch.
Thirty minutes later, the shuttle touched down outside the complex that the rebels called Bravo-Two. Bonnie exited the shuttle to find a large welcoming party. It seemed she was a celebrity to these people because she had rescued them not once, but twice.
But her eyes went straight to Luke. He was standing behind the first rank, behind a tall young woman that she assumed was his daughter, Tatiana.
The young woman extended her hand.
“Welcome, Captain. I’m Tatiana Powell. We’re so happy to see you so we can thank you personally for all that you’ve done.”
“I’m glad to be here,” said Bonnie, finishing the handshake. “You folks have done a tremendous job. I can hardly believe what you’ve accomplished.”
Tatiana nodded. “We have a lot more to do before this is over. Let me introduce you to my staff.”
Bonnie went down the line, shaking hands with each of Tatiana’s team as they were introduced to her. A big woman, Marta, with a bad scar down the side of her face. A smaller woman, Norali, in charge of Intelligence. A Taegu, Woderas, who just smiled. One of the big bear-like creatures, Baysig. 
Then…
A Singheko?
Tatiana saw the confusion on Bonnie’s face and clarified.
“Misrak is Ampato. They are not Singheko. They look a lot like them, but they are indigenous to this planet, and they’re on our side.”
Bonnie nodded.
Strange.
Ollie came forward and saluted. Bonnie returned the salute, and then shook his hand. 
“Fantastic job, Major. Really great job. I’m so pleased.”
Ollie nodded, smiling. “Thank you, mum. But a lot more to do.”
And then finally Luke.
It was awkward between them. He was very formal. He saluted, and she returned the salute.
“Commander Powell. How are you?”
“I’m good, Captain. And how are you?”
Everyone around them was trying not to look. But everyone knew the situation. 
“I’m good, Commander.”
Bonnie forced herself to turn away from him, to get on with things. She looked at Tatiana.
“Shall we proceed?”






  
  Left Hand Holds the Ground


In Tatiana’s office, they held a council of war. Bonnie learned a lot - some of it good, some of it bad. 
According to Misrak, there were twenty-five more concentration camps on the planet. They contained an estimated 12,000 creatures each. There were seven other camps containing mostly Humans, twelve containing mostly Taegu, and five containing mostly Bagrami.
That was 300,000 more slaves still in concentration camps, building weapons for the Singheko.
And guarded by an estimated 2,000 Singheko per camp.  50,000 heavily armed Singheko, all with heavy weapons and some with assault shuttles. And now fully on alert.
“But for the moment, we hold the orbitals,” Bonnie pointed out. “I don’t know how long we can hold them, but for as long as we can, you’re free to operate on the surface.”
“Exactly,” agreed Tatiana. “And we intend to take advantage of that. The Ampato have already taken the planet’s command center. So now each camp is disconnected, on their own. There’s no central command anymore. Even as we speak, a force of 5,000 Ampato are marching on the next camp. They attack tonight, along with five thousand of my own troops, so ten thousand total. I don’t think the Singheko will hold out long. In fact, to be honest, I think they’ll abandon the complex as soon as they see ten thousand troops coming at them.”
Bonnie smiled.
“I certainly would. Hopefully, they have enough common sense to just bail out and run.”
“So. Once we take that complex, we’ll have another 12,000 or so people to add to our army. Also, the 7,000 we left behind at the first complex have had a change of heart and joined us. They sent a messenger over the mountains yesterday. I sent a team back to get them organized and formed into a workable force.”
Bonnie wrinkled her forehead, thinking it through. 
“So - assuming you take this third complex tonight - that’s 12,000 from three complexes, plus the 6,000 Ampato that have joined you. That gives you a total force of…what…42,000?”
“Less casualties, more like 39,000,” Tatiana said sadly. “Of which, only about 25,000 are true effectives. Most of the rest are in no condition to fight, or we’ve put them into support roles. Feeding the army is our biggest problem right now. For the moment, we’ve got captured rations that will feed us for six weeks. But after that, we’ll have to re-supply by capturing more complexes, or obtain food from the Ampato.”
Misrak spoke for a few seconds, and Woderas turned back to the group to translate.
“The Ampato will commit to feed the army. They have enough foodstuffs hidden away to carry you through the rest of the year. After that it may get a little iffy.”
Tatiana nodded at Misrak.
“Thank you, Misrak. That’s a load off my mind.”
Alina came into the room, holding a message slip. She handed it to Tatiana.
Bonnie continued speaking while Tatiana read the message.
“So. Holding the orbitals. That’s our biggest problem.”
Tatiana looked up.
“Maybe not as big a problem as you think, at least not for the short term.”
“What do you mean?”
Tatiana smiled broadly.
“Your Admiral just sent us a message. It says it appears Zukra is concentrating his efforts on rebuilding the docks at Singheko and retrofitting his fleet with the new drives and weapons. So in the absence of any reaction from the Singheko to defend Deriko, she is bringing the fleet in to anchorage here for some R&R.”
Bonnie leaned back in her chair in total surprise.
“She’s bringing the entire fleet?”
“Evidently so,” replied Tatiana. “And she left a personal message for you at the end.”
“What? What did she say?”
“I’m not sure what it means. I think it must be idiomatic, something from some regional dialect of English I’ve never heard.”
“What?” asked Bonnie, impatient.
“It says, ‘Move over Rover and let a big dog in’.”
With that, and the laughter that followed, the council of war finally broke up. Bonnie bade goodnight to Tatiana and her staff, and Alina led her to a suite of rooms.
“I hope this will be satisfactory, Captain,” Alina said as she opened the door for Bonnie.
“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Bonnie answered. Alina held the door open and Bonnie entered. 
As the door closed behind her, Bonnie noticed bloodstains on the floor. Someone had attempted to clean them up, but Bonnie knew what they were.
“I don’t care,” she thought. “I know what they had to go through to capture this complex. That’s least of our problems right now.”
But before she could think what to do next, there was a knock on the door. Opening it, she found Baysig.
“May we speak briefly, Captain?” he asked in his growly but soft voice.
“Of course. Please come in.”
The big creature trundled into the room and managed to sit in one of the overstuffed chairs.
“I have a private message for your Admiral,” he began.
“Of course.”
“Months ago, when the Singheko invaded the Taegu system, about half the Taegu warships escaped after the battle. The survivors came to our system and warned us the Singheko were on the way. They told us they were retiring to a secret location to repair and refit - and decide their next steps.”
“I see.”
“Soon after, the Singheko invaded our system. We also tried to put up a defense, but we too were overwhelmed by the Singheko attack. But having had some forewarning from the Taegu, we managed to save about half our fleet also. That remnant of our navy also joined the Taegu survivors.”
Bonnie nodded as Baysig continued.
“The combined fleet has completed their repairs and refits and are now deciding what their next step will be.”
“Will you help us? Will you join forces with us?”
“It has not been decided. I am hopeful that such could occur, but that decision is in the hands of our civilian leadership with that fleet. And their decision will be based on an assessment of how effective you Humans can be in fighting the Singheko. But I felt it important that you know the situation.”
“Can we send a message to your command?”
Baysig smiled his gentle smile.
“That is why I am here. I am the only person on this planet who knows the location. If your Admiral will prepare a message, and provide me with a corvette, I will take it to them. However, there is a condition. I cannot reveal the location of the fleet. So you’ll have to give me the corvette, but I’ll have to provide a crew of all Taegu and Bagrami. No Humans can be aboard.”
“I think that’s a fair deal. Subject to my Admiral’s approval, we’ll have a message ready for you tomorrow morning.”
Baysig rose from his chair.
“It is an honor, Captain.”
“The honor is mine, Baysig. May I ask, do you have a rank in your military system?”
“I do,” Baysig said. “But if you don’t mind, I’ll keep that to myself for now. I serve as an impartial adviser to Tatiana and I don’t want her to have any concerns regarding ranks or positions. So if you don’t mind…”
“I understand. Thank you for coming.”
Baysig departed, leaving Bonnie standing in the middle of the room. Quickly she prepared a message to Rita, outlining the conversation with Baysig. She sent the message and confirmed receipt.
Then she had one more thing on her mind for tonight before she slept. She pulled out her comm and called Luke.
“We need to talk.”

      ***The morning light woke Bonnie at 6 AM local time. Maybe it wasn’t as bright as the Sun of Earth, being 50% farther away from the star; but it was bright enough, blasting through the window of her room like a searchlight.
She lay still for a moment, thinking, then reached out a hand.
Luke was still beside her. She felt him move at her touch, and knew he was awake.
It had been quite a reunion.
“How are you feeling, Commander Powell?” she asked. She always used his title when she wanted to tweak him, and he knew it.
“Sore in places I didn’t know I could get sore in, Captain Page,” he responded with a slight groan. “When you called and said we needed to talk, I thought we were just going to talk…”
Bonnie was still facing away from him in the bed.
“I guess things went a little beyond talking,” she smiled. Turning over, she put a hand on his chest.
“But we better get up and get moving. Rita will be coming down on the shuttle today, and we have an appointment with her at noon.”
Luke grunted and started getting out of bed. Reaching for his clothes, he started dressing, then paused and looked at Bonnie.
“Rita was cloned with at least half of her consciousness from you, right?  Your mind and feelings? So can you predict what she’ll do?”
Bonnie gave a negative shake of her head.
“Rita’s gone far beyond the initial consciousness she inherited from Jim and me. She’s a completely unique person now. Sometimes I can get a little insight into her, but mostly I have no idea what she’ll do.”
Luke mused aloud. 
“So maybe she’ll throw the book at me. The brig, the whole nine yards.”
“Or maybe not,” said Bonnie. “I just don’t know. But you would deserve the brig for what you did. You know that.”
Luke nodded.
“I know.”
“She may ship you back to Earth for a court-martial.”
Luke stopped dressing, looked at Bonnie.
“So we may not see each other for a while after today.”
A slow smile started building on Bonnie’s face.
“True. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”
Luke grinned.
“One more round before we go?”

      ***The EDF fleet had arrived in the night, sliding into orbital positions around Deriko, shutting their engines down to minimal power, and settling in for long-overdue repairs. The Merkkessa took a position in front of Dragon, positioned in geosynchronous orbit over Tatiana’s headquarters. Rita took a shuttle down early in the morning. By 9 AM she was in Tatiana’s conference room. 
Tatiana introduced her staff, as did Rita. 
Then they all sat and stared at each other over the tabletop, Tatiana sitting directly across from Rita.
Rita liked what she saw. A strong woman sat facing her. Young, to be sure. So incredibly young. But strong. It showed in her face and carriage. She sat straight yet relaxed in her chair, meeting Rita’s gaze steadily.
Rita’s own staff - Captain Dallitta, Captain Bekerose, Captain Tarraine and Captain Sato - were also in the conference room, sitting beside her. And her ever-present bodyguards Gabriel and Raphael stood by the door, never far from her side.
“You have done an extraordinary job, Ms. Powell,” Rita began. “It’s incredible. Starting from a cage of naked slaves you’ve put together an army and captured two - no, I’m sorry, three - complexes now. You are to be commended on your leadership.”
Tatiana shook her head slightly. 
“It’s all these folks, Admiral,” Tatiana said, indicating the members of her staff sitting beside her. “They take care of business.”
“That they do,” agreed Rita.
“And please, call me Tatiana. Or Tat if you like. That’s what my staff call me now. No respect at all, you know?” Tatiana gave a sideways look at her team, smiling hugely.
Rita laughed. 
“I know the feeling. I’ll go with Tatiana if that’s OK.”
There was a short, pregnant silence. Nobody wanted to dispel the good feeling between them. 
But it had to be done, and so with an inward sigh, Rita took the plunge.
“We have to face some grim realities here. Admiral Zukra is hard at work rebuilding his spacedock at Ridendo. As soon as he’s able, he’ll start retrofitting his ships with the new drives and the new gamma lance. Shortly after, he’ll be coming for us. And with reinforcements from Nidaria.”
The faces around the table turned more somber. Tatiana gave a slow, deliberate nod.
“That’s true. How long do you think we have?”
Rita glanced at Dallitta, who had done the analysis. Dallitta leaned forward to speak.
“Ten to twelve days to rebuild the spacedock, we think. Then he should be able to retrofit one ship every four days. We think he’ll retrofit a dozen ships before he attacks, so that would add another forty-eight days. Throw in a couple of days for re-supply and preparation and we’re looking at him attacking us in sixty days - two months.”
Tatiana looked back at Rita.
“I don’t know much about naval operations, but I assume you’ll be greatly outnumbered?”
Rita nodded. “Based on what we know right now, we’ll be outnumbered by about three or four to one. That’s based on what Zukra has now plus the Nidarian fleet we expect to arrive in a month or two.”
There was a bit of a silence. Nobody looked at the Nidarian officers in the room. But everyone was thinking about them. Bekerose stepped into the silence.
“Have no worries about the loyalty of the Nidarian contingent assigned to the EDF. There’s no love lost for Garatella and his unholy alliance with Zukra. I assure you that an alliance with the Singheko is not the desire of the Nidarian people. We have made our choice and we’ll be here when the missiles start flying.”
Rita nodded assent. 
“And I second that, Tatiana. Have no worries on that point.”
“So. What will you do, Admiral? Will you have to retreat out of the system again?”
Rita gave a grim smile that didn’t look like a smile at all.
“I intend to kill as many of the bastards as I possibly can, Tatiana. Retreating doesn’t help us at all. All that does is move the fight back to Earth. If I’m going to get my ass kicked, I’ll get it kicked here in their own backyard doing as much damage to them as I can. We must buy time for Earth to get up to speed, prepare infrastructure, build ships, train crews - all of that. And that takes time. Lots of time. So we’ll fight them here. 
“So…let’s not dress up the pig and tie a bow on it. We’re gonna get our asses kicked. But we’re not going to make it easy for them. Every ship we take out, every ship we damage, every Singheko we kill buys Earth a bit more time to get ready. So that’s what we’ll do.”
Tatiana looked across the table at Rita, steadily, one warrior queen to another.
“As will we, Admiral. You kill them in the sky, and we’ll kill them on the ground. They’ll know we were here.”

      ***At noon, there was a knock on Rita’s door.  Raphael stuck his head in to the temporary office Tatiana had provided for Rita.
“Captain Page and Commander Powell are here, milady,” he announced.
“Send them in, Raphael, thank you,” answered Rita.
Rita put her tablet down on the conference table as Bonnie and Luke entered. Both braced up and saluted as they got inside the door.
“Stand easy, folks,” said Rita. Rita waved them to seats beside her, Bonnie to her left and Luke to her right.
Rita had just finished a long meeting with Bekerose, Dallitta and Tarraine and - to keep her skill level up - had spoken Nidarian for the entire time. Although she was fluent, the constant use of so many sibilants was wearing on her. It was a relief to speak English again.
Rita picked up her tablet again but stopped and looked first at Luke, then at Bonnie, then back to Luke.
“First of all, Commander Powell, this is not a court-martial nor is it a court of inquiry.  This is an Admiral’s Mast. Are you clear on that?”
“Aye, milady,” answered Luke. Bonnie nodded.
“Your Captain has escalated this to me because her personal involvement with you prevents her from adjudicating the matter objectively. I will therefore decide if the matter proceeds to a full court-martial or if I can adjudicate it myself.”
Luke nodded again. “Understood, milady.”
“Very good,” said Rita, looking back to her tablet and reading the charge sheet. “An accusation has been made that you went absent without leave in the face of the enemy, to wit that you stowed away on a Marine AMAG, went to the surface of Deriko, and accompanied the Marines in the battle for the complex, neglecting your duties as XO of the Dragon for that period of time.”
Rita looked back at Luke.
“How do you answer that charge, Commander?”
“Guilty, milady,” responded Luke.
“I see,” Rita mused out loud. She looked back down at the tablet for a bit, reading, then looked over at Bonnie.
Bonnie knew Rita better than anybody in the world. Bonnie’s own memories and feelings had contributed more than half of Rita’s initial consciousness when Rita was cloned by the sentient starship Jade.
So despite all the changes Rita had undergone since - in spite of the uniqueness of Rita’s personality now - Bonnie was able to read Rita’s emotions in that moment, and what she saw was totally unexpected.
She’s trying not to smile, thought Bonnie in surprise. She finds it amusing that I got involved with my XO and he did this to me!
A glimmer of hope began in Bonnie’s breast. 
She had walked into this meeting assuming that Luke would be severely punished - removed from his position as XO of the Dragon, confined to the brig, and sent back to Earth in disgrace.
But what she saw in Rita’s face was something else.
Amusement. 
Understanding. 
“And you did this because your daughter was in danger and you were concerned about her?”
Luke agreed. “Yes, milady.”
“With no thought for your ship or your crew…”
“With many thoughts for my ship and my crew, milady. But I also knew Dragon was in good hands. The crew was well-trained and under a superior Captain, and the Dragon was in no immediate danger.”
Good, thought Bonnie. I was afraid he would just roll over and quit. I’m glad he’s standing up for himself.
“I see,” Rita voiced again, reading more on her tablet. Finally she finished and looked at Luke.
“Commander, by all rights I should bust you out of the EDF, confine you to the brig, and send you home on the next transport to Earth.”
Rita laid down her tablet.
“I’m not going to do that. We’re in a battle for our lives here. The EDF is still learning. We’re trying to get our feet under us and deal with a threat to our existence. I can’t afford to throw away a good officer because of one serious lapse in judgment. I conclude that losing your services at this point in time would be damaging to the EDF.
“Therefore, taking into account the facts as I understand them, including the fact that the crew of the Dragon is so well trained because of your effectiveness as XO, and the fact Dragon was not in active combat at the moment, I sentence you to continue to serve as XO of the Dragon until the Captain gets tired of you and kicks your ass off her ship.
“However - you are confined to quarters for three months, subject to the needs of your ship. You will be on half-pay for six months. And you will not, under any circumstances, leave the ship without the express consent of your Captain. Do you accept these conditions, Commander?”
A wave of relief washed over Luke.
I’ll still be with Bonnie.
“Yes, milady, and thank you.”
“Don’t thank me, Commander. You’ll be going back into combat soon enough, rather than home to Earth in a nice safe corvette.”
“Aye, milady.”
“Get out of here, Commander. I want to talk to your Captain.”
Luke stood, braced up, saluted, then turned smartly and left the room.
Rita looked at Bonnie, now allowing a slight smile to touch her lips.
“I can’t believe you, of all people, got involved with your XO.”
Bonnie shrugged.
“You got Jim,” Bonnie said, but with a smile.
Rita laughed.
“I’m not sure I got the best end of that deal,” she said. “All he ever does is climb in that Merlin and bug out. He can’t stand being stuck on the ship.”
“That’s not anything to do with you, though. That’s just Jim. He has to be out there doing something.”
“Yes, I know,” Rita sighed. “I ought to bust him down to Squadron Leader and replace him as CAG before he gets himself killed out there.”
Bonnie grinned.
“But you won’t.”
“No. I won’t. He’s done a fantastic job preparing the fighter Wing. They’re ready for anything. So I’ll let him lead from the front because that’s what he has to do. That’s who he is. But I don’t have to like it.”
Rita shook her head and picked up her tablet again. 
“So. To business. Our scouts shadowing the two Singheko expeditionary forces say they’re still at least five months away. That gives us a bit of breathing room here to continue to attrit Zukra’s fleet.
“He’s been quiet for the last few days, staying close to home. Working on his spacedock. Not even a corvette sent out to scout us.”
Rita brought up the tactical holo over the conference table. She pointed to Ridendo and the Nidarian corvette orbiting over the capital city, Mosalia.
“But this Nidarian corvette docked this morning, and I’m sure it’s trouble. Based on what Arteveld sent in his message, they’re undoubtedly a messenger from Garatella. I’m willing to bet more Nidarian warships can’t be far behind.”
Rita turned back to Bonnie.
“How long until Dragon is combat-ready?”
“She’s pretty busted up, Rita. I think a month.”
“Well, you’ve done yeoman work this entire campaign, Bonnie. I know your ship is hurt and your crew is tired. But if a Nidarian fleet enters the system, I need as much intel as I can get. And you’re the one I trust to get it right. So put together a scouting plan for me. I want a corvette or destroyer watching the Nidarian entry point twenty-four seven. Start with the least-damaged ship, rotate them on a two-week basis, I think. And put yourself last on the schedule, so that if possible, you’ll be the one on watch when the Nidarians arrive. I trust you the most to get it right when they come in.”
“Aye, milady,” replied Bonnie.
Rita rose. Bonnie followed. They stood looking at each other.
“Do you still love me?” asked Bonnie.
Rita gazed at her steadily.
“Always,” Rita said.
Then Admiral Rita Page turned on her heel and left.






  
  Arteveld Returns


300g. And full protection to 50% light speed!  
What a rush!
The Nidarian corvette Buccaret flew through the Black at 270,351,647 kph, one full light year from the Singheko system.
Zukra was ecstatic.
And now we have their gamma weapon. I can rake them from stem to stern.
With a sigh, he waved a hand at Captain Simmala.
“Bring us back down to standard velocity, Simmala. I’ve had my fun. We’ll wait here for your fleet to join us.”
“Aye, sir,” called Simmala. The whine of the engines changed as the Buccaret started decelerating back to a more reasonable speed. 
Sweat glistened off Zukra’s muzzle; just because Simmala had said the corvette would provide protection against space rocks up to 50% light speed didn’t fully convince Zukra. 
Because at 50% light speed, the energy liberated if they hit anything larger than a grain of sand would be that of a hydrogen bomb - if not more. Zukra shuddered at the thought of it. 
That little Nidarian bastard better be telling the truth, thought Zukra. Or I’ll show him what torture is.
Then a wry smile touched his mouth, his fangs coming out over his lips.
Except if he’s wrong, I’ll never get to torture him. We’ll both be reduced to atoms.
Zukra paced the bridge, growing ever more impatient as he watched the approach of the Nidarian fleet in the holo. When they were a couple of million klicks away, decelerating for rendezvous, he could wait no longer.
“Prepare the shuttle,” he ordered. “I’ll go over to the Ekkarra.”
“Aye, sir.” Simmala passed the order to his XO. Zukra continued his pacing until the XO returned to the bridge.
“Your shuttle is ready, sir,” he said.
Zukra growled an acknowledgment and headed to the shuttle. Soon Simmala felt the slight thud and lurch as the shuttle disconnected from the corvette and headed for the oncoming Nidarian fleet.
Good riddance, thought Captain Simmala. I hope I never have to deal with that asshole again.

      ***“Welcome to the Ekkarra, Admiral Zukra. I’m Admiral Tallatta.”
The Nidarian saluted crisply as Zukra stepped off the shuttle. He had spoken in Singheko.
That’s good, thought Zukra. At least I don’t have to speak Nidarian. I hate that language. It sounds like a bunch of snakes having a convention.
Zukra gave a perfunctory salute in response.
Another officer stood next to Admiral Tallatta. A commander.
“And you are?” Zukra asked, staring at him.
“I’m your liaison, Commander Mosseta.”
“Good enough. Let’s go to the bridge,” growled Zukra.
In the briefing room off the bridge, Zukra sat, waving Admiral Tallatta and Commander Mosseta to take a seat.
“Here’s the situation. The damn Humans have gotten themselves embedded in our system like ticks on a zeltid. They’ve got a good-sized rebellion in progress on the fourth planet, Deriko. In the last two months, they’ve captured over half the planet. Their fleet is sitting in orbit around the planet like they own the place. All our large expeditionary fleets are at least three months away from returning. So your arrival is timely.
“With your help, we can push these animals out of our system. Then I’ll take over the Singheko expeditionary fleets when they return. Then we’ll have everything we need to finish taking the entire Arm. Garatella and I will make a grand alliance!”
“Excellent,” said Tallatta. “That’s what we’re here for.”
Tallatta brought up a large holotank over the conference table.
“Where do we start?”
Zukra handed Simmala a recorded holo of the Singheko system as it had been when he departed. Simmala loaded it and Zukra pointed to the fourth planet.
“There are the Humans, sitting at anchorage around Deriko. They’ve been there for the two months it took me to convert my capital ships and my destroyers to the new drives and weapons.”
Tallatta studied the holo, expanding it until he could see the system clearly.
“And they only have two battlecruisers - four cruisers - seven destroyers, assorted corvettes? Doesn’t seem that tough to me,” said Raffara.
Zukra got angry.
“Try taking them on when they’ve got those damn gamma lances and you don’t, Captain. You’ll find it’s no picnic.”
Tallatta smiled.
“Well, we’ve got gamma lances now. What’s your fleet disposition?”
“I’ve got one cruiser still damaged from the last battle. That leaves me with two battlecruisers, three cruisers and three destroyers left. With your fleet, I’ll finally outnumber them and have equivalent weaponry. That’ll be a welcome change.”
“Good,” said Tallatta. He studied the holo some more. 
“I think these Humans will break and run as soon as they see our fleet come into the system, Admiral. This should be an easy battle.”
Zukra growled.
“They may surprise you, Tallatta. They seem to be a bit tougher than expected.”
“We’ll see. We’ll see what they do when our combined task force of four battlecruisers and six cruisers bears down on them.”

      ***There was a knock on Rita’s hatch. 
“Come!” she called.
And to her surprise, Captain Arteveld of the long-overdue corvette Corresse entered the room.
“Arteveld!” Rita exclaimed. “You’re here!” Rita jumped up from her desk and reached for the little Nidarian, bringing him into a hug. Then she abruptly let go and stepped back, suddenly remembering how the Nidarians avoided close personal contact.
But Arteveld smiled, understanding. 
“It’s good to see you too, Admiral. It’s been a long time.”
Rita stepped forward again, did a formal hand touch with Arteveld, then waved him to a chair in front of her desk. Returning to her seat, she smiled.
“I’m so glad you’re here, Captain Arteveld. I’ve missed you terribly.”
“And I, Admiral. I’m sorry for the delay. There was a little matter of escaping from Garatella’s prison first.”
“Yes. Tell me about that, please.”
“Not much to tell. We arrived at Nidaria, I reported to Garatella and told him you had pushed the Singheko out of Earth’s solar system. I gave him your messages and the plans for the fast drives we copied from Dragon. He smiled, thanked me for my service, and had me arrested.”
Rita shook her head. 
“That asshole.”
Arteveld nodded. 
“Myself and my entire crew were held incommunicado in prison. There were a lot of rumors swirling around. One of them was that Garatella was forming an alliance with Zukra. I heard about an underground movement forming to oppose that - most Nidarians hate the Singheko with a passion and would never support such an alliance. 
“After six months, I managed to make contact with this new underground movement. They arranged to break a dozen of us out of the prison, enough to form a skeleton crew for the Corresse. We captured her in orbit and I sent you the ansible message. Then we took off for Singheko as fast as we could fly, with a dozen destroyers on our heels. But we outran them, and here we are!”
Rita smiled.
“Thank the Creator you’re here, Arteveld. I really need your support and advice right now. I guess you’ve heard what we’re up against.”
“Aye, milady. Zukra’s Home Fleet, retrofitted with the fast drives and the gamma lance. And the Nidarian expedition sent by Garatella can’t be far behind me.”
“Yes, we expect them any day now.” Rita leaned forward over her desk.
“Captain Arteveld, I believe you are well overdue for promotion, is that not true?”
Arteveld smiled.
“That’s not for me to say, milady.”
“Well, it’s for me to say, and I’m saying it. I’m giving you the destroyer Riadda. Her captain and XO were injured in our last battle with Zukra and we’ve had to evacuate them back to Earth. Can you take command today?”
Arteveld smiled broadly. 
“Not a problem, Admiral!” 
“Good. And can you and Flo make dinner tonight?”
“Aye, milady.”
“Excellent,” smiled Rita. “I’ve missed you terribly, both of you. See you at six?”
“Aye, milady, we’ll be here.”
Rita rose. 
“Then go check out your new ship, Captain,” she smiled. 
Arteveld rose and saluted, turned on his heel, and departed. As he left, Bekerose rushed into Rita’s office, his face dark.
“That Nidarian corvette that was in orbit around Ridendo? It left early this morning, their time. Headed out toward the Nidarian entry point.”
Rita looked at him, her face turning as solemn as his.
“Well, I assume that means Zukra’s gone out to rendezvous with the Nidarian fleet somewhere close by. Making their final plans.”
“That would be my thought, milady,” answered Bekerose.
“Button up the fleet, then. Let’s get ready for them. Recall all personnel, stop all maintenance, prepare for departure.”
“Aye, milady.”
Leaving the room, Bekerose winked at Raphael as he went out the hatch. Everyone knew that Dallitta was pregnant. The Nidarian Marine was the picture of the proud husband, all smiles whenever anyone mentioned his impending fatherhood.
Rita watched the mini drama as the hatch closed behind Bekerose. The thought that came into her mind couldn’t be suppressed.
I hope they live long enough for that baby to be born.

      ***The Nidarian fleet entered the system at 0215 ship time. Bonnie and Luke were sleeping soundly in Bonnie’s cabin when the alarm went off on the command channel, sounding in their implanted comms automatically.
It was a rude awakening.
<Priority alert. Nidarian fleet entering the system, 15 AU from star, accel 280g>
Bonnie snapped awake, hitting her head in the cramped confines of the bed.  It was never meant to be shared between two persons.
“Ouch. Shit!” she cried, rubbing her head.
Luke automatically rolled out of bed, grabbed his clothes, and started dressing, talking as he went.
“15 AU. So about 1 AU in front of us, relative,” he said.
Bonnie moved to the edge of the bed and sat, naked, still rubbing the back of her head. Luke grabbed her uniform trousers and pitched them to her.
Bonnie caught them and glared.
“You don’t mind if I wear underwear, do you, Commander?” she growled.
“Not at all,” grinned Luke. 
He pulled clean underwear out of her wardrobe and tossed them to her.
“Thank you.” Bonnie pulled the underwear on, slid her trousers over them, and stood up. She went to her wardrobe and started pulling on additional clothing, talking as she did so.
<Dragon, priority message to Merkkessa on ansible. Nidarian fleet enters system at 15 AU. Include coordinates, vectors, fleet makeup, preliminary ship configurations, etc. Any questions?”
<No questions. Information compiled. Information sent via ansible. Acknowledgment received from Merkkessa>
Luke gave Bonnie a final look as he completed dressing and headed for the hatch.
“See you on the bridge, Captain.”
“Get us moving into position behind them to shadow them,” said Bonnie as he departed.
“Aye, mum,” responded Luke.

      ***Ten minutes later Bonnie stood on the bridge, assessing the holo.
Luke had got Dragon moving already. They were accelerating at 300g toward the Nidarian fleet far in front of them.
“They’re probably going to see us at this accel,” Luke noted.
“Maybe they will, maybe they won’t,” said Bonnie. “Remember, these faster drives are new to them. They may not have worked out every nuance of how to use them and how to detect them from a distance. But even if they see us, I don’t care. We have to shadow them and keep Rita informed.”
“Aye, mum,” said Luke.
Bonnie moved to her command chair and sat, marveling at Luke’s capacity for juggling his two roles.
He’s truly a wonder. He can go from lover in my bed to the perfect XO in seconds. He never gets upset on the bridge. He maintains a perfect decorum, always following protocol in front of the crew.
Bonnie smiled inwardly.
Although it’s not like we’re fooling anybody. I know better than that. Everyone on the ship knows we’re an item.
And I don’t care anymore.
“Dragon, what’s our merge time?” asked Bonnie.
<Time to merge 21.7 hours>
“It’ll take forever to catch them at this rate,” said Luke.
“No problem,” said Bonnie. “We don’t know where they’re going anyway. They may go to Ridendo or they may start a direct attack on Rita at Deriko. Once we get a read on their intentions, we’ll boost up to catch them.”
“Singheko Home Fleet is moving out from Ridendo, mum!” called Rachel at Tactical. “Vector for Deriko!”
Luke smiled at Bonnie.
“Well, that answers that question,” he said. “They’re going to meet Zukra at Deriko and attack Rita.”
Bonnie heaved a long sigh.
“You know what that means.”
Luke nodded.
“Back to overboost to catch them up,” he said.
“Yeah. But as long as they don’t change accel, we’ve got the entire distance from here to Deriko to catch them up. Roughly 17.5 AU. Dragon, what accel is required to catch them up about one-half AU before Deriko?”
<Assuming they maintain present accel to 50% light, coast for a half AU, and decel at 300g for combat, Dragon requires plus 2g for 2.8 hours>
“Dragon, send all intel to Merkkessa via ansible and let Merkkessa know we’re going to overboost for a while.”
<All available intel sent to Merkkessa via ansible. Merkkessa acknowledges>
“Very good,” said Bonnie. “Dragon, issue high g warning to crew for 2g, 2.8 hours.”
<<STAND BY FOR HIGH G MANEUVERS.  2G FOR TWO POINT EIGHT HOURS. STAND BY FOR HIGH G MANEUVERS. 2G FOR TWO POINT EIGHT HOURS>
The klaxon was deafening in the quiet bridge. Bonnie let it ring for a minute, then irritably issued a command.
“Dragon, shut off that damn klaxon.”
<Klaxon off>
The quiet was a blessing. Bonnie leaned forward in her chair, talking to Luke.
“Anyone who didn’t hear that is so sound asleep the high g won’t bother them anyway. Let’s catch up to these bastards.”
“Dragon, take us to plus 2g for 2.8 hours,” called Luke.
<302g for 2.8 hours>
“Dragon, what’s our new merge time?”
<Time to merge is now 14.9 hours>
Bonnie felt the g forces start to come in as Dragon slowly accelerated past the limit of the compensator. She tightened her straps and looked at Luke. He looked back at her, the hint of a smile on his lips.
Somehow, they both knew it. In fact, every person in the crew knew it. 
This would be the last battle with Zukra.






  
  A Damn Good Scrap


“Well, what do you think, folks? I know what I’ve said up to this point. I’ve said we’re going to fight them. But staring down the face of a fleet with twice our firepower, I’m going to pose the question to you again. Do we run or do we fight?” 
Rita pointed to the holo over the conference table. Zukra’s fleet advanced toward them from Ridendo while the Nidarian fleet came in from outsystem. If they stayed at Deriko, they would be sandwiched between the two fleets. And they were outnumbered by more than two to one now. 
Bekerose rubbed his chin. “It all depends on how good the Nidarians are with their new weapons. They haven’t had much time to train.”
“But if they are any good at all, they’ll cut us to pieces,” Tarraine pointed out.
Dallitta objected. 
“But if we run now, everyone on Deriko is dead. They won’t leave a single one alive to tell the story.”
“We can’t leave them,” said Jim. “We have to fight.”
Rita bowed her head for a moment, lost in thought. Then she slowly got up from the briefing table and walked to the back of the room. 
Everyone was completely silent. Everyone knew what was at stake.
Their Admiral had to make a hard decision - one that could well determine if they lived or died today.
Standing alone at the back of the room, Admiral of the Black Rita Page ignored her command team, staring at the wall.
On the wall was a picture of a P-51 Mustang fighter from World War II. Jim had brought it aboard, one of his mementos.
Rita focused on it, trying to make a final decision.
She had faced many desperate situations since she took command of the fleet. But never had so much been at stake.
If they fought and lost, there was nothing standing between the Singheko and Earth.
If she retreated in the face of the task force coming at them, everyone on Deriko would die - every Human, every Taegu, every Bagrami. And to her knowledge, there were at least 96,000 Humans on the planet below. Probably twice that many Taegu and Bagrami.
Death is my business, thought Rita. I should be used to it by now. But you never get used to it. It never stops hurting.
So do I retreat - and condemn 300,000 sentient creatures here on Deriko to death?
And if so, where do we make a stand against these bastards?  At Earth?  
They won’t waste any time chasing us back there. They’ll be back at Earth blasting away at us in a matter of weeks.
So all I accomplish by retreating is to move the battle from Deriko to Earth.
Better to make our stand here. Kill as many of these fuckers as we can right now. Buy a little bit more time. Maybe the UN can get their shit together, build enough ships to defend Earth - if we can hurt these bastards enough, make them think twice about going back there.
Rita swung round to the group, her eyes flashing.
“We will fight. However, we’re going to try a ploy first. We’ll pretend to run. Bekerose, I need a well-developed plan for how far we should run before we turn around and come back at them. I’d like to let them detach a couple of ships into orbit around Deriko here if they will. Even a slight decrease in their firepower would help us.”
The grins around the table told Rita she had made the decision they wanted.
The glint in Bekerose’ eye was evident. 
“Aye, milady. We’ll run, and make it look real. My prediction is they’ll detach a bombardment force here at Deriko to start blasting the rebels on the planet again. The rest of them will pursue us. So we’ll give them just enough time to split their force, then we’ll turn on them. How does that sound?”
Rita smiled at him.
“You are a devious fellow, Bekerose, has anyone ever told you that?”
“Yes, Admiral, I believe you told me that some time ago.”
Rita sat back down, relieved now that the final decision was made. She spoke to the air, making a call to Bonnie via an ansible connection.
“Bonnie - do you think they’ve detected you?”
“I don’t think so, milady. At least they’ve given no sign of it.”
“In that case, try to attack into the rear of the Nidarians right about the time we merge. You never know, you might get lucky.”
“I’m lovin’ it,” responded Bonnie.
Rita looked down the table at Jim.
“Commander Carter, you’ll launch your fighters at the last minute, because I want it to look like we’re running for Earth. You won’t have much time to get your squadrons out and formed up.”
Jim took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. 
“Yes, milady, we’ll do it,” he said.
Now it had all been set into motion.
“Merkkessa, status report on the enemy?” she asked the empty air.
<The enemy fleet is 3.2 hours from Deriko> reported Merkkessa. 
“OK, people, let’s be about it. We don’t have much time!”
With a scrunching of chairs, the group rose and exited the briefing room.
As they left, Rita sat silently, lost in thought.
I have just sent everyone I love into a battle we can’t survive.

      ***Four hours later, Rita sat on her Flag Bridge, Dallitta beside her, and listened as Merkkessa’s AI gave them a running commentary on the progress of the enemy fleet and their countdown to turnaround.
Bekerose’ prediction had come true. As Rita’s fleet accelerated away from Deriko - pretending to flee - Zukra detached a cruiser and two destroyers to enter orbit around Deriko and start a new bombardment of Tatiana’s rebels. The rest of his fleet continued after them, overboosting at a crushing 307g, making one last desperate attempt to catch Rita’s fleet before it escaped the system.
Except the Humans had no intention of escaping the system. They would turn and engage Zukra in a matter of minutes now. 
Bekerose and his team had calculated the parameters carefully. There was a “sweet spot” where they could turn and engage Zukra, and the cruiser and destroyers at Deriko would not be able to come out and join the battle in time.
<Two minutes from mark>
Rita gnawed at her lip.
It was going to be a close-run thing. She could feel it. 
“Merkkessa, what’s the time to merge?”
<Time to merge is 2 minutes after mark, 4 minutes total>
“Where’s Bonnie?” she asked
<Captain Page and Dragon are 3.5 minutes from merge>
Rita thought about Bonnie, coming up behind the Nidarians to intercept them 30 seconds before Rita’s merge.
At best, Bonnie would surprise them, distract them, maybe even damage a capital ship.
At worst, she’d die in the attempt.
<Sixty seconds to mark>
The klaxon started, warning the crew of an imminent overboost. 
Rita tightened her straps. 
<Mark>
Rita felt a bit of Coriolis force as the ship started turning end-over-end, to put the gamma lance and the larger array of missile tubes to the enemy.
The warning for violent maneuvers came, sent by the AI over every speaker and comm on the ship.
<WARNING - STRAP DOWN, LIE DOWN. VIOLENT MANEUVER IN SIXTY SECONDS. WARNING - STRAP DOWN, LIE DOWN. VIOLENT MANEUVER IN SIXTY SECONDS>
The klaxon started a special, rarely heard singsong that meant only one thing.
If you were not strapped down or lying down, you were about to die.
There was a nearly instantaneous change from 1g of force to zero g. 
Then she felt the g-forces build up again as Merkkessa switched from accel to decel - and this time the g forces didn’t stop at 1g. The fleet overboosted to +8g, pushing them down hard into their chairs with the force of eight times their body weight as the entire fleet decelerated to go back and face Zukra. The brutal acceleration was their best chance to get back to him before he could fully prepare for their attack.
Anyone who wasn’t strapped down hard into their seats or lying flat somewhere is probably dead now.
Rita managed to turn her head - slowly - and look at Dallitta. 
Nothing was said. Dallitta knew what she wanted.
What a fantastic aide, Rita thought. Tarraine really knew what he was doing when he sent Dallitta my way.
She missed Tarraine terribly. Having the calm, logical Nidarian at her side had been one of her greatest comforts.
But Tarraine was captain of the cruiser Daeddam now, running a hundred klicks to her left, part of the EDF front line.
Dallitta read numbers off her screen and managed to grunt them out to Rita.
“Casualty report, milady. Two dead, ten injured in the turnaround.”
Rita didn’t bother to acknowledge. It was impossible under the g-force anyway.
But it wasn’t as bad as she had expected. 
Two dead. Ten injured. But nothing we can do about it now. We can’t even move them to sickbay with this decel on. They’ll have to lie where they are until we reduce back to standard.
Until it was time to go to work.

      ***Tatiana and Marta had talked about it.
Their future was not bright. Rita and her fleet would be heavily outnumbered. As far as Tatiana was concerned, Rita’s plan to fight the combined fleet of Zukra and the Nidarians was suicide.
And once Rita’s fleet pulled out, the Singheko would waste no time resuming their bombardment of the planet.
Neither Tatiana nor Marta wanted to die huddled in the tunnels again, waiting for a lucky strike from the bombardment to collapse the walls around them and bury them in concrete.
So for the last months as Rita repaired her fleet and they waited for the Singheko to come out after them, they had continued to march east, attacking complex after complex, freeing thousands more slaves. Doing what they had vowed to do until they died.
Killing Singheko.
And thus when the Singheko cruiser and her escorting destroyers slid back into orbit around Deriko and started firing missiles and kinetics at the Bravo-Two complex once more, almost nobody was there.
They had left a small force behind to create the illusion of an active military installation, full of troops and equipment, with comms broadcasting a false narrative centered around a demoralized force lacking food and water, and enduring death and disease killing thousands.  
None of which was true.
Tatiana and Marta, with the majority of the army, were three hundred kilometers farther east, fighting Singheko in the tunnels of the ninth complex they had attacked so far. 
“Marta! I’m getting pushed back up the ramp!” Tatiana called over her comm.
Enemy fire was a continual clatter of bullets chipping pieces off the concrete ceiling overhead as Tatiana and her troops retreated back up the ramp. 
They had gotten their assault plans down to a fine art; but evidently this bunch of Singheko hadn’t read the memo. They were putting up a fine resistance. Tatiana’s company was taking a lot of casualties.
“Coming up behind them now, Tat. Hang in there!” she heard from Marta.
As usual in their planning, Tatiana’s rebels had engineered a secret entrance into the underground tunnels on the outskirts of the complex. From that concealed entrance, a demolition team had gone in at 3 AM to set charges that would block access to the armory and the exit from the barracks.
But this group of Singheko had figured it out. When the charges blew at 6 AM this morning, it bothered them not a bit. They had exited the barracks in the night and camped out at the bottom of the ramp into the tunnels, with their heavy weapons already removed from the armory and ready to go. 
We got complacent, thought Tatiana. I got complacent. I didn’t think they had any comms left with the other complexes; but somehow they did. They found out how we were doing it.
And so this morning when Marta and her force of a thousand Ampato had entered their newly completed “secret” entrance to the tunnels, a large force of Singheko had been waiting for them. 
Both Marta and Tatiana had been stalemated, each blocked by a thousand Singheko with heavy weapons.
Tatiana had been forced to send in her reserves, another 500 soldiers, to break Marta out of her position and allow her to resume her advance into the tunnels.
But now things were looking a little better. If Marta had broken free and was coming up behind the force facing Tatiana, then it was just a matter of time. They would have the Singheko caught in a crossfire. 
And even as she thought it, she heard a change in the firing. In the far distance, she heard yelling as the Singheko realized Marta had got behind them. The volume of fire coming up the ramp at Tatiana’s forces diminished rapidly.
“Let’s get them!” yelled Tatiana, rising to a crouch and charging forward. A thousand throats behind her let out a cry as they followed her, boiling down the ramp and into the tunnels, crushing the Singheko resistance in front of them. 
It was bloody work. Soldiers dropped beside her, behind her, but Tatiana kept running at the enemy, firing until the barrel of her rifle was so hot smoke curled off it. And still she kept firing, changing magazines, charging ahead, leading her company deeper into the tunnels.
Until suddenly and unexpectedly, there were no more Singheko to fight. 
In a kind of wonderment, Tatiana turned, taking in the scene. Hundreds of bodies littered the floor in every direction. The vast majority were Singheko; but there were plenty of her own troops mixed in.
Then Tatiana Powell sank to the floor, sitting stupefied in the aftermath of battle. She let the rifle sink to the floor beside her, the barrel now glowing from the heat. Beside her, she felt others come up and sit with her while a platoon forged ahead, making sure there were no dangers lurking in the darkened tunnels. She heard occasional rifle shots as some wounded Singheko decided to go out fighting rather than surrender, but the sound of them steadily receded. Finally, after some time, she turned to see who was sitting beside her.
Mikhail smiled back at her, as she expected. She knew he had not left her side for the entire battle. On his other side, Norali was speaking into her comm, a strange expression on her face. Then Norali put the comm down and lifted her head to look at Tatiana. Two tears rolled down her cheeks. She made no effort to wipe them away.
Tatiana felt a premonition. She willed it away, but it wouldn’t go. 
It can’t be.
“Who?” she managed to whisper. 
But she knew. She knew it like she knew her own name.
Norali just looked at her. She couldn’t say it.
And so Tatiana knew. She got up, silent, and started walking, Mikhail and Norali behind her, Woderas following, a silent and grieving parade. They walked a good half-mile to where Marta’s body lay neatly arranged on the floor of the tunnel, her hands crossed across her chest.
She looked peaceful, finally at rest. It was hard for Tatiana to see clearly through her tears, but it seemed that the scar on Marta’s face was nearly gone at last. The scar that Tatiana had given her that first day they met, when their destinies had become intertwined forever.
Tatiana knelt beside her, leaned forward, put her hands on Marta’s shoulders, and kissed her. Then she stayed, kneeling, her forehead pressed against Marta’s, and cried.

      ***<1 minute to merge>
Rita looked around the bridge of the Merkkessa. The overboost had ended a minute earlier, the pressure on their bodies back to a normal 1g as they prepared for battle. During the previous minute, Jim had launched his fighter wing from the port and starboard sortie decks, formed up, and boosted hard toward the enemy. 
Bekerose was at his command chair, intently studying the ships coming at them, while beside her Dallitta was doing the same.
In the holo she saw Jim’s attack wing tear into the Singheko fighters, a furball of fighters and missiles and gamma pulses that moved so fast it was hard to make out what exactly was occurring.
And behind the Nidarian fleet, boring in like an arrow, was Dragon.
“Merkkessa, what’s Dragon’s status?”
<Dragon will merge in 18.5 seconds>
Bekerose looked over at her.
“They should see her about now,” he said.
And even as he spoke, Rita saw the Nidarian flagship jerk hard to one side in an evasive maneuver.
In the front screen, enemy ships that had been invisible in the inky background of space were suddenly illuminated by the harsh glare of point defense lasers and anti-missiles launching as Dragon came into range.
A long spear from Dragon’s gamma lance burst into view.
A large explosion lit up the back of the Nidarian flagship as the gamma lance struck home.
Then Dragon was gone, her speed taking her away at just short of six million kph. It would take her 19 minutes to decelerate and come back to the battle.
“Damage assessment on the Nidarian flagship!” barked Rita.
Dallitta worked her sensor net.
“A good hit on her rear…but no change in her decel. If anything, we may have taken out a missile tube or two. But that’s all.”
“Well, I hope that Nidarian Admiral shit his pants,” said Rita with a fierce grin.
“That partially answers one question,” called Bekerose from his command chair. “His crew didn’t manage to get off a gamma lance shot at Dragon. They reacted too slowly. If that had been our crew, they would definitely have got one on her before she was out of range.”
Rita nodded.
“So not as well trained as we are. Let’s hope all their crews are like that.”
<Merge in fifteen seconds> called Merkkessa.
Rita tightened her shoulder straps again nervously. She stared at the holo as if she could bore a hole through it with her eyes. 
At 4,500 kilometers, both sides fired every gamma lance they had. Space lit up with the fierce glow of holes punched in a half-dozen ships. Pieces of warships flew in all directions. Hundreds, possibly thousands of sentient creatures were killed on both sides as compartment after compartment was opened to space, resulting in instant loss of atmosphere.
Rita’s fleet was lucky - as bad as the damage was, none of her ships lost power or weapons. But two Singheko destroyers did lose engine power, causing them to lose their deceleration instantly. 
As in all space battles, this didn’t cause them to fall behind their fleet - it caused them to shoot ahead, flashing through their own fleet and then through the Human fleet, targets not worth shooting at anymore.
<Five seconds to missile range> called the AI.
And now we’ll see. How many more of my people do I kill today?
With a rumble that sounded like an old car driving over a washboard road, the Merkkessa flushed her first volley of missiles at the enemy.
<Missiles away. Enemy firing. Incoming missiles. Impact in ten seconds>
Rita heard the anti-missiles go out, a long, drawn out “whoosh” that told her Merkkessa’s crew were firing everything they had to fend off the incoming barrage. The pulse cannon on the hull outside vibrated the entire ship as they targeted the incoming.
<Impact in five seconds> called the AI.
Rita heard the point defense shredders start up, the “whirring” sound clearly audible even through the layers of hull between her and the weapons. There was a “chuff, chuff” sound as the electronic warfare systems sent out clouds of decoys and chaff to confuse the enemy missiles.
<Two seconds>
She grabbed the arms of her chair tightly and stared at Bekerose, their eyes meeting across the bridge in silent understanding.
Death was coming at them, and the fates would decide who lived and who died.






  
  Cornered


It felt to Rita like a car wreck. Something she had never experienced personally - but which was in the memories she inherited from Jim and Bonnie. Then there was a long, grinding, tearing sound, almost like a combination of grease frying on a hot stove coupled with someone feeding aluminum foil into an electric fan. 
A wave of intense heat washed over her. She turned her face away and instinctively held her hand up for protection.
The pressure alarm went off, a loud ding-ding-ding that meant the compartment had been holed and was losing air.
Rita saw several of the crew rise from their consoles and run to the back side of the bridge. Turning, she saw a large tear in the back wall. Smoke and dust departed through it in a rush, telling her that’s where the pressure loss was occurring.
Gabriel, her bodyguard, had been standing by the rear hatch. She saw him on the floor now, unconscious. 
<Second volley away> called Merkkessa over the command channel.  <Second enemy volley inbound>
Returning her gaze to the holo tank, Rita realized the Merkkessa had finished turning end over end, putting her nose back toward the enemy. And she saw the large array of missiles headed toward them.
She ignored them. It wasn’t her job to manage the Merkkessa. That was up to Bekerose and his crew.
It was her job to manage the entire fleet.
Studying the plot, she noted three of her ships were losing way, falling out of formation. The corvette Wesker and two destroyers were out of the battle.
The damaged ships moved away from the battle, and fast, as they lost engine power and could no longer decelerate to stay with the fleet.
Then the impact of the second volley of Singheko missiles knocked the Merkkessa hard to one side. There was a smash of acceleration as the inertial compensator failed, putting the engines into emergency mode - automatically limiting them to 5g in microseconds, but a 5g that was fully felt. Rita was crushed back into her seat, her weight more than 500 pounds now.
The bridge went dark as all the lights went out. The emergency battle lamps flicked on, bathing the bridge in red light. 
Rita’s console was dark, and the holotank was gone.
They were blind.
There were two emergency backup consoles, battery powered, one on the left side of the bridge and one on the right. 
She had to get to one of them.
Rita unbuckled and tried to stand, but it was impossible under the g-force still on the ship.
At least the compensator failsafe worked properly, thought Rita. Otherwise we’d be jelly now.
She slid off her chair and down to the floor. On her hands and knees, she crawled off the raised platform of the Flag bridge, across the deck of the main bridge, and over to the emergency console. She saw Bekerose also crawling on the floor, headed for the other emergency console.  She noted Dallitta behind her, following her, and Lt. Carlson crawling toward the electrical panel at the back of the bridge.
It looks like a nursery full of crawling babies, Rita thought wryly.
Reaching her destination, Rita was barely able to pull herself into the chair and buckle up. She hit the emergency touchscreen and it came to life.  By default, it came up in tactical view, showing a 2d representation of the space around her and the disposition of all ships known to the sensors.
Zukra’s fleet was now out of weapons range, moving farther away. He had turned end over end to put his primary weapons facing the EDF fleet and was decelerating at 307g, to come back for a second pass.
Her own fleet was doing the same, continuing their decel at 304g, also having turned end over end.
But the Merkkessa was out of the fight. Her decel at only 5g compared to the rest of the fleet’s 304g left her streaking away from them at more than 65,000 klicks per hour, a velocity that was increasing by 2,892 meters per second every second.
In ten minutes, she would be 885,000 klicks away from the rest of her fleet, zooming through space in the opposite direction.
“Dallitta, what’s the enemy damage assessment?”
“They lost two destroyers, milady.”
“And us?”
“We lost two cruisers, two destroyers, milady. And of course, the Merkkessa is out of action.”
Rita grimaced.
We lost that exchange.
“Which cruisers did we lose?”
Dallitta hesitated. She looked up.
She knew this was going to hurt her admiral. But she had to say it.
“The Qupporre, milady. And the Daeddam.”
The Daeddam.
Tarraine, breathed Rita silently. Oh, no, not Tarraine. Not my rock of ages…
“Merkkessa, do you have comms to the rest of the fleet?”
<Yes>
<Orders to Captain Sato on Asiana. Take command of the fleet, hammer away at them. Rita out.”
<Orders sent. Acknowledged>

      ***“Damra, do you see what I see?”
“I see their flagship careening away with damaged engines, sir.”
“Exactly! I want that ship, Damra! To hell with the rest of the fleet - let the Nidarians mop them up!  Charge that ship, Damra!”
“Aye, sir.”
With a whine, the Ambush changed vector, pulling out of formation and heading directly for the distant Merkkessa.
“Sir, we have an overheat on Engine #4 where that missile impacted,” called Captain Agrod.
“I don’t care!” screamed Zukra. “Keep it at 100 percent!”
“Sir, if we keep it at 100 percent, the engine may explode and destroy the ship!”
Zukra heaved a large sigh.
“Alright Captain, have it your way.”
Captain Agrod waved at his engineer, who pulled the throttle back on engine #4 to 75 percent. The Ambush decreased acceleration.
It was still more than enough to catch the Merkkessa.
“Message from Admiral Tallatta, Admiral. He wishes to know your intentions, as you have pulled away from the formation.”
“Tell him to continue on and smash the Humans,” ordered Zukra. “I’m going to capture their flagship.”
“Message sent, Admiral.”
Zukra waved a hand in dismissal, studying the holo.
We should catch up to them in ten minutes. Then I will have this Human admiral at last.
A thought occurred to him. A delicious thought.
First I’ll torture her and find out everything she knows. I’ll do it slowly. I’ll make sure it takes days.  Weeks.  Maybe months.
Then I’ll put her in the arena for a game. I’ll humiliate her in front of the crowd, then chop her head off.
That’s exactly what I’ll do.

      ***The Merkkessa’s damaged engines had finally stopped completely, so they were at zero g now. 
Somehow, Lt. Carlson had managed to get the holotank back in operation. The quality of the display was poor. The damage to the electronics had left the holotank fuzzy, out of focus.
What Rita saw there didn’t cheer her up much. The Singheko flagship Ambush was bearing down on them, clearly intent on capturing them or putting them away once and for all.
Behind the Ambush, she could see the rest of her fleet heavily engaged with the enemy. The second pass had been completed, and the two fleets were battling it out at close range now. Another EDF cruiser - the Artemis - was out of action. It was little comfort to her that the Artemis had taken down a Singheko cruiser before she was punched out. The two inert cruisers drifted in space, sided by side, pockmarked with holes that went completely through their hulls. 
It would be a slugfest until one side or the other left the battlefield.
Or until one side had no ships left.
“Dallitta. Can you see Jim’s fighters anywhere on your screen?”
Dallitta leaned forward and peered at her own display.
“I think…I think that’s them on the other side of the Daeddam wreck. Between the Daeddam fragments and the Singheko.”
Rita stared at the holo anew. She could just barely make out a smudge in the out-of-focus holotank.
Good. He’s still alive. Still fighting.
“Do you want to comm him, milady?”
“No, thank you, Dallitta.”
I don’t want to talk to him right now. I don’t want to have to say goodbye.
<Message from Commander Sato. Coming to you, hang in there> called Merkkessa over the command channel.
“What?” Rita looked back at the holo.
In the distance, the EDF fleet had started moving back toward the Merkkessa, fighting a rear-guard action as they came.
“No!” cried Rita. “I don’t want this!”
She comm’d Sato.
“Captain Sato! What are you doing?”
“Coming to fetch you, Admiral. Can you get Merkkessa underway again?”
“No, Sato, no!  You know better than this! Leave us!”
“Sorry, milady. You put me in charge of the fleet, remember? Try to get your engines up. See you soon.”
Rita yelled at the comm, but Sato was gone.
Why? Why is he doing this?
After a moment, Rita realized the answer.
None of us are getting out of this system alive. 
He just wants us to be together when we die.






  
  Silent Arrow


Jim broke hard down and right as another enemy missile came at him. He hit the button to spray chaff behind him and prayed. Somehow - he wasn’t sure how - the deadly missile failed to get a direct hit, exploding behind, knocking the Merlin to one side and spraying shrapnel all over the exterior like gravel on a tin roof.  
But he survived. Somehow.
They had been fighting non-stop for fifteen minutes; Jim’s gamma lance had failed, the system holed by a shell fragment. He had one missile left, a hang-fire that refused to leave the rails. And now he had expended the last of his chaff, dodging the vast array of missiles the Singheko fleet sent at them. 
Jim took a quick look at the status indicators on the side of the cockpit. He groaned.
He had managed to scrape together 74 fighters for this battle.  Now only 42 were left. The battlefield was littered with smoking hulks, most of them spinning aimlessly. Some pilots had managed to eject; but there was no way to rescue them. 
And they would probably not be rescued at all. He didn’t think the Singheko would bother to save Human pilots merely to put them in a prison.
OK. It is what it is. Let’s kill some more of them before they take us out.
Jim spun the Merlin around, searching the battlefield for another target. It was then he noticed the Merkkessa, far off and moving away fast, trailing fluids and vapor from her engines.
She’s down, he thought. No engines, out of action.
Without hesitation, Jim called over his comm.
“Raiders, make for the Merkkessa, give her some support!”
With a wrench on his sidestick, he jerked the Merlin around and took a vector toward the damaged flagship. He accelerated to +8g momentarily, trying to get the Merlin moving. The remnant of his Raiders fell in behind him. 
Gritting his teeth, he held the overboost as long as possible.
I’m the oldest pilot in the Wing. If I can take it, so can they.
But finally the force of eight times his body weight was no longer tolerable. He felt the familiar black tunnel starting as his g-suit could no longer force blood to his brain. He backed off first to +6g, then when he felt the black curtain of unconsciousness starting to fold around him again, he knocked it back down to +4g. By then, it was time to decelerate if he wanted to rendezvous with the Merkkessa. 
And the Ambush. He could see the Singheko flagship approaching the Merkkessa, close now. Zukra wasn’t firing at the broken EDF flagship, though. 
He wants to take her alive. He wants my Rita alive. 
Jim slammed the sidestick to one side, causing the Merlin to go into a vicious rotation, spinning like a dart on its way to a dartboard.
I need to free up that jammed missile.
The status light on his Weapons board remained amber, showing the missile still hung on the rails. Jim ramped his acceleration down a bit and called on his comm.
“Raider Two, take over lead. I’ve got a jammed missile. Hit Zukra’s flagship, try to drive him off the Merkkessa.”
“Raider Two wilco,” Jim heard over his comm.  He pulled his throttle back to idle and cursed in frustration as the rest of his Wing swooped by him, his Number Two sliding into position as Lead, starting an attack run on the Ambush.
Jim pulled on the sidestick as hard as he could, trying to free the missile. The g-forces came in as he exceeded the ability of the compensator to offset them. First +6g, then +8g, as he shook the sidestick, jerking it back and forth, trying to free his last missile. But nothing worked.
In desperation, Jim tried one last ploy to free the stuck missile on his external rack.
“Angel, reset overcomp protection to +12g,” he spoke to his AI.
<Confirmation required>
“Confirm. Reset overcomp protection to +12g,” Jim repeated.
<Overcomp protection reset to +12g>
Taking a couple of deep breaths, Jim released the last one slowly, exhausting all the air from his lungs. Then he smashed the throttle, at the same time pulling the sidestick to the full aft position.
The g-forces came in quickly, crushing him into the seat, first +6g, then +8g, then in a second to +10g and then to +12g.
The tunnel of blackness came quickly, like the shutter of an old-style camera, closing from the outside and growing smaller and smaller until everything was gone.

      ***Rita watched the Ambush creeping ever closer, preparing to board the Merkkessa.
And beyond, the battle raged, Sato and his ships fighting a rolling action, always trying to move closer to the Merkkessa, but not quite able to get to her.
A lone tear slid slowly down her cheek.
I always wondered what I would feel as I died. Would I scream, would I cry, would I shake in terror?
But I feel only a great sadness. For my ships. For my crew. For Jim. For Bekerose and Dallitta and Tarraine.
For all of them.
I led them into this. This is my fault.
Rita sighed and rose from her command chair.
She realized she couldn’t be captured alive. She knew a bit too much about some of the last-ditch defensive measures discussed on Earth before she left.
She had the means to protect those secrets.
I’ll go to my cabin, she thought. Zukra can find my body there.
It was noisy on the bridge now. Bekerose was passing out rifles and ammunition for a last stand. Gabriel, with a large lump on his head leaking blood, had regained consciousness and was moving around, helping crew get their magazines inserted and rifles charged for action. There was a cacophony of voices, breeches being slammed home, questions being asked about how to position themselves in the bridge for defense. 
It was noisy. She almost missed the Tac Officer’s excited callout.
“Silent Arrow, merge 19 seconds, 300k, 0-0-181, unknown, count one!”
But she did hear it, just barely.
She stopped, spun to the holo, stared.
Moving so fast it was almost a blur on the holo, the icon marking the incoming warship was coded yellow, indicating an unknown.
Not EDF, which was coded blue.
Not the enemy, which was coded red.
What the hell?
The noise on the bridge had slowly died out as people started to realize something was happening.
“Missile launch, 20 missiles inbound!” yelled Tac again.
Rifles clattered to the deck, forgotten, as the instincts of hundreds of hours of training took over. People slammed into their console chairs, working their screens to put up a defense against the missiles coming at them.
But the missiles weren’t coming at them.
They were coming at the ships of the enemy.
Rita stood frozen as most of the missiles impacted into the distant Nidarian flagship Ekkarra, throwing stray bits of shrapnel and smashed-up battlecruiser in every direction.
Then a huge explosion took off the entire back third of the Ekkarra, breaking it into two pieces. The stern of the enemy battlecruiser spun away into space, belching flames for a few seconds before the air and chemicals inside were quenched by the vacuum.
Bekerose roared at the top of his lungs.
“Get back to your stations! Clear for action!”
Rita unfroze. She slammed herself back into her command chair, assessing on the holo.
The Tac Officer yelled again; his voice almost joyous.
“Silent Arrow! Merge 12 seconds, 340k, 0-0-182, unknown, count six!”
“Designate!” snapped Bekerose.
“Designate six cruiser-class, unknown origin!”
Bekerose had gotten back in his command chair now. He raised his backup wrist comm to his lips.
“Engineering! Get my ship moving!” he yelled, so loud that the walls of the bridge seemed to reverberate.
Gabriel was walking around, picking rifles up off the deck and ensuring they were safe.
“Missile launch, I have 72 missiles inbound!” yelled Tac again.
“Target?” snapped Bekerose.
“Not us,” called Tac. “But I can’t tell if they’re shooting at Sato or the Singheko - they’re too close together and all mixed up!”
Rita held her breath - along with everyone on the bridge - as the six unknown cruiser-class warships flashed past, so close they went between the Merkkessa and the ongoing battle, traveling at a goodly percent of the speed of light.
Behind them, the 72 missiles the unknown cruisers had fired decelerated madly, pulling a negative 2,000g to slow down and smash into the warships their tiny electronic brains had been told to target.
The entire event had caught everyone by surprise. Neither the Singheko nor the EDF fired a single defensive missile or point defense cannon at the inbounds.
And then the missiles slammed into the remaining Nidarian capital ships, one after the other, explosion after explosion, a violent concert of death and destruction. Three Singheko cruisers disintegrated into a mess of disconnected parts and fragments, creating a mess of debris in the battlefield that would take years to clean up.
Suddenly the Tac Officer made another callout.
“Fleet entry, merge 1.7 hours, 0.5 AU, 0.0.187 high, unknown! Five battlecruisers, four cruisers, many small boys!”
“Who are they?” yelled Bekerose.
The Tac Officer was working his console like a man playing a slot machine, sweat pouring down his face.
“Uh…I don’t know, sir!” he called back.
“Find out!” snapped Bekerose.
Sweating, the Tac Officer continued to search his database of ship signatures.
“Uh…sir…the closest matches I can find are old signatures, one called Bagrami and one called Taegu. That’s those bear-like creatures from Deriko and the little ones that look like Nidarians.”
Bekerose turned to Rita, grinning like the cat that swallowed the canary.
“Well, Admiral, it would appear our friend Baysig found the missing fleets of the Bagrami and the Taegu!”
Rita nodded. But she pointed to the holo. Just off their rear quarter, the huge battlecruiser Ambush continued to approach, now only a few minutes from boarding them.
“We still have a problem, Captain. 1.7 hours before the rest of the calvary arrives. It looks like Zukra’s not giving up. He’s determined to take us. Any ideas?”

      ***It took Dragon 8.5 minutes to decelerate to zero relative to the fight and start her return trip. It seemed forever to Bonnie and her crew. They could see the battle behind them clearly on the holo. But there was nothing they could do about it in the short term, except overboost to the limit of their bodies, +8g crushing them back into their seats, making every breath a groaning effort of will.
They saw the Merkkessa go down, falling away from the battle at high speed.
There was nothing they could do about it except hope.
They heard Rita pass command to Captain Sato on the comm, and Sato in the battlecruiser Asiana rally his ships into a tighter formation, working his way back toward the Merkkessa, trying to get to her and provide some protection.
And there was nothing they could do about it except hope.
And they saw the enemy flagship Ambush tearing toward the Merkkessa, hell-bent on capturing her or finishing her off.
This time Bonnie didn’t even attempt to hide her frustration. She pounded the arm of her command chair, cursing. 
“Luke!  Vector toward the Ambush! Let’s try to distract them!” she yelled.
Luke nodded acknowledgment, and gestured silently to Chief Blocker at the helm, who changed their vector slightly to charge directly at the Ambush.
But they were still at least eight minutes away from the huge ship. That was more than enough time for the Ambush to finish off the Merkkessa.
“Dragon! Plus 9g!” yelled Bonnie. The overboost klaxon had already gone off minutes ago, as they completed their turnaround and headed back toward the battlefield. Now the overboost gradually increased, from +8g to +9g. Bonnie knew some of her crew would be unable to tolerate the increase and would be injured. Maybe some would die.
It is what it is. I won’t let Merkkessa go down without giving everything this ship has.
Off to her relative right in the holo, she saw the Merlins coming in on the attack, trying to do the same thing as she - support the Merkkessa.
There weren’t very many of them left, she realized. Only about half the fighters that had started the battle.
She wondered if Jim was still alive.
“Merge in two minutes, mum!” came from Rachel at Tac, a groan more than speech under the heavy g-force.
Bonnie spoke.
“Dragon. Reduce overboost to normal.”
The pressure on their bodies slowly began to ease, a bit faster than it had ramped up. In twenty seconds, it had reduced to a normal 1g. Bonnie gasped for breath, trying to suck air back into lungs that had been severely abused. 
“Rachel! Continuous fire on the Ambush as soon as we’re in range, and don’t stop shooting until we’re out of missiles!”
“Aye, mum,” called Rachel.
Bonnie looked across the bridge at Luke. He smiled back at her and winked. His way of telling her two things.
We’re going to survive this. And I love you.
Bonnie shook her head at him. But the ghost of smile quirked her lips, and she gave the tiniest nod.
I love you too, asshole.
“Ten seconds to in-range!” called Rachel.
Bonnie re-focused her entire being on the holotank and the huge enemy flagship now pulling alongside the Merkkessa.
“Fire, fire, fire!” yelled Rachel. Bonnie heard the high-pitched whine of the gamma lance firing, felt the bumps and thumps as eight missiles departed Dragon, heard and felt the reloads sliding into the tubes. They were moving quite slowly now compared to their first dash through the battlefield. 
Ambush fired her gamma lance at them; through some miracle Dragon anticipated and jerked to one side, the lance glancing down the port side of the ship, ripping compartments open to space, but failing to take her out of action. Bonnie heard the second volley of Dragon’s missiles go out, just as Ambush fired a dozen missiles at them. Dragon’s gamma lance completed recharge and she heard it fire again. Dragon’s point defense started up, the noise clearly heard through the hull as flak cannons and laser emplacements tried to fight off the missiles coming at them. 
Then the enemy missiles that had survived Dragon’s flak barrage impacted, shaking Dragon from stem to stern, a concert of destruction that would have killed a lesser ship. Bonnie, knocked about in her seat, wondered how any ship could have survived that onslaught. She felt the ship go suddenly to zero-g, all accel disappearing. She listened to the callouts as Dragon’s AI enumerated the damage.
<Port engine down>
<Starboard engine shut down to compensate>
<Compensator inop>
<Front missile tubes inop>
<Gamma lance inop>
<Upper point defense emplacements inop>
<Nine compartments holed to space>
Bonnie felt some unbalanced g-force as Dragon started to spin, a result of the engines shutting down unevenly. She glanced at the holo. They would miss the Ambush, but not by much.  In effect, they would go right over the top of the big battlecruiser. A sitting duck for the enemy to shoot as they passed over.
“Dragon! Rotate to put the good engine below us, then give me maximum controllable thrust on that engine. Try to set us on a vector away from them!”
<Acknowledged>
With the compensator inoperative and in zero-g, Bonnie felt the forces clearly as Dragon rotated, putting their only working engine to the bottom side of the vector taking them over the Ambush. Then the engine fired, Dragon offsetting the thrust vector as much as possible to move them away from the Ambush.
Bonnie and Luke stared at the holo. Slowly the vector moved away from the Ambush, not by much but by a little, perhaps providing them a little more room to avoid the enemy’s missiles.
“Dragon! How long until we are out of range of the enemy?”
<1.7 minutes>
Bonnie looked across the bridge at Luke.
That was not going to work. The Ambush would have enough time to rip them to pieces.
But the enemy didn’t fire. They were still well within range of the gamma lance and missiles as well, but nothing happened.
“He wants us too,” said Luke. “He intends to capture the Merkkessa, then come after us and take us too. He wants the Dragon.”
Bonnie didn’t speak. There was nothing to say. Clearly Luke had called it. There was no other reason for the enemy to hold their fire.

      ***The universe came back slowly. First there was a small spot in the center of Jim’s vision. The spot got larger, and he could see the instrument panel, or at least the center of it. A few seconds more, and the rest of his cockpit swam into view as the blood returned to his brain. He dropped his head and shook it from side to side, trying to clear his thinking.
The stuck missile…
Jim stared at the status indicator for his last remaining missile. It was still amber.
It hadn’t worked. The gross overloading of the Merlin had not freed the missile. It wouldn’t fire.
“Fuck!” he croaked, his voice not working quite right. He looked around, trying to orient himself. 
The rest of his Wing was far in front of him, in the middle of their firing pass on the Ambush. 
His body felt like he had been run over by a rock crusher. 
“Angel, reset default overcomp protection,” he called. Jim spun the Merlin and pushed up the throttle. The Merlin ramped up to +6g as he tried to rejoin his Wing before their attack was over.
It didn’t look good. Their flock of missiles, fired at close range, were being knocked down by the point defense systems of the Ambush. He could see four more broken Merlins tumbling through space. The emergency beacons of two ejected pilots showed in the holo. 
As the Merlins finished their attack pass and pulled away, Jim saw two EDF missiles impact the big battlecruiser. 
Neither appeared to do any serious damage. The Ambush continued to pull alongside the Merkkessa. He realized Zukra was hell-bent on capturing the EDF flagship.
Not gonna happen, asshole.
The Ambush got larger and larger in Jim’s VR. Some point defense started up but seemed a bit lighter than he expected. Jim realized most of the enemy fire was still focused on the other Merlins, who were departing on the other side of the battlecruiser and drawing most of the fire.
“Angel, go for the engine.”
<Engines targeted. You have no weapons to fire, Jim>
Now the enemy gunners realized their mistake.  Dozens of point defense weapons turned back to face Jim and began firing. Jim’s world became a dense thicket of exploding flak shells surrounding him and laser streaks flashing close by his canopy.
Jim realized he wasn’t going to survive this pass. The flak was too heavy. He was one ship alone. Every gun on the Ambush could focus on him.
“Angel, protocol K.”
<Confirmation required>
“Confirm. Protocol K,” Jim muttered grimly.
<Protocol K in effect. Goodbye, Jim>
“Goodbye, Angel,” said Jim sadly.
Something happened to time in the last few seconds of his mad attack. Time both stood still and also moved faster than he had ever experienced before. He watched like a detached observer as the battlecruiser got closer and closer, his accel still building as the enemy came into missile range. But he had nothing to do. Angel would take care of the rest of this attack. He was just along for the ride now.
At the accel he was holding, the last few hundred miles went in less than a heartbeat. One instant he was watching the Ambush get larger and larger in his VR, flak painting a constant rain of shrapnel on the external skin of the Merlin, the range counting down so fast he couldn’t follow the numbers. Then the faceshield on his helmet slammed down. The explosive bolts on the canopy went and his seat kicked him in the ass so hard he thought his back was broken. There was a moment of complete disorientation as the stars spun around him crazily, then the ejection seat attitude rockets fired and he stabilized. The main rocket in the bottom of the seat fired and he was pushed hard at +4g, away from his original vector, the seat computer making a last-ditch attempt to miss the Ambush hulking in front of him, blotting out the stars.
He had just enough time to think it.
Goodbye, Angel.
And he watched his Merlin kamikaze into the Ambush, just in front of the port engine, the energy of the speeding fighter combining with the explosion of the hung missile to create a cataclysm approaching that of a nuclear weapon.

      ***Rita watched the Ambush disintegrate beside them. 
She had seen the Merlins attack, and it looked like their attack had failed. In the limited resolution of the damaged holo, she couldn’t distinguish individual Merlins. So she had no way of knowing which one was Jim. Or if he had survived the attack.
They completed their firing run and shot over the top of the big Singheko battlecruiser and away, with no visible effect. 
And then, just when she decided nothing could stop the behemoth, something happened on the other side of it, out of her view. 
And the enemy battlecruiser came apart, breaking into two large pieces and hundreds of smaller ones, spinning away slowly from the Merkkessa, spewing chemicals and fluids in its wake.
“Milady!” called Bekerose. He pointed to the holo. “Sato’s nearly here!”
Rita focused on the distant EDF fleet in the display. She could see the Asiana roughly two hundred thousand klicks away, decelerating to rendezvous with the Merkkessa. Sato’s battlecruiser was surrounded by the survivors of the EDF fleet - all of them fighting off the remnants of the enemy. It was still a slugfest, albeit a smaller one now. The battlefield was littered with wrecks, lifeboats and emergency beacons stretching across a million klicks.
We’ve got one battlecruiser left. A few destroyers and a couple of corvettes. A pitiful force. By the time the Bagrami get here, there won’t be anything left but pieces.
Suddenly, Rita felt a slight g-force come on the ship. Items floating in the air around the bridge slowly moved, settling gently down to the floor. She glanced across the bridge at Bekerose in the red light of the emergency battle lamps. He smiled back at her, talking in a low voice on his comm. Then he lifted his head, giving her a smile.
“Milady! We have two engines back at 10% power! Gravity and compensator coming online!”
Rita nodded. The normal bridge lights came on and the emergency battle lamps faded away.
Rita hit the quick release on her harness and stood as gravity slowly came back to normal. She walked across the deck to her Flag bridge and buckled in.  Dallitta joined her, buckling into her own command chair as the bridge returned to some semblance of normality.
“Bekerose! Does this mean we have weapons again?”
Without turning around, Bekerose nodded, focused on his task. 
“We have seven working tubes, milady. Not much, but every bit helps right now.”
“How about the gamma lance?”
“Not yet, milady. Damage control is working on it.”
Rita heaved a sigh.
Seven lousy missile tubes. Less than a destroyer. But you fight with what you have.
Bekerose rose from the emergency display station and walked back to his normal command chair. As he buckled in, he turned to her
“Milady, it occurs to me, if we continue to just lie here doggo, as if we are still out of action, and let Sato bring the enemy to us…”
Rita nodded.
“We’ll do that, Bekerose. Have I ever told you, you’re a devious kind of fellow?”
Bekerose smiled, both of them harking back to the memories of their old battles in the simulator.
She turned her attention back to the holotank.  In the distance, she saw a strange sight. Dragon was far behind them, trying to get back to them, describing a corkscrew pattern through space.
“What the hell is she doing?” asked Rita, pointing to Dragon in the holo.
Dallitta looked and a slight smile came over her face.
“She’s badly damaged. She’s got only one engine, and there’s something wrong with her thrust vectoring system. So she’s trying to come back to us by firing her one engine at low boost and rotating around her axis to average out the thrust vector.”
Rita shook her head, but a burst of pride filled her heart.
That’s my Bonnie. 
“The cripple escorting the cripple,” Rita quipped. Another thought came to her.
“Are you able to pick up Jim’s fighter?”
Dallitta bent to her display for a few moments. When she finally lifted her head, it was with some sadness evident on her face.
“I’m sorry, milady. Jim’s fighter doesn’t show up in the tactical display anymore.”
Rita nodded. She had already resigned herself to the news. She had never expected Jim to survive the battle. But it still hurt.
Imogen. 
The thought came to her suddenly. 
She’ll grow up without a father.
Then she couldn’t help a smile as she realized the grim reality of their situation.
She’ll grow up without a mother too, I think.






  
  Luck of the Draw


Bonnie had to stop looking at the holo periodically.  Dragon continued to limp toward the Merkkessa, spinning on its axis like a barbecue rotisserie in order to make a roughly straight course. The twisting perspective made her dizzy if she watched too long. 
“How many enemy ships left?” she asked Luke.
“Two cruisers, six destroyers, four corvettes, mum,” called Luke.
Then he bent to his comm for a moment. Lifting his head, he spoke again.
“Merkkessa reports she has two engines back in operation and seven missile tubes, mum,” called Luke. “She’s going to lie doggo until the enemy is in range, though, and try to fox them.”
“Excellent,” spoke Bonnie. “That’s good thinking. Dragon, when you have a vector that’ll put us close to the Merkkessa, stop all engines. Let’s make it look like we finally crapped out.”
<Acknowledged>
“Luke, we have to get the gamma lance up. That’s our best chance to take out a cruiser.”
“We’re working on it, mum. Engineering is giving it everything they’ve got.”
“Thank you, XO.”
Bonnie felt the engines stop. Looking at the holo, she saw they were on a vector that would bring them up and over the Merkkessa, a few minutes before Sato arrived with the rest of the EDF survivors.
And with the enemy right behind him.

      ***Zukra fought his way through the wreckage of his battlecruiser, trying to get to the shuttle deck. The Ambush was smashed, fire and smoke everywhere. It shuddered every few seconds as another explosion occurred somewhere in the ship, chemicals reaching critical mass or ordnance lighting off. The fragment of the ship he was in was spinning, making it difficult to walk.
He had to get out.
I won’t let them win like this. These animals cannot defeat me like this.
Pushing a wrecked beam out of his way, he pulled himself forward in the zero g, ignoring the bodies floating around him. Finally he saw the entrance to the hanger deck in front of him. The hatch hung down, hinges broken. He pulled it aside and squeezed through.
Now if the shuttle is not destroyed…
In the corner of the hanger deck, he saw his private shuttle. It appeared to be intact. Trotting to it, clumsy in his pressure suit, he keyed the entrance code and watched joyfully as the hatch popped open. Climbing in, he ran to the cockpit and slammed into the pilot seat. In seconds, he had the shuttle energized. 
There was no chance of operating the huge, heavy doors of the sortie deck to get out the normal way. But that wasn’t necessary. There was a hole in the side of the ship twice the size of the shuttle, right in front of him. He could see stars through the hole, as well as distant explosions from the battle. Carefully, he lifted the shuttle off, managed to poke it through the hole, and was out of the ship.
In the limited display of the shuttle, he could see the remnants of the two fleets battling it out, neither side willing to give up. And in the far distance, the incoming fleet of the Bagrami and the Taegu were apparent, now only an hour away.
We’ve lost this battle. But at least we’ll take out the Humans before the rest of them get here. That’s something. I’ll be happy if we can just rid the system of these damn Humans. After that, the Bagrami and Taegu will fold up their tent and run for cover.
Zukra had not planned on losing the battle; but Zukra hadn’t survived these many years in the cutthroat Singheko navy without being prepared for contingencies.
So he headed out, ignored in the confusion, streaking for a small moon near the seventh planet. There he had hidden a tiny one-man starship, just big enough for the trip to Nidaria. In a matter of hours, he would be out of the system and on his way.
Garatella would not be welcoming him with open arms, he suspected.
But he knew he could convince Garatella to return to Singheko, with an even larger fleet.
And Zukra intended to be with them.
He had an admiral to kill.

      ***Jim floated in space, rotating slowly. The seat rocket had exhausted its fuel. But it had managed to fling him clear of the Ambush before it shut down.
Then he had watched the Ambush come apart, two large pieces along with hundreds of fragments. Some of them zinged by him only meters away. There were still dozens of pieces close by, occasionally making him duck instinctively as they came madly spinning by him.
He could hardly see the Merkkessa now, as he drifted away from her. And behind the battlecruiser he could barely make out the Dragon, corkscrewing through space, clearly damaged, but trying to make her way back to the Merkkessa.
In spite of his dire situation, Jim had to smile at the sight.
Bonnie. Coming like a drunken sailor. She just doesn’t know the word ‘quit’.
Jim realized that his vector was rapidly taking him away from both ships. He estimated he was already a dozen miles from them and moving fast in the other direction.
He tried his radio, calling Merkkessa on the emergency band. But there was no response. He tried the Dragon, then the Asiana. 
Nothing. 
I guess my radio is dead.
Suddenly his attention was caught by movement to one side. A tiny shuttle burst out of the wreck of the Ambush, turned, and vectored away, accelerating quickly and out of sight in seconds.
Zukra.  
He knew it had to be. He could feel it in his gut.
He called on the radio again, but no response. The frustration was overwhelming.
That rat bastard is getting away, and I can’t tell anyone.

      ***Rita glanced quickly at her holo. Sato and the rest of the fleet was coming into range. That meant the enemy would be in range also. It was a matter of seconds.
They had seven missile tubes left.
Dragon had passed over them and taken a position between the Merkkessa and the enemy, determined to act as a shield.
With no weapons.
Rita had yelled at Bonnie over the comm, but Bonnie had ignored her. 
“Get your ass out of there, Dragon!” Rita yelled again. “Tuck in behind us, use us as a shield.  Not the other way around!”
There was no response. Dragon stayed in her position, between the Merkkessa and the enemy.
Rita slammed her hand down on her console in anger and frustration.
“Doesn’t anyone in this fleet listen to me anymore?” she yelled out loud, no longer caring what the crew on the bridge heard.
Bekerose glanced at her, smiling in spite of their dire straits.
“Milady, this fleet will protect you until the end. You have earned it and you need to let us do it.”
Rita bowed her head in frustration.
“In range in ten seconds,” called Carlson at Tac.
“Charge them now, Helm,” called Bekerose. “No use sitting here like a duck on a pond. Take us right at that battlecruiser on the left - the Terror.”
“Aye, sir.”
Rita felt a push as the engines ramped up, the ship managing a low accel in spite of her damage. They started moving directly at the last enemy battlecruiser as it came into range.  
“Fire, fire, fire,” yelled Carlson.
Rita heard their seven missiles depart with a thump. In the holo, she saw Sato and the rest of the EDF fleet fire everything they had at the same battlecruiser. They had agreed beforehand to focus on that one ship, in hopes of evening the odds.
But the entire enemy fleet fired their gamma lances at the Merkkessa, ignoring the other EDF ships. Around her in the ship, Rita heard the sound of explosions as compartments were destroyed, the sound of fresh alarms as pressure was lost. On the side of the bridge, damage control panels lit up like Christmas trees.
Strangely, no missiles came from the enemy. Rita realized they were probably out of ammunition, as were many of her ships as well. But it made no difference. They could kill Merkkessa with the gamma lance. 
The enemy battlecruiser continued to bore in on them, reducing the range. Sato’s Asiana fired missile after missile at the Singheko warship, but the enemy point defense swatted most of them away. Occasionally a missile would leak through, exploding against the enemy - but nothing seemed to stop her. She just kept coming, followed closely by the remaining Singheko cruiser and a covey of destroyers and corvettes.
Suddenly the Asiana stopped firing.
<Asiana is out of missiles> called Merkkessa.
Rita looked grimly at Bekerose.
They were down to seven missile tubes against two enemy capital ships with intact gamma lances, ready to tear them to pieces.

      ***When Engineering reported the gamma lance operational, Bonnie literally leaped out of her chair. But she quickly sat back down, staring at the holo.
The enemy was ignoring them, throwing everything they had at the Merkkessa, boring in for the kill. Because Dragon had not fired any weapons during this latest engagement, the Singheko thought them out of action.
Which they were.
Until now.
“People. Take no action. No movement, no weapons, nothing. Just be dead in the water. No matter what they do, ignore it.”
“Aye, mum,” called her bridge crew.
In the distance, the Merkkessa let go another volley of seven missiles at the approaching enemy battlecruiser. But it was clear the Merkkessa was taking a pounding. Bonnie could see great tears and holes in her sides where gamma lance fire had gone through and through. The fact the Merkkessa was still fighting was nothing short of a miracle.
But it clearly couldn’t go on much longer. The future of the Merkkessa could now be measured in minutes, if not seconds.
The Singheko battlecruiser Terror was even with them now. Dragon was marked from end to end by ragged holes, bent and broken emplacements, wires hanging out of her, one engine half torn away. She spun ever so slightly in space, out of control.
Ignore us. We can’t hurt you, thought Bonnie. Pass us by.
The battlecruiser swept by, still firing at the Merkkessa. The enemy fired their gamma lance again, punching another hole through the Merkkessa near her bow. Taking out another pair of missile tubes. 
Bonnie stood up again, focusing her entire awareness on the holotank as the second enemy capital ship - the cruiser Kitai - came even with them.  Also ignoring the Dragon as a wreck not worthy of attention, she too fired at the Merkkessa.
And passed by them.
And presented her rear to Dragon.
“Fire at will,” Bonnie spoke quietly.
Luke nodded, and Rachel pushed her console.
Dragon’s gamma lance fired, a direct shot into the rear of the Kitai’s lower port engine at point-blank range. There was no way to miss.
There was a moment of silence on the bridge as the cruiser continued to advance, as if nothing had happened. There was no change in her vector, nothing that would show the shot had even been taken. Rachel looked at Luke in puzzlement, shaking her head.
Then with an explosion rivaling that of a nuclear weapon, Kitai vanished from the universe, leaving nothing behind but a spray of fragments and chemicals, a cloud of destruction that encompassed Dragon in a hail of shrapnel.  Pieces of destroyed cruiser pinged off Dragon’s hull. A large fragment struck Dragon so hard Bonnie was knocked off her feet to her knees.
Yet she never took her eyes off the holotank, so focused was she on the other enemy warship, the battlecruiser Terror.  That one began to turn, coming about to protect its engines from the sudden danger of Dragon behind it.
But it was too late. 
Bonnie had said “fire at will.” That meant Rachel was cleared to fire when she felt the time was right, and as the bright red light on her console blinked into life indicating the gamma lance had recharged, she pressed her console button again. 
And a second gamma lance from Dragon impacted the rear of Terror, into the upper port engine nacelle, from the meager distance of 100 klicks.  Practically next door.
This time there was no delay. The targeted engine of the battlecruiser exploded, torn completely off its moorings, flying off into space end over end. The unbalanced force of the engine’s sudden departure, coupled with the other engines still pushing the huge ship forward, started it into a rapid spin. In a few seconds, the battlecruiser’s crew re-balanced the engines, and the big enemy warship began to stop its spin with its nose pointing back toward Dragon.
Just in time for Merkkessa to fire one last volley of five missiles directly at the rear of the Terror, all of them targeted at her lower starboard engine. 
The range was incredibly short - the battlecruiser had expected to pull right up to the Merkkessa and blow her away.
That turned out to be Terror’s last mistake. Another tremendous explosion broke her back.  Terror spun in space, the front almost detached from the back, hanging together only by a few structural members. In a few more seconds, lifeboats began to eject from it, as the crew abandoned ship.
Bonnie looked at the holo, assessing. The remainder of the Singheko fleet now consisted only of a few destroyers and a gaggle of surviving corvettes. Most of them were as damaged as the EDF fleet. 
Like some leviathan that refused to die, Merkkessa advanced on the surviving destroyers of the Singheko fleet. Another five missiles came from her front tubes focused on the nearest destroyer.
And the distant fleet of the Bagrami and the Taegu was only fifty minutes away. Once they came into weapons range, the life expectancy of the Singheko survivors would go down dramatically.
Apparently, the same thought occurred to the Singheko. First one destroyer turned and vectored away, heading for Ridendo. Then another. Then three more followed, escaping the battlefield and running for home.
And then, as if choreographed, all the remaining Singheko ships turned and ran for it, heading back to Ridendo.

      ***Jim tried his radio again, but there was no response.
I wonder if my emergency beacon is working.
He ducked his head inside the helmet and looked below the faceplate for the tiny LED that would blink if his emergency beacon were transmitting.
It was dead.
I’m not transmitting.
Jim looked up at the stars around him. In the far distance, he could see a pinpoint of light.
Deriko.
At this distance there was no way to tell that it was full of life, thousands of creatures, all fighting to survive.
A tremendous explosion in the distance caught his eye.
That ship is dead, he thought. Nothing could have survived that. I wonder if it was ours or theirs.
He tried to see if he could find any other ships nearby, but there was nothing visible to him. He wasn’t surprised; warships were black for a reason. Unless they were firing, they were practically invisible to the naked eye.
He caught a glimpse of a distant gamma lance firing. It was in the same general location where the big explosion had occurred. Then there was another, smaller explosion. He thought he saw the outline of a Singheko cruiser, but he couldn’t be sure. It was just too far away.
Jim looked back down at his indicators. He had roughly three hours of oxygen left.
Gonna be a short, cold night.

      ***The battle was over.
The Merkkessa had stopped dead in space, a rally point for the rest of the fleet to use. Slowly, the crippled and damaged ships of the EDF fleet re-assembled around their flagship, some of them barely able to limp the few hundred miles to get there.
Search and rescue operations had begun.  The surviving ships had launched all their shuttles and were sweeping the area for survivors, picking up ejected pilots and EDF lifeboats.
Rita had sent a comm to the departing Singheko fleet, offering them safe passage to come back and rescue their survivors if they wished. Three Singheko corvettes had accepted the offer. They had reversed course and re-entered the battle area, and were now collecting up their own. 
Stomping down the corridor, Rita wasn’t listening to anything Bekerose or Dallitta said.
“Admiral!” Bekerose tried again. “We’ve got every available fighter and shuttle searching! Going out there yourself is not going to help matters!”
Rita ignored him, marching toward the shuttle bay. She had her flight suit on and her helmet in hand. Reaching the hatch to the shuttle bay, she turned to Bekerose and Dallitta. 
“Captain Bekerose, you know I respect your opinion. And you too, Captain Dallitta. But this is something I must do. I hope you can understand.”
And with that, she plunged through the hatch, making for her Admiral’s gig. Stepping into the small craft, she hit the button by the hatch and cranked it closed, sealing the craft. Through the window, she could see Dallitta and Bekerose standing impotent on the deck. Bracing up, they threw her a salute. She returned their salute and moved to the cockpit. 
“Get us out of here, Raphael.”
In the pilot seat, her bodyguard Raphael nodded and punched the activate button on his sidestick. Beside him, Gabriel sat in the copilot seat, setting up instruments. She heard the AI warning as the cradle beneath them started moving them into the sortie deck. 
There was a jumpseat behind the two pilots. Rita put on her flight helmet and sat down, buckling in. The huge doors closed behind them, the turbo pumps screamed, and the outer door opened. Suddenly they were shot out of the ship at 4G, knocking her back into her seat.
“Take us to the last known position of the Ambush, Raphael,” Rita said.
“Aye, milady. But there are already a half-dozen ships searching that area.”
“Then there’ll be a half-dozen and one,” said Rita crisply.
“Aye, milady,” acknowledged Raphael.
“How’s your head, Gabriel?” Rita asked.
Ruefully, Gabriel touched the bandage on his head.
“It’s fine, milady. I guess I forgot to duck.”
As hard as it was at the moment, Rita smiled. Then her smile disappeared as she stared out the windows of the gig, looking at the millions of square miles of space around them littered with still-smoldering wrecks, unexploded ordnance, and parts and pieces of what had once been proud warships.
And one of the millions of items floating in the vastness of the battlefield was Jim. Maybe. If he was still alive.
Be alive, my love. Just be alive. I’ll find you.

      ***Jim racked his brain for anything he could do to attract attention. But nothing came to mind. In the absence of his emergency beacon, he knew the odds of being found were a thousand to one. Maybe a million to one. Space was vast, and he was just one tiny Human floating in that vastness.
For some reason, he thought back to his Marine aviation days. There was an instructor at Pensacola. Lt. Gregory. He had never forgotten something Gregory had told the class.
“When you have an emergency, the first thing to do is wind your watch.”
Jim laughed at the memory. Of course, it was a parable. An allegory. It meant, when an emergency happens, the last thing you want to do is the wrong thing. So take a tiny bit of time to assess, understand, and make a plan before you react.
Wish I had a watch to wind.
That thought made Jim’s brain start working again.
Take inventory. What do you have to work with?
He went over the contents of his suit. The pressure suit was not designed for long-term survival. It had only 3.5 hours of oxygen, and he had already used up most of that. He was afraid to look at the indicator again; but he was quite sure it was below twenty minutes now.
He went through the pockets of his pressure suit. In the right leg pocket was the old letter from Bonnie - the “Dear John” letter as he thought of it. He should have thrown it away a long time ago. But he hadn’t been able to do that. So it was still there. He stuffed it back into the pocket.
In the other leg pocket were three empty candy wrappers, left over from nearly three months ago when the EDF fleet had initially entered the system and he had spent 42 hours in the Merlin, supporting Dragon at Deriko.
And that was it. A “Dear John” letter and three candy wrappers. He stuffed the candy wrappers back into his pocket.
No help there.
But something tickled the back of his mind. He pulled out the candy wrappers again and looked at them in the dim starlight.
Two of them were plain paper. 
One of them had an inner backing of something that looked like aluminum foil. It was silver, and metallic.
Could it work?
Carefully, knowing the material would be stiff and brittle in the vacuum of space, Jim smoothed out the wrapper until it was as flat as he could make it with the clumsy gloves of the pressure suit.
Then he carefully pulled it up to his faceplate and looked it over.
It was a flat piece of paper, with a silvered backing of some kind.
Would it be reflective in the radio band?
Pressing the paper hard against his face plate, he impressed a curve on it, as smoothly as he could. Then he carefully pulled it down and looked at it again.
Now it was a slightly curved piece of silvered paper.
Could it work?
In the distance, maybe a hundred klicks away, he could see the largest remaining fragment of the Ambush, still turning slowly in the starlight, spitting occasional electrical sparks into space.
He thought they would be orienting their search in that area, since that was the last attack run the Raiders had made.
Carefully he turned the paper and pointed it toward the fragment. Slowly he moved it back and forth, like he was aiming a searchlight.

      ***“Hmm…,” said Gabriel, reaching up to adjust his display.
They had been searching for two hours. But they had come up empty. Many of the other ships searching for survivors had found some. Dozens had been rescued. But none of them were Jim.
Rita tried to look over Gabriel’s shoulder at his display. She couldn’t quite see what he was pointing to, so she unbuckled and rose to get a better view.
One of the radar sensors was flickering weakly. It was intermittent, periodically fading away, then coming back.
“What is that?” Rita asked.
Gabriel shook his head.
“Could be anything, milady. There’s no equipment in our fleet that can produce a signal like that. So most likely just a piece of radar-reflective metal, spinning in space.”
Rita watched the signal flicker a bit longer. There was something familiar about the pattern. A distant memory fired in her brain. Something that had transferred from Bonnie’s consciousness to Rita’s when Jade had formed her.
A knowledge of Morse code.
Slowly, a smile lifted the corners of Rita’s mouth.
“No, Gabriel, that’s not a random piece of metal spinning in space,” she said. “Not when it’s spelling out letters in Morse code.”
“What?” Gabriel asked, not understanding.
“A code used on Earth. Letters in our language.”
Gabriel smiled, understanding at last. Raphael turned the gig and headed toward the distant signal as Rita read out the letters, her smile turning into a huge grin as the signal got closer and stronger.
“R” “I” “T” “A” “I” “M” “C” “O” “L” “D”






  
  The Valiant


Arteveld had made the arrangements, for which Rita was grateful. He had located Tarraine’s body floating in space, far from the wreck of the  Daeddam. He had taken it back aboard the blasted fragment that was once the bridge of the Daeddam and strapped the body into the command chair.
They had found a message from Tarraine on their tablets, evidently recorded months before and stored on the Merkkessa, to be sent in the event of his death. 
It was simple. It was a few words of love for his closest friends.
And burial instructions.
They stood silently on the bridge of the Merkkessa, like warriors do when they have to say goodbye to one of their own, knowing there are no words that can make it right, make it better.
Rita turned and faced the group. 
It was hard for her to start, but finally she was able to speak. In typical Rita fashion, she drove straight to the point.
“Everybody dies. So it’s not how you die that counts, is it?”
A lone tear started down her cheek. She wiped it away.
“It’s how you live. And Captain Tarraine lived. He lived big, and strong, and solid like a mountain. In many ways, he was the bedrock of this fleet.
“When I was in trouble, Tarraine was there at my side. When this fleet was in trouble, Tarraine was there in the front line. Earth and Nidaria owe him a debt that can never be repaid.
“Now we give him back to the universe…”
All could see that Rita wanted to say more; but she couldn’t. The words just wouldn’t come. She turned away for a moment, then lifted her head. Turning back to Arteveld, she nodded.
Then Arteveld gave the command, and auxiliary rockets launched the wrecked fragment of the Daeddam into the star - a star that was already the grave of thousands as Rita’s fleet worked to clear shattered fragments of so many wrecked starships from the battlefield.
Leaving the bridge and heading back to their quarters, Jim walked beside her, holding her hand, a display of affection that he did not normally show in public, nor did she normally allow.
But today was different.
This afternoon, they would hold a second memorial service. One for the thousands lost in the battle. The thousands from the fleet and from Jim’s fighter wing. His squadrons had taken greater than 60% losses in the fight.
More than half my people, thought Jim bitterly. So many lives lost. The price of survival ain’t cheap.

      ***They held Marta’s funeral in the mountains, on the trail they had used to escape from the original slave complex and make their way to freedom.
Tatiana stood over the grave, tears washing her face, as people spoke about Marta, about the things she had done to save them, make them free.
There was a goodly crowd. Luke was there, with Bonnie, and the Marine major Ollie Coston who had fought with Marta in the tunnels.
Around the grave many others, hundreds, had made the long hike up through the foothills to the place where Marta had almost shot Misrak, the first Ampato they met.
Even the strange admiral called Rita from the fleet orbiting Deriko had come down to pay her respects, the one with the same last name as Bonnie, and some kind of weird clone story told about her origins.
Mikhail stood beside Tatiana, holding her hand. On the other side stood Norali and Baysig, and dozens from Tatiana’s inner circle who had learned to love and respect the big, rough Ukrainian.
Finally, everyone who wanted to speak had spoken. 
Tatiana didn’t speak. She couldn’t. It would have been impossible. Her heart was too broken.
They put Marta in the ground then, at the base of the big flat rock she had once used as a platform to sight in on Misrak, just before Baysig called her off.
It was the place Tatiana considered the beginning of hope, the first place where they had started to believe - to believe that maybe they could actually survive.
The crowd started drifting back down the trail, headed back to their new city, the city they had just named.
Misto Marta. City of Marta.
Tatiana walked along with Mikhail and Luke. After a bit, she wiped her eyes one last time, then turned to her father.
“Dad, I have some news for you.”
Luke waited, a question on his face.
Tatiana gripped Mikhail’s hand tightly.
“I’m pregnant.”

      ***Rita had been given an office in Tatiana’s headquarters complex on Deriko. The door opened and Gabriel put his head inside.
“Captain Orma, milady.”
“Send him in, Gabriel, thank you.”
Rita rose to her feet as the Singheko captain came in and moved in front of Rita’s desk, braced up and saluted. 
It was a good salute, Rita saw. No disrespect, no arrogance. 
Bonnie had told her about her rescue - and the way she was treated in the lifeboat by the Singheko captain, Orma. 
Rita had an idea in mind. It probably wouldn’t work.
But what the hell. Nothing ventured, nothing gained.
She returned the salute and waved him to a chair. She had found a large one, big enough to accommodate the seven-foot frame of the Rexnine alien without discomfort.
“Please make yourself comfortable, Captain Orma. Can I get you anything to drink?”
Orma shook his head.
“No, thank you, Admiral. Or should I say, milady? I understand that’s the form of address used in your fleet?”
“Either is fine, Captain Orma. Are you being treated well?”
“I have no complaints, milady. Although I’m concerned about the other members of my crew. I haven’t seen them since we were captured.”
“I assure you, your crew is fine. They were moved here some time ago. We couldn’t keep them on Dragon while repairs were in progress. You shot her up pretty badly, you know.”
“We do our best,” Orma replied. Rita saw a slight quirk of a smile touch the captain’s face, but he managed to suppress it.
Rita herself couldn’t resist a slight tinge of a smile.
Two warriors talking shop, she thought. Opposite sides of the same business.
“Moving on, then, Captain. We understand that when your Admiral Zukra staged his coup and took over the government, there was a group of officers who resisted that. Most of them were killed, but…perhaps there might be some who still live.”
There was a slight, almost imperceptible freezing of Orma’s face. The silence stretched on for a long time. Rita wasn’t certain he was going to respond at all, but she waited.
If he speaks first, then there’s a chance. A slight chance.
Finally, he replied.
“Admiral Zukra is my superior officer, milady. I am a good soldier. I follow my orders.”
Rita sat. Her outward demeanor was like a stone, immobile, giving nothing away.
But inwardly, her mind raced.
He hates Zukra. And he hates what Zukra has done. 
I don’t even know if the Singheko have a religion, or a code of ethics, or a common morality. I know nothing about him, nothing about his background. How do I approach him?
“Captain Orma. In every society, there comes a time when the moral and honest are faced with evil and corruption.”
Orma did not respond. But in his eyes, Rita saw a glint of something. 
Something akin to understanding.
“I’ll not insult you by asking you to do anything against your moral code, Captain. But I would ask you this simple question. What is best for Singheko? What is best for your people? This continued descent into the madness of war? Fighting every other species in the Arm for the next hundred years?”
Again, Orma sat silently. 
Rita was not an expert on Singheko facial expressions or body language. But there was something there. She was sure of it.
“Captain Orma, I’m going to take a huge chance. This may be a tremendous mistake, but it won’t be the first one I’ve made and certainly not the last.
“I’m releasing you and the two who were with you in the lifeboat. I’ll provide you with comms to your Admiralty and you can make arrangements to be picked up at a neutral location between here and Singheko. We’ll deliver you there and send you on your way.”
Rita rose from her seat and straightened her tunic. Orma, realizing the meeting was over, also rose. 
“Captain Orma, I’m not asking you to do anything your conscience won’t support. But someday - if you find yourself in a position to stop this madness - please try. Good luck to you, sir.”
Orma braced up and saluted. Rita nodded once and returned his salute. Turning on his heel, he left the room. 
As the hatch closed behind him, Rita saw his Marine escort fall into place to take him on his way.
Think about it, Orma. Think long and hard, please.






  
  Epilogue


The Singheko had slunk back to their anchorage at Ridendo, the remnants of the Nidarian fleet with them. For the first time in a year, Rita had given herself a day off. She arranged for a shuttle to take them into the mountains - Jim, Bonnie, Luke, Tatiana, Mikhail, and her bodyguards Gabriel and Raphael.  
The day was exquisitely wonderful. The air was crisp, cool on their skin without being cold. Living aboard a starship had many limitations, and lack of exercise was one of the worst. So getting out into the world was a treat.
After hiking in the afternoon, they settled in for the evening. Jim, with his vast experience at wilderness camping, set up a marvelous campsite. Raphael and Gabriel volunteered to cook, and Rita let them. 
The rest sat on a large rock, watching the sunset. As the star sank toward the horizon, the sky came alive. Red, orange, yellow, purple - every color of the rainbow was visible, great streaks of light that covered the horizon. The fire in front of them crackled and spit. The breeze on their skin was cool. The night was perfect.
They sat in companionable silence for a while, letting peace settle around like a warm blanket.
“How about that Baysig?” Bonnie finally said.
They all smiled together. Baysig had finally revealed his true identity to them. 
Fleet Admiral Baysig - in command of the combined fleet of the Taegu and Bagrami. He had led the charge that broke up the Singheko fleet and turned the tide of the battle. He was now on his way to Dekanna, taking his fleet to support Admiral Sobong. Bonnie would leave tomorrow to join him, with a detachment from Rita’s fleet. When the Singheko invasion fleet arrived at Dekanna in six weeks, they were going to have quite a surprise.
Rita knew it was far from over. They had a long, hard slog of a war ahead of them. Zukra had escaped to Nidaria. He was there now, plotting with Garatella for another attack on the Humans.
But they had won a respite. News from Earth had come in - the UN had finally got their act together on the manufacturing side. They had completed a new battlecruiser and two new destroyers. The three ships were on their way to Singheko and would arrive in two weeks. Earth-side manufacturing was ramping up. The schedule called for a new cruiser every two months and a new battlecruiser every six months.
And beside me are the people I need to fight this war, thought Rita. There is no one else in the universe I would want standing with me.
“Tatiana, seems like you’ve got the planet pacified now. Will you be going back to Earth?” asked Jim. 
Tatiana shook her head, glancing at Mikhail.
“No. We’ll see to sending home all those who want to return, but Mikhail and I are staying here. This isn’t over yet. We have more work to do.”
Rita grinned. She liked this young, smart commander who had formed up a handful of slaves and taken an entire planet. She noticed that Tatiana had Mikhail’s hand gripped tightly, holding on to the man she loved.
She turned her face back toward the sunset, watching the star sink into the horizon. She didn’t have to look to know that Bonnie and Luke were holding hands too.
Without looking, she reached out a hand. Somehow Jim’s hand was there automatically.
Funny how things work out, Rita thought. There’s a lot of hate in the universe right now. But there’s love in the universe too. 
Enough for everybody to have some if they want it.
###
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  Attention to Orders


By order of EDF Fleet Admiral Rita Page and in recognition for conspicuous gallantry and intrepidity under fire in the recent actions against the combined forces of the Singheko and Nidarian Empires, the following individuals are promoted to the positions indicated: 
<excerpt>
* Captain Hideo Sato to Admiral, Battlecruiser Cube One. Admiral Sato will utilize Asiana as his flagship.
* Captain Bonnie Page to Commodore, Destroyer Wing. Commodore Page will utilize Dragon as her command ship.
* Lieutenant Rachel Gibson to Commander and transferred to the staff of Fleet Admiral Rita Page as Assistant Flag Aide.
* Lieutenant Dan Worley to Commander and Chief Engineering Officer, Dragon.
* Ensign (Brevet Lieutenant) Emma Gibbs to Lieutenant and Tactical Officer, Dragon.
<end excerpt. Document continues for eight more pages>


POSTHUMOUS PROMOTIONS


By order of EDF Fleet Admiral Rita Page, the following individuals are promoted posthumously to the ranks indicated. May they rest in peace.
<excerpt>
* Captain Tarraine Mountain Child One, Nidarian, of the cruiser Daeddam, to Admiral.
* Commander Lirrassa Ocean Child Six, Nidarian, of the destroyer Dragon, to Captain.
* Commander Sarah North, Human, of the destroyer Dragon, to Captain.
* Lieutenant Commander Harry McMaster, Human, of the destroyer Dragon, to Commander.
* Ensign Gary Goodwin, Human, of the destroyer Dragon, to Lieutenant (j.g.).
<end excerpt. Document continues for twenty-seven more pages>






  
  One

Planet Nidaria - City of Sanctuary


High Councilor Garatella of the Nidarian Empire stared angrily across the desk. 
“I’m getting a little tired of your excuses, Admiral.”
Before him, Fleet Admiral Tanno sat - but he sat at attention. He knew he was in trouble. All it would take would be the flick of Garatella’s finger - a quick word to the right person - and Tanno would be nothing but a faint memory. An unexpected suicide. Another admiral relegated to the dustbin of history. 
For Tanno was the admiral who had sent a Nidarian expeditionary fleet to assist Admiral Zukra in the attack on the Humans. And Tanno was the admiral who had assured Garatella it would be a pushover - after all, the Humans had little experience in space warfare, while the Nidarians and the Singheko had been fighting in space for thousands of years.
As it turned out, pushover was not exactly the word Tanno would now use. The tattered remnants of his expeditionary force had come straggling back to Nidaria, shot to hell, with the story of a battle that left space littered with the broken bodies of thousands of spacers - and the broken wrecks of a half-dozen of their front-line warships. Tanno had been patching up damaged ships for three months now, and still wasn’t finished.
“Aye, High Councilor. I did not mean to make excuses. But we require another three months to launch a second campaign against the Humans. There’s a limit to how hard I can drive the workers in the space dock.”
“Bah!” Garatella spat, turning in his chair to stare out his window. From the top floor of Government House, the city of Sanctuary spread out before him. It stretched for miles, straddling the river Tassa flowing through the center of the city to a large bay. Far off, right at the horizon, Garatella could see the bay flare out where it met the ocean. Boats - commercial and pleasure - dotted the bay, which gleamed brightly in the morning sun. And far across the bay, almost lost in the distance, the tip of Mount Tassakka could be seen - a shield volcano 3,700 meters high, towering over the plains that surrounded Sanctuary.
“We’re losing valuable time!” Garatella growled bitterly. “That stupid Human witch Rita sits at Deriko, right in front of Zukra’s nose, taunting us! But at some point, she’s going to realize she can’t stay there - that position is not defensible. We have to attack her again before she leaves!”
“Councilor, I must tell you,” Tanno spoke. “I think she knows that already. She is playing with us. For the moment, she has Zukra pinned in place - preventing him from attacking Earth, or Asdif or Ursa, or taking any other major action. She has him temporarily bottled up on his own planet, in his own system. And of course, that also keeps us pinned - the terms of our alliance with Zukra compel us to go to his aid before any other action. I think this Human admiral is smarter than we thought.”
Garatella spun back to face Tanno. “But why not send our fleet to come in behind her, while Zukra sallies out from Ridendo?  She’d be caught between the two fleets! She wouldn’t stand a chance!”
Tanno shook his head. “Councilor, with all due respect, space warfare isn’t like land warfare. It’s three dimensional, and it involves incredible distances. She would know of our arrival in the system behind her in plenty of time to make an escape.”
Garatella sniffed. “So what is our strategy, then?”
“We must have patience, High Councilor. We must finish building out the new battlecruisers, cruisers, and destroyers as planned. We must complete the repairs on our fleet. We can then rejoin Zukra at Singheko. That will give him enough strength to leave a protective force around Ridendo shielding it from Human attacks, while our combined fleet attacks them. They will run - of that I am certain. We pursue them wherever they go, chasing them down until they can run no more. Then we destroy them.”
“If they run to Earth?”
“That’s actually the best scenario for us, High Councilor. That puts them far away from any potential allies to Coreward. We can bombard their planet with nukes, while our fleet fights them in their own solar system. We’ll make short work of them there.”
“And if she’s smart enough to run the other way?”
“Then her most likely destination would be Dekanna, to join forces with the Dariama there. That would also play into our hands - the Dariama are notorious cowards. They’ll break and run at the first sight of our combined fleet entering their system. And that will leave the Humans to fight alone.”
Garatella glared at his senior admiral. “You’d better be right this time, Tanno. I don’t fancy losing another battle to these damn upstart Humans! The Council is not happy with the results of our last adventure. And if I go down, Tanno…”
Garatella left the threat unsaid. 
Tanno didn’t have to hear the rest. Sweat ran down his spine. His hands shook as Garatella dismissed him. Rising to leave, his knees were shaky as he moved to the door. Tanno realized he had only one choice.
The Humans must die. All of them. Right down to the last ship. And then their planet must be wiped clean. They must not be allowed to expand into space.
Or I’ll have a sudden, unexplained suicide.


Singheko System - Planet Deriko
Battlecruiser EDF Merkkessa - in orbit


Commander Rachel Gibson entered her cabin and smiled. Commander Dan Worley was already there. He had somehow sandwiched a small table into the tiny compartment. The little table had a white tablecloth, and two electric candles that looked almost like the real thing. Between the candles was a silver serving dish. 
And flowers. He had flowers. Little purple flowers that looked a bit like lilacs. Small blossoms, but beautiful.
“Where on Earth did you get these?” Rachel exclaimed, reaching out to touch them in wonder. Her dark brown eyes flashed in delight.
“Not “on Earth”. On Deriko,” Dan replied. “I traded with one of the shuttle pilots for them.”
“Lord help me, I hope you didn’t give him one of our engines,” Rachel laughed. “Flowers! Of all things! On a starship! You’re crazy, you know that?”
Dan moved behind her and pulled out her chair. “It’s your birthday, love! I had to do something!”
“Oh my Lord, you’re right! I completely forgot!” Rachel sat, eying the serving dish. “What’s that?” she asked suspiciously.
“Oh, just a little something I whipped up,” Dan responded with a glint in his eye. “You’ll like it.” Dan removed the top to the serving dish and waved a hand. “Viola! Meatloaf!”
Rachel stared in horror. “Impossible! We haven’t seen real meat in two months! Did you kill something on Deriko? I’m not eating alien meat, you idiot!”
Dan sat in his chair, grinning. “Nope. It’s not from Deriko, don’t worry. I made a deal with one of the ammunition barge pilots last month. He brought me two pounds of actual ground beef, straight from Earth, hidden in one of the missile containers.”
“What did you have to give him?” Rachel asked suspiciously. “A starship?”
“Just a few small items. Nothing to worry about,” said Dan.
“What?” persisted Rachel. “I know you, Dan. And I know how impossible it is to get real meat from Earth out here. What did you give him?”
Dan shrugged. “Just a few odds and ends left over from the battle. It was all scrap, going to be trashed anyway. But he can sell them on Earth as genuine souvenirs of the Battle of Deriko. He makes a few bucks, we get meatloaf.”
“Oh, Dan,” Rachel said, shaking her head. “You know I’m on the admiral’s staff now. Please don’t let me hear you doing things like that. You put me in an impossible position. I should report you for this!”
Dan smiled. “Well, at least have some meatloaf first. Then you can report me. Happy Birthday!”
Rachel, still shaking her head, sat at the table. She reached for her knife and fork. Dan leaned forward and carved a huge slice of meatloaf for her, holding it on a triangular serving spoon.
<GENERAL QUARTERS, GENERAL QUARTERS. THIS IS NOT A DRILL. ALL HANDS MAN YOUR BATTLE STATIONS. GENERAL QUARTERS, GENERAL QUARTERS. THIS IS NOT A DRILL. ALL HANDS MAN YOUR BATTLE STATIONS>
“Crap!” yelled Rachel. The sound of the alarm in her embedded comm sounded like someone yelling directly over her head. Dan jumped a foot in the air. He dropped the serving spoon on the white tablecloth. 
Both scrambled to their feet, heading for their combat stations, as the lump of meatloaf intended for Rachel soaked into the pristine white tablecloth, leaving a bloody stain.

      ***Two decks above, Rita Page - Admiral of the Black - took the final steps onto her slightly elevated Flag Bridge, settled into her command chair, and buckled her harness. The Flag Bridge was a raised platform, about eight inches higher than the rest of Merkkessa’s bridge. It was surrounded by a railing, with gaps on two sides for entry and exit. Positioned at the rear of the large bridge compartment, it was just large enough for five combat chairs - three in front, and two behind.
Rita took a quick glance at the four-meter diameter holographic display at the front of Merkkessa’s bridge. The holo was alive with movement as the warships of her fleet broke orbit to take positions in a defensive formation.
On the planet below it was night. The terminator was already far to the west of them. The lights of the city of Misto Marta lay below them - a small sparkle of life embedded in thousands of square miles of darkness. Even as she watched, the city lights winked out, as the city went to blackout in the face of an enemy attack.
“What do we have, Captain Bekerose?” she asked, addressing the nearby Nidarian who had just finished conferring with the Tactical Officer. Her Flag Captain turned and approached the raised platform, leaning on the railing as he spoke.
“I hope it’s just another raid, milady. But they’re coming out in force, that’s for certain. Six battlecruisers, twelve cruisers, sixteen destroyers. I’ve ordered defensive plan Mike-Sierra if that meets with your approval.”
“It’s a feint,” said Rita flatly. “They’re not ready for a full-scale battle yet. This is just another test to see how we react.”
“I think so too, milady. Thus Mike-Sierra. It allows us to position for defense, but without giving away too much.”
“Bastards. They love interrupting our dinner.”
Bekerose smiled. To an outsider, Bekerose would have looked strange - a humanoid, but with ears that seemed a bit too high on the head. A mouth in the right place - but a small, flattened bump where a Human would expect to see a nose. Five feet nine inches tall - 175 centimeters - Bekerose dwarfed nearly all other Nidarians on the ship, with the notable exception of Rita’s senior bodyguards Gabriel and Raphael. 
And as always when at Battle Stations, those two were positioned by the entrance to Rita’s day cabin, pulse rifles in hand, standing at a loose parade rest. The average Nidarian was only about five feet tall - 152 centimeters - but Gabriel and Raphael stood a full three inches taller than Bekerose. By Nidarian standards, they were giants.
Nidarians had been in space for more than twenty-five thousand years. They were the most valuable spacers in Rita’s fleet. Without them…
Without my Nidarians, thought Rita, there wouldn’t be any Humans left. The Singheko would have wiped us out long ago. And my wonderful Nidarians even fought against their own kind to save us - because they had promised us. That’s called honor…
“…so if they follow the pattern of the last raid, they’ll pull us out of the orbitals, wait until we take up our defensive positions, make a single attack pass, then veer off and return to Ridendo,” Bekerose finished.
Rita realized she had been distracted. But she got the gist of Bekerose’ comment.
“Let’s not assume, though. It could be a full-on attack. I don’t think so, because they didn’t bring enough ships to really challenge us, but - you never know. Let’s be ready for anything.”
“Aye, milady,” agreed Bekerose.
Rita sat back in her chair, trying to relax. Since the Battle of Deriko three months earlier, her fleet had endured two of these raids - this would be the third. All so far had followed the same pattern - a hit and run, a quick nip at the EDF fleet - but no serious attempt to join battle. 
But of course, she had to prepare for the worst-case scenario. Any of the raids could turn into a full-scale battle in a heartbeat. The Singheko were dangerous and unpredictable.
Rita put up a hand and adjusted her helmet slightly. Her jet-black hair had a tendency to grow fast. She had let it get just a bit too thick. It pushed up her helmet a bit, which irritated her.
Need to get a haircut when this battle is over…it’s so annoying.
Rachel Gibson, her new Assistant Flag Aide, ran into the bridge, stepped up to the platform, and slammed into the chair on her right, buckling her harness. 
Rita smiled at the young Commander. She had a special fondness for Rachel. In so many ways, Rachel reminded Rita of her friend Bonnie. She didn’t look much like Bonnie, a bit shorter and brunette instead of Bonnie’s blond. But she had Bonnie’s personality - outgoing, competent, unafraid. Always ready with an idea, never shirking her duty, and a perpetual smile that lit up a room. 
In fact, it was Bonnie who had recommended Rachel to Rita’s staff. Rachel had originally been the Assistant Tactical Officer - ATO - on the destroyer Dragon. When Rachel’s Nidarian senior officer Lirrassa had been killed in one of the last battles with the Singheko, Rachel had stepped into the Tactical Officer role seamlessly. She had even assumed temporary command of the Dragon for a short period of time and had distinguished herself in that role as well. 
So, immediately after the Battle of Deriko, Bonnie had sent Rachel to the flagship with a message - a note stating that Rachel was command material and should be groomed for promotion. Rita had brought Rachel on to her staff as Assistant Flag Aide - and had not been disappointed. The former Tactical Officer of the Dragon was scary competent.
Bonnie trained her well. She’s fantastic, thought Rita. I wish I had a dozen like her.
Leaning over toward her, Rita spoke softly. “Rachel, Captain Dallitta’s down on the surface today. You’ll act as my Flag Aide, so move over to the other chair.”
Rachel gave Rita a million-dollar smile, unbuckled, and crossed behind Rita to the other chair on Rita’s left, the position of Flag Aide. The position of Flag Aide was a captain’s slot - sitting in this chair was like a temporary promotion. She buckled into the chair and fired up the console in front of it, preparing for battle. 
“Fleet is in position for Mike-Sierra,” called Bekerose. 
Rita studied the holo. Her fleet was now in formation. Eight 200-meter battlecruisers formed a cube a thousand klicks across, with one of the massive ships at each corner. Their interlocking fields of fire allowed them to protect each other. Any enemy vessel entering their range would be in a massive crossfire from all eight battlecruisers - not a healthy place to be. As well, each ship could pivot in any direction to form a new defensive cube.
And at the front edge of the cube were the battlecruisers of her new allies, the Taegu and the Bagrami. They had been adamant about their place in the formation. They had been brutalized by the Singheko for years and were thirsty for revenge. Even now, their home planets were still occupied by the Singheko. Rita had gladly allowed them the place of honor in the battlecruiser formation - it was only right.
A thousand klicks in front of the battlecruiser cube, two additional cubes of warships waited side by side, forming a blocking force in front of the battlecruisers. Each of these cubes contained eight 160-meter cruisers - a formation whose combined firepower nearly equaled that of the battlecruisers. Any enemy trying to get to the battlecruisers would have to pass them first - and that would not be easy.
And finally, a thousand klicks ahead of the cruisers, sixteen destroyers waited. These highly maneuverable ships of 125 meters would take the first shock of battle.
Also arranged in two cubes, the destroyers were tasked to provide a wall of protection for the cruisers behind them. As the enemy came into range, they would fall back toward the cruiser formation, laying down a wall of defensive fire against the enemy’s fighters - and taking any opportunity to prick at the Singheko destroyers.
“We’re ready, milady,” Rachel said beside Rita.
Rita nodded an acknowledgment.
Here they come. And it may only be a raid, but people will die. They always do.
“Launch fighters,” Rita called.


Sol System - Earth
United Nations Building - Beijing, China


“Right now she’s stalemated. She sits in the Singheko system, facing off with them like a gunfighter in some Old West movie! But she doesn’t have the forces to take them out. And she knows that! And still she won’t give up, bring the fleet back to Earth! She’s leaving us utterly exposed! We have to take action!”
Ken Elliott, newly appointed Grand Admiral of the UNSF - the United Nations Space Force - practically yelled his last statement. His tirade had gone on for several minutes. And the subject of his ire was one person - Rita Page, Fleet Admiral of the EDF.
And there was one fact that really drove Elliott over the edge. Even though the U.N. coordinated the manufacture of new warships for the fleet, and the recruitment of new personnel, and the transport of supplies to the fleet - Rita Page would not take orders from him. She considered herself independent of the U.N.
Across from Elliott, Ingrid Stoltenberg, Secretary-General of the United Nations, glanced briefly to her left. There sat Zhao Zemin, Premier of the State Council of China - the real power behind the throne in the modern U.N. But Zemin held his peace, waiting for someone else to respond.
On Ingrid’s right, Viktoria Chernenko, Prime Minister of the Russian Federation, nodded in slow agreement. 
“We don’t disagree with you,” said Viktoria cautiously. “She’s sitting there at Deriko like a bug on a leaf. God knows what she’s thinking.”
Taking Viktoria’s cautious statement for more than it was, Elliott spoke excitedly. “We have to force her to bring every ship back to Earth! We have to put a ring of warships around our planet and prepare for the Singheko! Staying there in their own system, facing them down eyeball to eyeball - that’s insane!”
Zemin finally spoke. “I think you should do whatever is required to bring that fleet back to defend Earth. That is the whole point of creating the U.N. Space Force - to centralize the command of all space forces from every country into one. And therefore it makes sense for us to force the EDF under the umbrella of the UNSF.”
“Then I have your support? To take whatever action is necessary?” asked Elliott.
Zemin hesitated. “Within reason, Admiral. I’m sure you understand, China cannot be overtly involved. Admiral Page has tremendous public support. She has saved Earth from the Singheko not once, but twice. She is incredibly popular among the masses. They think she walks on water. Whatever you do, you must do it quietly - no negative publicity. Put her out to pasture or promote her to a desk job. Something like that. But nothing obvious.”
Elliott, his emotions settling down as he realized he had won the decision, grunted in frustration. “I would prefer to just kill her, actually. We all know she’s some kind of misbegotten clone. A creature of the devil.”
Ingrid Stoltenberg looked at Elliott, trying to hide the horror in her mind. Elliott’s predilection toward overt religious zealotry was well known. He claimed to be a Christian. He went to church, contributed to charity, made great display of his faith. But anyone who knew him quickly realized he was a CINO - a Christian in name only. It was amazing to Ingrid that he had achieved his high position. She would never have let him into the role of Admiral of the new U.N. Space Force if she had been able to control the appointment. 
But it had been out of her hands.
The Chinese control the U.N. now, thought Ingrid. With the change of headquarters to Beijing and the creation of a UN Space Force, they’re sitting in the catbird seat. They got everything they wanted. Including an admiral they could control.  And non-thinking religious zealots like Elliott are easy to control - you don’t have to delude them, they delude themselves. 
And the Chinese are masters at pretending to give him what he wants. They keep him twisted right round their little finger. 
Lord, why did President Hager allow this to happen? What a tremendous mistake - just for an agreement to let Taiwan have independence, and to help rein in Iran? Foolish, foolish. What was Hager thinking? 
Now they’ll use the U.N. as a club to batter the rest of the world forever…and by creating the U.N. Space Force, they will effectively control every military asset in space. 
Except Rita and the EDF. I have to go along with this for now. But I must find some way to checkmate Elliott and the Chinese, without being too obvious about it.
“No, Admiral. No bloodshed. This must be done smoothly, carefully,” Viktoria said. 
Ingrid came back to the present, glanced at Zemin to see if he would offer any further comment. But he stayed silent, looking down at his briefing papers.
So if this all goes south, Zemin can claim he wasn’t involved in the actual details. Typical.
Across from Ingrid, Elliott closed his eyes and shuddered, as if he were undergoing some kind of religious fit. But then he opened his eyes and nodded understanding.
“Yes, I understand. No bloodshed. Just find a way to get her back here to Earth, take the fleet away from her, and tuck her away where she can do no harm.”
Zemin nodded at last. He knew that he had to give the final blessing, at least for Elliott’s benefit.
“I perceive you have understanding, Admiral. China will provide you with any personnel or materials that you need. Quietly, of course. Just inform my aide Li Xiulian and it will be done.”
Elliott, now happily excited, made a slight bow of the head to Zemin. “Thank you, Premier. Your understanding and support are greatly appreciated.”
Zemin stood, signifying the top-secret meeting was over. The other three stood as well. Ingrid watched in disgust as Elliott made a full-on Oriental-type bow to Zemin.
The way Elliott fawns over him, you’d think he’s some kind of royalty!
Viktoria stepped forward and shook hands with Zemin. Ingrid knew she should follow suit, but she was too disgusted at the moment to do it. Instead, she pretended to be busy collecting her tablet and other items from the table. Finally, Viktoria and Ingrid followed Zemin out of the room, their handlers picking them up in the hallway. While Zemin disappeared to the right, Ingrid and Viktoria turned left. Reaching the landing that led to the rooftop heliport, Ingrid stopped to say goodbye to Viktoria. 
“Have a safe trip, Prime Minister.”
Viktoria offered her hand and Ingrid shook it. Then she waited patiently as Viktoria was led up the stairs to the heliport by her minders. There, a plain-wrapper Chinese executive helicopter waited to take her to the airport. 
In an hour, Viktoria would be wheels-up, heading back to Moscow. Except for Elliott, Ingrid, and Zemin, no one outside her Chinese minders, the crew of her plane, and her President would know Viktoria had traveled to Beijing. 
Returning to her top-floor office, Ingrid thought about what had just occurred. 
Against my will, I was forced to give the green light to a half-crazy religious zealot to perform a coup on the Admiral of the EDF - and force the EDF fleet to return to Earth and put itself under the command of the U.N.
God help us. I must find some way to block this. Without the Chinese killing me.






  
   Two

Destroyer Dragon


“Here they come,” called Commander Luke Powell from his XO console. “Looks like we drew the lucky straw this time. They’re coming right at us, trying to nip off a corner.” 
Commodore Bonnie Page nodded from her slightly elevated command chair, behind and to the left of Luke’s. In the holo, she could see the attacking Singheko formation veer upward and to her relative right, toward the top right of the cube of destroyers, trying to isolate one corner of it while staying out of range of the other side. At the same time, the enemy went to heavy deceleration, slowing down to battle speed.
Reflexively, Bonnie glanced at the pressure gauge on the left thigh of her pressure suit. She tapped it to ensure it was reading correctly. Since she had been ejected into space from the Dragon six months earlier while fighting a Singheko cruiser, she just couldn’t stop doing it.
She knew it was a nervous tic; she had already checked the gauge twice since battle stations were sounded. She looked up to see if anyone had noticed. 
No one was looking at her. But she saw a tiny smile crease Luke’s face. 
Not much escapes him.
Without turning his head to look at her, Luke raised his left hand slightly and crossed his thumb over his forefinger.
It was their secret sign of love.
Smiling, Bonnie stared at the holo at the front of the bridge. She straightened in her chair, making a decision. 
“Destroyer Cube One execute plan Squaredance-Two,” she called out loud. The AI of the ship responded immediately.
<Sending plan Squaredance-Two to Destroyer Cube One. All ships have acknowledged. All ships moving to new formation>
She saw her four leftmost destroyers begin to move smoothly across the formation to the right, passing the line of ships that had originally formed the right side of the cube. The dance of warships looked complex, but her group had practiced this movement a hundred times, both in the simulator and in actual maneuvers. The crossing movement of the ships was designed to confuse the enemy, to provide some level of deception as to their final intent. By the time the enemy came into range, they would have formed a new cube re-centered to meet the oncoming threat. 
But it won’t fool them, thought Bonnie. 
Her thought was almost instantly echoed by Luke. 
“They’ve seen this before,” he said. “They’ve raided us so many times, we’re running out of maneuvers.”
“That’s the idea, I expect,” replied Bonnie. “They’ll keep raiding us, learning more and more about our response, until Garatella’s reinforcements arrive. Then they’ll finally have enough ships to make a proper attack.”
Luke nodded. He scanned his console, looking for any surprises behind them. But he didn’t expect any. The EDF had eight corvettes scattered around the system, watching every move the Singheko made. Not to mention dozens of fighter patrols that went out every day, scanning the distant reaches of the system for any mischief by the enemy. If there had been another force behind the EDF to take them in the rear, they would have received warning long before this.
“Fighters coming out,” called Lieutenant Emma Gibbs at the Tac Console. Bonnie nodded acknowledgment. She could see small blue icons representing friendly fighters flowing out of the sortie decks of the EDF battlecruisers and cruisers, forming up into their flights and squadrons, taking a vector directly toward the enemy. They would pass through her own destroyer formation in a matter of seconds, going out to meet the Singheko head-on - the tip of the spear.
And she knew who would be leading them - Jim Carter. Rita’s husband, and the CAG - Commander Attack Group - for the EDF.
And her former lover. The man she would never get over, even though she had lost him long ago.
She couldn’t help the thought. Lord, keep Jim safe.
Almost as soon as she thought it, the Singheko began launching their own fighters, hundreds of them spewing out of the enemy capital ships, forming up in front of their fleet.
The first squadrons of EDF fighters flashed through her cube, accelerating at 300g to get to the enemy. She could have issued a brief command to highlight Jim’s fighter and watch him throughout the battle, but she didn’t. It was better not to know. She couldn’t imagine what she would do, how she would react, if he were killed while she watched. 
Better to ignore him and go about her business.
She couldn’t help but wonder about Rita. She supposed Rita would be the same, ignoring personal issues to focus on the battle. In fact, she was sure of it - for Rita was one of the most cold-blooded people she knew. 
That’s why she’s the Admiral.
“Enemy destroyers in range in sixty seconds,” called Emma. 
Bonnie re-focused all her attention on the holo. Well out in front of them now, the EDF fighter formations met the enemy fighters, both sides unleashing everything they had in a whirlwind of gamma lance and missile fire. Bonnie saw many fighters take damage, with some spinning out of control, some burning from internal combustibles mixing with the air of their oxygen systems, pilots ejecting, the flashing orange blips of emergency beacons cluttering up the holo. 
With a deft touch, Emma Gibbs reached to her Tactical console and hid the emergency beacons. There would be time enough for that after the fight.
“Five. Four. Three. Two. One. Fire,” called Emma. 
The high-pitched, nerve-scraping whine of the gamma lance sang through the bridge, a noise that always sent shivers down Bonnie’s back. 
The energy spear reached out toward an enemy destroyer, centered on its engineering space. As if by magic, a hole appeared in the enemy ship. Debris flew wildly out the other side of the enemy destroyer’s hull as the gamma lance punched all the way through. The ship began to veer off course, losing decel. 
The strange effect of losing decel caused it to appear to accelerate, rather than slow. As the enemy ship could no longer decelerate at the same rate as the rest of its fleet, it appeared to shoot out in front of them, an optical illusion that made it appear to be racing away. 
Bonnie ignored it. It was out of action. There were plenty of other targets. She focused on the rest of the enemy fleet. Emma had already selected another enemy destroyer. Dragon yawed slightly as it re-targeted. The fat tube of the gamma lance in the front of the destroyer made a second nerve-grating whine. The beam licked out at another enemy ship. It just missed as the enemy made a wild evasive maneuver, and Emma let loose a word that Bonnie had never heard come out of her mouth before.
“Emma!” grinned Bonnie at the young Lieutenant, in mock horror. 
“Sorry, mum,” smiled Emma. “But I thought I had him for sure!”


Merlin Fighter “Angel One”


“Angel Squadron, break left!” yelled Commander Jim Carter. A large flurry of missiles from the enemy destroyers came at him. He followed his own advice, rolling to the left and pulling the sidestick back against the stop, trying to get to a slight hole in the array of missiles bearing down on him. 
The g-meter on his instrument panel flicked instantly to 308g true, 8g internal. The inertia compensator could offset the g-force up to 300g - but beyond that, the pilot felt the full effects of the excess. The force of eight times his body weight smashed him down into the heavily reclined seat of the Merlin fighter as he exceeded the compensator limits. Jim huffed and grunted in his pressure suit to maintain consciousness. The frame of the Merlin groaned under the forces acting on it.
The Merlin’s AI automatically spat wads of chaff and flares into the void of space behind him, the countermeasures launcher making a “chuff-chuff-chuff” sound audible in the cockpit. In the VR that painted the entire interior of his cockpit, Jim could see several missiles arcing around as they tried to stay with him, their little AI brains not giving up.
And then it was over. The missiles streaked by him, a blur in the “reality” of the VR. They continued on their way into the void, looking for other targets. Jim saw Merlins behind him jinking violently to avoid the missiles, chaff spraying out of them.
Good luck, guys.
But Jim had other fish to fry. His AI had already selected a fat cruiser just a couple of thousand klicks in front of him. The weapons button on his sidestick was blinking red, indicating the AI had the target locked and was ready to fire. Jim punched it, and eight missiles departed the stub wings on the side of the Merlin, all of them accelerating toward the enemy cruiser at 2,500g. They would arrive in four seconds - if the enemies’ point defense cannon didn’t pick them off first.
Jim watched as two, then four, then seven of his missiles were knocked down by the pulse cannon of the enemy cruiser and its accompanying destroyers. Then he grunted in satisfaction - his final missile broke through their point defense and punched into the cruiser’s starboard engine nacelle, making a large and satisfying explosion. At first, the cruiser continued as if nothing had happened. But then Jim saw a fire start in the hole left by his missile as the internal atmosphere of the warship leaked out.
“Burn, baby, burn!” he yelled in glee.
The cruiser veered off, breaking formation, and turning away from the battle. Jim punched the air in celebration, then dismissed the cruiser - it was no longer a threat. 
Then, reality bit. He was far out in front of his Wing, exposed. He had no business being in the front of the attack, and he knew it. After all, he was the CAG. He should be either back on the Merkkessa, directing the Wing from the safety of the Ops center, or at the very least hovering in his Merlin well behind the rest of his fighters.
Rita will have a cow about this, he smiled grimly. I’m in for a real dressing-down. I know better. 
But I’m so tired of these fuckers raiding us.
With a sigh, Jim turned the Merlin and headed away from the enemy. He assessed the overall picture in his VR and decided there was nothing immediate he needed to do. His Wing knew their business, and they were doing it. 
On his relative right, Merlin Attack Group One Five - MAG-15 - was heavily engaged with a pack of enemy fighters, pushing them back toward their line of cruisers. Above him, MAG-12 was doing the same to another gaggle of enemy fighters, punching holes in their line, driving them back. 
But to his relative left and below, his third attack group, MAG-10, was having a tougher time of it. They were evenly matched. The enemy fighters were conserving their missiles, holding position - which was not good. 
It was not good because Jim could see a second enemy fighter squadron sneaking around the dogfight, with full racks of missiles. In less than a minute, that second enemy squadron would have the EDF cube of cruisers in their range, and the enemy fighters would launch missiles at the capital ships. That was the precise scenario Jim’s fighters were tasked to prevent.
Jim punched his finger directly on the cockpit wall, touching the enemy squadron that represented the threat. “Angel, designate target here. Angel Squadron engage now, now, now!”


Destroyer Dragon


“Skipper, we’ve got a breakaway squadron of fighters at down-right, looks like they’re trying to make an end-run around us and get to the cruisers,” called Emma.
“Are they in range?” wondered Bonnie.
“No, mum, we’d have to break formation to get to them. But…wait…there goes a squadron of Merlins at them. They see them now.”
Bonnie assessed the holo quickly. She could see the breakaway group of enemy fighters, well down and to the relative right of her destroyer cube, trying to get past a group of Merlins heavily engaged just in front of them. But now another squadron of Merlins was streaking toward them, accelerating at 308g. Quickly assessing the relative vectors painted in the holo, she saw the Merlins would intercept the enemy fighters before they could get to the cruisers. 
“We’ll leave them be, Emma,” she responded. “Looks like the Merlins have them corralled now.”
And right at that moment, Bonnie gave in. She couldn’t resist. She shot a mental command to her AI.
Dragon, designate Wing Commander in holo.
Instantly, one of the Merlins in the holo began flashing in alternate colors of blue and white, showing her where Jim Carter was located. 
And as Bonnie somehow knew he would be, Jim was leading the charge of his squadron, intercepting the breakaway group of enemy fighters.
Bonnie sighed in both relief and frustration. Relief that he was still alive, and frustration that he couldn’t stay in the rear of the fight like a Wing Commander ought to be doing.
The thought came unbidden to her mind. 
If I were Rita, I’d fire him.
It wouldn’t do to dwell on it. She had to worry about other things right now.
Dragon, stop designation of Wing Commander.
Slightly ahead and to the right of Bonnie’s seat at his XO console, Luke monitored the vast array of warships and missiles in the holo. He let Emma at Tactical handle 95% of the work, designating targets and helping the WEPS AI manage the point-defense pulse cannon to fend off incoming missiles. His job was to maintain a high-level view of the battlefield, ensuring that if Emma missed something, he picked it up and took care of it.
So he had noticed the momentary highlighting of Jim Carter’s fighter, quickly flashing in the holo, then just as quickly disappearing. 
And he knew who had highlighted it. His captain - and his lover.
She still thinks about him, Luke thought. Even in the middle of a battle, she still thinks about him. 
I guess she’ll think about him forever.
“Incoming!” yelled Emma at Tac. 
Luke focused on his business, helping Emma tune the point defense system to fight off the inbound missiles. Between the WEPS AI, Emma’s adjustments, and his tuning, all but one of the missiles were intercepted. But one leaked through, and at the last second the WEPS AI automatically pulled Dragon up hard, exceeding the comp limits and crushing them down into their seats for a second. The incoming missile hit them precisely in the belly armor. It caused a tremendous crash and lurch but did little real damage.
Luke glanced up at Bonnie. “Sorry about that, Skipper. Let one get away from us.”
Bonnie gave a fake scowl. “No soup for you!” she called.


Merlin Fighter “Angel One”


The throttle was against the stop. Jim’s Merlin was accelerating at 308g true toward the breakaway group of enemy fighters - an acceleration that would kill a pilot, under normal circumstances. Inside the Merlin, however, Jim felt only 8g - the Merlin’s inertia compensator offsetting the first 300g of acceleration.
Still, in spite of the compensator, the force of eight times his body weight had Jim pinned to his seat. It felt like an elephant was sitting on his chest. But he was determined to get to the enemy - so he clenched his teeth and bore the pain.
However, the Singheko squadron spoiled his plan. Realizing they were going to be caught in a crossfire between the massive point defense of the cruisers in front of them, and Jim’s squadron coming in behind them, the enemy fighters broke off their attack. They slanted off toward empty space, away from the battle. Then they accelerated to 310g, confident their massive Singheko bodies could withstand more g-force than the puny Humans.
Oh no you don’t, thought Jim, I didn’t come all the way out here just to watch you run away…
“Angel, send the rest of the squadron home. Then override g-limiter to 12g positive and accelerate to 312g true,” Jim called to his AI.
<Squadron ordered to RTB. The g-limiter is overridden to 12g positive. Accelerating to 312g true>
Jim’s throttle was already against the stop, acceleration limited by the AI. Now the Merlin accelerated smoothly to 312g true. Inside the cockpit, the elephant sitting on Jim’s chest turned into two. He could no longer breathe except by forcing the air in and out of his chest with savage grunts of pain. Behind him, the rest of his flight - including his wingman - fell away as they vectored off to RTB - Return To Base. Jim, alone, continued to pursue the enemy formation, now moving farther and farther away from the battle behind him.
The edges of his vision started to tunnel - a great black circle, like a camera stopping down, began coming in from the periphery of his vision. 
But he was almost there - almost in range. Another few seconds…
…he huffed, trying to get air into his lungs…
…just a few more seconds…
The blackness was closing in…
Suddenly the pressure was released slightly. The black ring in his vision began to dissipate. Jim saw the red light blinking on his sidestick. 
<In range. Accel reduced to 310g. Weapons armed and ready>
He punched the button. His last eight missiles departed their tracks on the stub wings, running hot and true toward the enemy squadron in front of him. 
<All missiles away. You are out of weapons, Commander. Accel automatically reduced to 300g>
As the g-force disappeared, Jim felt blessed relief. He was able to suck a huge breath of air into his tortured lungs. As he took a second deep breath, his missiles completed their short, 4-second flight to the enemy, an enemy that consisted of fighters wildly jinking in all directions as they tried to avoid his missiles. 
And he yelled in exultation as he got three hits - three massive explosions, taking out three of the enemy fighters.
“Gotcha, you bastards!” he crowed, raising his hands in glee.
And then the remaining enemy fighters pirouetted on their axes, facing back toward him. 208 perfectly functional enemy missiles were looking right at him.
“Crap!” Jim yelled. “Get us out of here, Angel!”
The g-forces came back in suddenly as the Merlin’s AI vectored hard away, trying to put distance between the pissed-off enemy and Jim’s now very lonely fighter. He was far from his fleet, and far from his squadron. He would be in range of the enemy behind him for a few more seconds. It would be close. 
His AI, automatically computing the accel required to escape the enemy, slammed him back into the seat at the full internal 12g allowable. He couldn’t breathe. The black ring started coming in from the periphery of his vision. Then the ring of black came all the way in, and everything went away.






  
   Three

Battlecruiser Merkkessa


Rita was about as pissed off as she ever got.  
People called her cold, emotionless - a calculating machine. But she wasn’t, not deep down inside. Deep inside, Admiral Rita Page was giving in to hatred at the moment. A deep, abiding hatred of the enemy. The enemy who threatened Earth. But more personally, the enemy who threatened her fleet. 
And there was one particular enemy she hated most of all - Admiral Zukra. The arrogant dictator of the Singheko Empire. The seven-foot-tall creature who looked like a strange amalgamation of a Human and a lion, with his predator ears on top of his head, his vestigial claws on two fingers of each hand, and the thin but noticeable coat of yellow-gold hair covering his skin.
Zukra. He was the one who harassed them. He was the one who sent out these raids periodically, ensuring there would be no peace for the Humans who were still desperately trying to repair their ships after the Battle of Deriko.
Zukra.
As a rule, Rita avoided emotion in her decisions and actions. She was Admiral of the Black - the supreme commander of the Earth Defense Fleet. Her reputation as a calm, pragmatic leader was well-earned. She knew what the spacers called her.
The Ice Queen. Or sometimes…the Ice Bitch.
But people saw only the outside. Inside, she did occasionally let herself go. And this was one of those times, as she watched the Singheko raid come on, almost within range of her capital ships now.
Zukra.
I hate that bastard.
I want to kill that son of a bitch.
But Rita knew Zukra would be safe on Ridendo, the Singheko home planet, 0.6 AU away. 90 million kilometers closer to the star than her current position at Deriko. Tucked into his palace in Mosalia, the capital city of the Singheko Empire. 
Probably has his feet up watching the battle on a monitor in his suite, with a glass of wine in his hand.
I just hope I get that bastard in my sights someday.
With a near-silent sigh that only Captain Bekerose heard, she let the thought go and re-focused her attention on the battle. 
Her commanders seemed to have things well in hand. This was the third raid in three months - they were getting plenty of practice. 
But the Singheko are getting plenty of practice too. They’re learning our formations, the exact limitations of our weapons, our fighter tactics - this is not good. 
Of course, the game worked both ways. Rita had sent two raids against Ridendo, chipping away at their defenses. One of the raids had even managed to get a destroyer inside their outer line of defense. The destroyer managed to fire a spread of missiles at their orbital docks. Although two missiles penetrated the point-defense systems on the docks, little damage was done. None of the cruisers or battlecruisers in Zukra’s docks appeared to have taken much damage.
But the symbolic value of the attack had cheered the fleet. So far, Zukra had never managed to penetrate her outer line of defense and had not managed a single hit on any of her capital ships. 
But in the last few months Rita had lost two dozen fighters and one destroyer in Zukra’s raids. The war of attrition went against them - Zukra could build ships and fighters faster than Earth. 
And he knows it, that bastard.
Rita heaved another near-silent sigh.
If only the Dariama would send us some ships. Then we’d not be so outnumbered. Then we could stage a raid on Ridendo and cut him down to size before he builds enough ships to overpower us.
In the holo, the Singheko fleet started to veer away, as Rita had known they would. They always did before coming into range of the capital ships. It was not in their best interest to provoke a full-scale battle with Rita’s fleet. Not yet - the two fleets were too evenly matched for their taste.
They’ll wait until Garatella’s reinforcements come, and they finish out their shipbuilding and repairs. Then they’ll overpower us.
Rita got up from her command chair and nodded at Rachel beside her.
“Looks like they’re pulling off, Rachel. I’ll be in my day cabin if needed. I’ll leave the cleanup to you.”
Rachel gulped and nodded. Three months ago she had been Assistant Tactical Officer on the destroyer Dragon. Now she had just been put in charge of an entire fleet. 
But Rachel knew this was Rita’s way - adding responsibility at every opportunity, training her younger officers, throwing them into the fray. There was no other choice. The number of capable officers available to Rita was tiny. Rita was forced to promote rapidly any officer who showed promise; then train them with brutal quickness and fill from below with new recruits - when she could pry them loose from Earth’s various military organizations. It was an ongoing and sometimes brutal dance with the powers of Earth to convince them to send her competent personnel. 
Was it only two years ago? When Earth had been revolving along its path around the Sun, fat, dumb and happy?
In those halcyon days, Humans had no inkling of the huge Rexnine Singheko, or the small but efficient Nidarians and Taegu, or the bear-like Bagrami, or the eerily Human-like Dariama. The impact of being suddenly attacked by the Singheko had been a wake-up call for humanity - a shock that still reverberated through society two years later. 
Still trying to cope with a war not of their own making, and technology far beyond their level of engineering, Humans were struggling to come up to speed with the rest of the galaxy. And their growing pains were showing.
Buckling down, Rachel leaned into her work of cleaning up after the raid. She had fighter pilots to rescue, damaged destroyers to help limp back to orbit, and the enemy fleet to monitor as they curved off to return to their bases at Ridendo.
And a tablecloth to clean.


Singheko System - Planet Deriko
Merlin Fighter “Angel One”


Slowly Jim came back to the Universe. He first felt the air of the vents blowing on him slightly, keeping the cockpit temperature stable. Then he heard the hum of the electronics, the soft whirring of the fans that kept the instruments cool. A thought penetrated…
…I guess I’m still alive…
He opened his eyes. The Merlin was cruising smoothly through space. The VR showed him on his way back to the Merkkessa, passing through the cruiser formation. Blinking, he tried to concentrate.
“Angel, what happened?”
<I believe you had a nice nap, Commander. We’re almost back to the Merkkessa. We’ll be touching down on the sortie deck in six minutes>
Jim grunted.
“I take it we outran the missiles?”
<WE did not outrun the missiles, Commander. One of us was asleep. I outran the missiles>
“Angel, I hate a smart-ass. You could be replaced with a toaster oven. You know that, right?”
<You’d miss me, Jim. And who’d get you out of your next scrape?>
Jim grinned foolishly. It felt good to be alive. But, he realized as his grin disappeared - he had badly violated protocol. It was strictly prohibited for a pilot to pursue the enemy outside of the zone of battle. It was also against protocol for a pilot to separate from his wingman in combat.
And he should know. He had issued both protocols as part of Wing SOP.
I guess I have to write myself up. And Rita will be pissed. She’ll be completely, thoroughly pissed off.


Sol System - Earth
United Nations Building - Beijing, China 


Captain Dewa Shigeto stared at the order from Admiral Elliott and thought about his future. And if he had one.
The order from Elliott was clear. 
“Send a message to Admiral Rita Page at Deriko. Tell her the new battlecruiser Victory is completed and finishing her shakedown cruise. Tell Admiral Page to return to Earth immediately for consultation on the war with the U.N. and representatives of the major powers. Afterward she can take the Victory back to Singheko as her flagship.”
Dewa was not privy to the secret meeting Elliot had recently concluded with the Chinese and the Russians. But he wasn’t blind, either. He was well aware of the hatred and contempt Elliott displayed toward Rita.
This is crazy. This is some kind of ploy. He’s up to something, thought Shigeto. 
There is no way in hell Rita needs to come back to Earth for consultation. If anything, Elliott should go to her and try to learn something. And we should send the Victory to her immediately, not keep it here at Earth. That’s stupid!
Shigeto sighed. He couldn’t disobey a direct order. 
Ingrid knew something like this was coming. That’s why she assigned me as Elliott’s aide. She wanted someone she could trust to keep her informed. She must be in on it to some degree.
But I still have to follow orders. 
Shigeto tapped the order into his tablet and sent it out. He knew it would go first to the spacedock in orbit just west of Ecuador. From there, it would be relayed to the duty corvette currently serving as ansible relay to the fleet. And from there, it would arrive onboard the Merkkessa via ansible transmission in less than a minute.
And from that point, thought Shigeto, Admiral Rita Page is toast. She’ll get on a corvette or a packet boat, zip back here to Earth. Elliott will have a welcoming committee to meet her at the dock. And that will be the end of Rita Page. After Elliott gets through with her, she’ll be lucky if she ever sees the inside of a spaceship again.


Singheko System - Planet Deriko
Battlecruiser Merkkessa


The artificial sun peeked through the curtains of the artificial window in the Flag Cabin bedroom, sending one tiny ray of light into Commander Jim Carter’s eyes. 
It was enough. He had always been a light sleeper.
He rolled over in bed, feeling for his wife in the dimness. He found her, facing away from him, and spooned into her, reaching around to cup a breast. He knew she was awake - he felt her hand come on top of his. 
“Fancy a bit of morning delight?” he asked.
You never know. One of these days, she might be in the mood.
But she wasn’t. “No thanks, babe,” Rita said. “The Nidarians are leaving at 0700. I want to watch them go. I’ve got to get up and get ready.”
“Aye, aye, Admiral,” Jim said, hiding his disappointment.
Their lovemaking was getting more and more infrequent these days. The pressure of her job - trying to save humanity - didn’t leave much time for personal matters. 
Jim tried to understand, but it wasn’t easy. He had asked her to make time for them - and she had agreed. But she hadn’t lived up to the bargain. And he didn’t want to add to her burden by bringing it up again.
But he was lonely. He missed the old Rita, before she had become entangled in the web of planning and logistics that occupied her now from dawn to the wee hours, every day, all day long. 
The old Rita, who couldn’t get enough of him. The old Rita of two years ago. The old Rita who was long since gone.
Jim rolled back flat and sighed as Rita got out of bed and started dressing.
I’m in trouble.
Jim knew himself. He had always had the ability to think clearly and objectively about his own emotions and feelings - and he knew what was going on. 
I’ve been a warrior for too long.
Jim knew it was true. He had fought too many enemies for too long, without a break. 
For so many months, Rita had kept him grounded, her love keeping the demons at bay. 
But now he was without the attention of his wife. His PTSD was coming back with a vengeance. His nightmares had returned. 
He was burnt-out, riding on the edge. It wouldn’t take much to push him over. His near-suicidal actions in the raid yesterday had crystallized the problem in his mind.
And if he couldn’t be with Rita, then…
There was only one other thing that could settle his soul.
“Hey, hon,” he called. Across the cabin, Rita turned, one foot half-way into her boot.
“What?”
“Can I have three weeks leave?”
Rita finished pushing her foot into her boot, stamped on the floor with it, and turned to Jim in the dim light of the cabin, hands on hips.
“What in God’s name do you need three weeks leave for?”
“I need to go camping.”
There was a long silence. Jim knew what Rita was doing - she was searching her memories. Actually, Jim’s old memories - part of her now, since the day of her creation. She would be thinking back, to the many times that Jim had camped - which would seem to her like her own memories, integrated into her consciousness.
For the hundredth time since he had met Rita, Jim thought about it.
I wonder what it’s like.  To have two sets of memories. To be, in essence, two people in one body.
He had asked her once. She had responded to him that he misunderstood - that she wasn’t two people in one body, just one person - with the memories of two others along for the ride. And she had informed him forcefully that she had no trouble keeping the two sets of memories separate and distinct from her own.
I wonder if that’s really true.
Rita nodded. “Yeah, OK. I see it. Go, get it out of your system. But do it quick - anything could happen with Zukra. And I wouldn’t want to leave you behind if we need to pull out of this system in a hurry. I guess you’ll go to Deriko?”
Jim nodded in the dark, even though she probably couldn’t see it. “Yeah, I don’t have time to go back to Earth. So I’ll ask Tatiana to find me someplace wild and crazy on Deriko.”
Rita picked her tunic off the back of a chair, slipped it on, walked over to the bed, leaned forward and kissed Jim lightly on the lips.
“Then go get it done, before you kill yourself. I saw what you did yesterday. That was stupid. Actually I was going to ground you for it. But since you’re going to go work out your demons, I’ll put that on hold for now. But don’t think just because you’re my husband I won’t do it. If you ever do anything that stupid again, you’re off flight status. Capisci?”
And with a swish, and without waiting for an answer, she was gone, out the door to her outer office. 
Jim touched his lips with his finger, the softness of her still there, his body and soul missing her presence already.
“Capisci, baby,” he said quietly.

      ***Rita had told herself she wouldn’t watch the departure of the loyalist Nidarians; but in the event, she couldn’t resist. She strode to the Merkkessa’s Flag bridge and sat in her command chair as the time drew near. 
The bridge was quiet. It was early, ship time. Third Watch was in the last hour of their shift. 
On the front screen, she saw the planet Deriko below her. It looked like a larger version of Mars, although the atmosphere it carried provided plenty of weather. A large low-pressure system created a swirl of clouds in the far south. She could see an electrical storm up north, near the pole. 
But the small city of Misto Marta, on the equator just below and slightly in front of them, was clear. Rita knew the workers there would be rising from their beds, preparing for another day. Another day of supporting the fleet, preparing them to fight the Singheko again.
And somewhere down there on that planet, her husband Jim wanted to go wild camping. 
Probably wants to go fight a near-bear with a pocketknife, she thought. That’s my Jim.
Bekerose was not present; Rita wondered if he would come. This would be an especially sad and disturbing moment for him. Staying with his Human allies, when Garatella had declared Humans to be enemies, would make Bekerose a traitor to his homeland. 
Rita knew it had been a hard decision for Bekerose. He was an intensely loyal officer - with his loyalties split between his homeland and his beloved warship, he had agonized over the decision. In the end, he had elected to stay with the Merkkessa, along with several thousand other Nidarians who decided to stick with the Human fleet. 
Of necessity, Rita had provided a destroyer to the remainder, the loyalist group returning to Nidaria in fear of Garatella’s wrath. The destroyer was the smallest ship that could carry them all home. Even then, they would be packed in like sardines for the 25 days it would take them to get back to their home planet. 
She had given them the destroyer most damaged from the last battle with the Singheko. They had patched up the propulsion and life support systems and stripped the gamma lance and all missiles out of the ship. She’d be damned if she’d give a ship with functioning weapons back to High Councilor Garatella.
In the holo, she could see the beat-up destroyer several hundred klicks in front of her. It was preparing to depart orbit; its engine ports began to glow in the infrared, showing they were spooling up. 
On the Merkkessa’s bridge, the hum of electronics and the occasional low voice of the crew at their consoles created a familiar and comforting background to Rita’s thoughts. Shipboard life was practically the only thing Rita had ever known. A thought crossed her mind, one that came to her almost every day of her life.
This is my home. This will always be home. 
To her right side, the hatch opened, and Captain Bekerose came on the bridge. He glanced at her, smiled, made a quick and abbreviated tour of the duty staff at their consoles, then returned to stand beside the slightly elevated Flag bridge, one hand on the railing.
“A sad day,” he said, gesturing to the holo.
Rita nodded. “It is.”
There was a silence between them, a comfortable one. They had served together now for nearly a year. What had once been an adversarial relationship had changed over the months, had morphed into a strong friendship in the heat of battle.
“What was the final count?” asked Rita after a while.
“Sixty-two,” responded Bekerose. “A hard blow to our crew rosters.”
“But the right thing to do,” spoke Rita. “I can’t ask anyone to fight against their own kind. If they don’t agree with our cause, then they need to go home.”
“True,” Bekerose agreed. “But I wish they would’ve stayed a bit longer. This couldn’t come at a worse time. It will take another two months to get Human replacements from Earth and integrate them into the Fleet.”
“And we don’t have two months,” Rita said bitterly. “Zukra’s shipyards are repairing his Home Fleet and building new ships as fast as he can whip his workers. No doubt Garatella is doing the same at Nidaria. And we know there’s still one Singheko expeditionary detachment deployed at the Asdif system. I’m sure they’ve converted those ships to the new fast drives and the gamma lance. That means that remote fleet could arrive back here to reinforce Zukra any day now.”
Bekerose nodded grimly. “And the Dariama at Dekanna?”
Rita sighed. “Admiral Sobong is still adamant she won’t send us any help. They’re building ships as fast as the Singheko, but she intends to keep them all at Dekanna. She’s not willing to risk them here with us.”
Bekerose scratched his almost non-existent nose. “What a crappy deal. We gave Sobong the plans for the fast drives and the gamma lance and sent Captain Ziollo and our two best fighter pilots to train them. And for this, she stiffs us? What a …what’s the English?…bitch!”
Rita smiled at Bekerose mixing English curse words into his Nidarian. 
“Well, Captain, I guess we should try to look at it from her viewpoint. Sobong doesn’t think we can beat the Singheko here in their home system. And she knows the Singheko will be coming for her as soon as they finish with us. So, as much as it hurts me to say it, I do understand her. I might even do the same thing if I were in her shoes.”
In the holo, the destroyer began to move, breaking orbit. In a few seconds, it picked up speed and headed away from Deriko toward the outer system. Minutes later, it passed the near-planet speed limit and accelerated to 300g. And then it was gone, moving at several million kph out toward the mass limit, 14.5 AU from the star, where it would sink out and take up its course toward Nidaria, 813 light years distant.
Rita sighed. She hated to lose sixty-two of the highly trained and expert Nidarian spacers. But High Councilor Garatella of Nidaria had declared Humans an enemy. She could not in good conscience keep any of the Nidarian spacers in the Fleet against their will. 
Now we just have to find a way to replace them. And with Elliott back on Earth throwing every possible obstacle in front of me.
There’s only one person I can trust to fix this for me.






  
   Four

Destroyer Dragon


“I wonder what she wants?” asked Bonnie early the next morning, as she clambered into the shuttle. 
Luke Powell leaned forward as he climbed in behind her.
“What?”
Bonnie got situated in the first seat behind the cockpit and grabbed her harness, started buckling in.
“I wonder what Rita wants,” she repeated a bit louder.
Luke shrugged.
“We won’t know ‘til we get there,” he said.
Bonnie gave him a sour look.
“I could have said that,” she spoke. “Why do I bring you along?”
Luke grinned.
“Comic relief?”
Bonnie sighed and shook her head.
“I should know better,” she said, but it brought a smile to her lips.
Settling into their seats, they fell silent as the shuttle’s engines spooled up. The large bay door at the side of Dragon’s shuttle deck opened quickly. The autodock cradle moved through, carrying the shuttle with it. Seconds later, the door behind them closed and they heard the scream of turbopumps removing air from the sortie deck.
<Stand by for launch> called the shuttle AI. Bonnie and Luke double-checked their harness, then leaned back, ready for the 4g accel that would come when the shuttle was shot out of the launch bay.
“You’d think they could reduce the launch accel for shuttles,” Bonnie complained. “We’re not a fighter.”
Luke half-smiled. “They could. I told them not to. So everybody that launches out of here knows what fighter pilots go through.”
“Oh, really?”
Before she could say another word, the AI started an automated countdown.
“Five. Four. Three. Two. One. Launch!”
As the force of four times her body weight pushed her back into the seat, Bonnie managed to grunt out one more sentence.
“I really think 2g would be enough to make the point.”
Clearing the Dragon, the shuttle turned and made for the Merkkessa, in orbit fifty klicks ahead of them. The EDF flagship was huge - on each side of the battlecruiser, massive engine nacelles protruded from her flanks. Directly in the center of her bow, a short fat tube poked out - her most destructive weapon, the gamma lance. Missile tubes were evident at her bow and stern - eight behind and twelve up front. And short-range point-defense cannon covered her top, sides, and bottom. 
From stem to stern, she was covered in scorch marks and discolored hull patches, evidence of recent battles.
Bonnie glanced up at an overhead screen showing the view behind the shuttle. She could see Dragon behind them, also covered in burn marks and off-color patches in her hull. A repair crew worked on her hull where yesterday’s missile had impacted her belly armor. 
Bonnie sighed.
My beautiful ship. Now she looks like a patchwork quilt. Will she ever look like new again?
Luke said something, but she didn’t hear over the whine of the shuttle as it decelerated for entry into the Merkkessa’s shuttle bay.
“What?”
Luke glanced at her.
“Whatever Rita has for us, you can be sure it’ll be a dirty job.”
“Not necessarily,” disagreed Bonnie. “She could send us on a milk run.  You never know.”
Luke chuckled out loud.
“And when has that ever happened?”
Bonnie thought about it.
“Yep, you’re right. But there’s a first time for everything.”
“Bet ya.”
“With what? You’re still on half-pay from your little escapade on Deriko.”
Luke leaned over conspiratorially, even though there was no one else around them.
“I have other things to offer.”
Bonnie sniffed. “I get that free anyway.”
Luke raised his hands in defeat. “True.”
The shuttle entered Merkkessa’s outer landing bay, touched down with a slight crunch and slid forward a few inches on the deck. An autodock cradle moved into place below it; they felt the shuttle rise a few inches as the cradle centered itself below them and picked them up. The outer door slammed down, and turbopumps screamed as air was pumped in. Seconds later, the inner door opened, and the autodock cradle deposited them into a landing slot on the shuttle deck of the Merkkessa.
“Well, let’s go find out what the lady wants,” Luke spoke as they unbuckled. Bonnie nodded and they stood, stretching, as the shuttle’s boarding hatch opened downward, forming a ramp. Stepping out, they were met by a familiar face - Gabriel, Rita’s Nidarian chief bodyguard and head of her Security Division. He braced up and saluted.
“Welcome aboard, Commodore,” he said in passable English.
“Wow, Gabriel!” Bonnie exclaimed in Nidarian, noticing new bars on his uniform. “You’ve been promoted?”
Gabriel’s smile was a mile wide.
“Yes, mum. Ensign now,” he responded, also switching to the Nidarian language and reaching up to touch his new butterbars.
“Well, nobody deserves it more,” Bonnie added as they started walking toward the bridge. “You’ve done a fantastic job.”
Following one pace behind them in perfect Naval protocol, Gabriel spoke again.
“And Raphael was also promoted, mum. Senior Chief now.”
Bonnie turned, smiling.
“As he should be,” she said. “Both of you do such a great job of keeping Rita safe.”
Luke tried his Nidarian, still a new language to him.
“Uh…any idea what…uh…this…uh…meeting is about?”
Gabriel smiled. He knew Luke was probably just trying to practice his Nidarian, rather than expecting a serious answer to a confidential question.
“I’m sure you shall soon know, Commander,” he replied. 
In front of them, marching toward Rita’s cabin, Bonnie had to smile.
Expecting Gabriel to give up confidential information was like expecting the planets to start revolving backwards.

      ***When Bonnie and Luke entered the Flag Briefing Room, Admiral Rita Page was already standing at the head of her briefing table. Gabriel stayed outside the hatch, moving into a parade rest position beside Rita’s other senior bodyguard, Raphael. As the hatch closed behind them, Bonnie and Luke strode to within a few paces of Rita, braced up, and saluted.
“Reporting as ordered, Admiral,” said Bonnie.
It still felt strange to treat Rita with such formality. After all, until a year ago they had been comrades in arms - and lovers. 
Back in those crazy times, they had lived together for more than a year; first for six months in a cramped cabin on the corvette Corresse as they traveled to Nidaria, then for another six months in an apartment on Nidaria as they waited for an audience with High Councilor Garatella.
And their lovemaking in those days - it had been especially passionate, since they shared a common set of memories, knowledge, and feelings. 
For Rita was a clone - created by the sentient starship Jade two years ago in a ploy to take her back to Singheko as a zoo specimen. When Rita was formed, Jade had downloaded the knowledge, memories and feelings of both Bonnie Page and Jim Carter into Rita’s consciousness. Rita had, in essence, become both of them to some extent - although her female gender had left her more weighted toward Bonnie. 
So in those innocent days of two years prior - immediately after her creation - Rita had been practically an emotional twin to Bonnie. She knew everything Bonnie wanted, and exactly how to do it. 
For Bonnie, it had been like making love to herself. 
But those days were long past. The woman called Rita that stood before them now had been transformed by war into a battle-scarred admiral with the hard-nosed sensibilities required to lead a fleet. She had saved Earth from the Singheko twice in the last year. And now she was trying to win an unwinnable war to save Earth.
The only thing they still shared for certain was a last name, and the desire to protect Earth from a brutal enemy.
Rita waved them to seats and sat with them. She stared at Luke for a second, then at Bonnie. 
“Nice little raid yesterday,” Rita began.
“Sure was,” said Bonnie. “How many fighters did we lose?”
“Six,” Rita said bitterly. “Against nine of theirs, but of course Zukra doesn’t care. He can build fighters twice as fast as we can. So in the grand scheme of things, we lost ground.”
Bonnie nodded. “Well, that’s his strategy. Grind us down. He’s not yet strong enough to take us head-on, and we can’t take him straight up either. But he can fight a war of attrition until Garatella’s force gets here. Then he’ll come at us for sure.”
“Yeah,” agreed Rita. “I know it. But…I didn’t call you over here to complain about Zukra. It’s the damn UN again. Look at this!”
She handed a tablet to Bonnie. Bonnie took it and read from the screen.
“Hmm… New battlecruiser Victory is completed and finishing shakedown. Admiral Page is requested to return to Earth immediately for consultation with the U.N. and major powers. Afterward Admiral Page can return to Singheko with the Victory as her new flagship.”
Bonnie looked up at Rita.
“You know this is bullshit. This is some kind of a ploy by Elliott - I’m sure you’ve heard how much that pseudo-religious freak hates you. I’ll bet you a thousand dollars he’s going to relieve you of command, lock you up somewhere and throw away the key. Force the EDF under his command. Which is exactly what the Chinese want.”
Rita rose, turned, paced across the cabin, nodding. “I know. I don’t dare go back there. But he’s got me over a barrel. I need supplies, ammunition. I need recruits to replace our losses. And I need the Victory and the other two cruisers the U.N. is finishing up right now. If I simply refuse him, he’ll cut us off. No more beans and bullets. No more recruits to replace our losses. No more ships.”
Bonnie stood, started pacing at the other end of the table. Luke was struck by how much the two of them looked alike, as they both paced in exactly the same way, almost in step, their hands folded behind them identically.
My Lord, they are like twins in some ways. Different bodies, but nearly the same consciousness. It’s spooky.
Bonnie abruptly stopped and turned to Rita.
“We need those ships.”
“Exactly,” said Rita, also stopping to face Bonnie. “I want you to go fetch them.”
Bonnie chuckled. “Fetch them? Just like that?”
Rita lifted one side of her lips in an ironic smile.
“Yes. Go fetch them, please.”
“Just…fetch them,” Bonnie repeated, returning to her seat. Beside her, Luke tried to stifle a laugh, but was having a great deal of trouble hiding it.
Now even Rita had to chuckle.
“I guess it does sound a bit crazy, doesn’t it?” she said.
Bonnie nodded, still trying not to laugh out loud.
“How would you like me to go about ‘fetching’ a battlecruiser and two cruisers from an Admiral that doesn’t want to give them to me?” 
Rita shrugged. “That’s up to you. Don’t kill anybody, though. I don’t think we need go that far. But short of that, I’m sure you can come up with something. After all, you found Dragon when the entire Nidarian navy couldn’t. So I think you can handle this.”
“What can you give me to work with?” asked Bonnie.
“You can have Dragon and two other destroyers - two of the Singheko ones we captured. You’ll have Dragon’s Marine detachment. And Tatiana said she would lend you Norali and two dozen of her best.”
“Not sure Marines and Special Forces are going to help me much. You said I can’t kill anyone.”
Rita gave a brief smile that flickered and dissipated rapidly.
“I’m sure Norali can help you come up with a plan that will work without killing anyone.”
Bonnie heaved a sigh.
“I swear, Rita, you really come up with a doozie once in a while.”
Now Rita did give a full-on smile. “That’s my job, isn’t it?”
“OK. So what else do I need to know?” asked Bonnie.
“Leave the two captured Singheko destroyers there at Earth as a token of my esteem. They’re pretty much junk anyway after this last battle.”
“What response are you planning to make to this order?” wondered Bonnie, pointing to the message on the tablet.
“I’ll send a message tomorrow that I’ve dispatched you back to Earth to coordinate with Elliott. That should hold him for the sixteen days it’ll take you to get back there.”
“I doubt it,” muttered Bonnie. “That asshole Elliott won’t wait sixteen days for a response from you.”
“Well, he’s got no choice, does he?” said Rita. “I’ve told Merkkessa’s AI to send a message to Earth that we’re taking the ansible down for maintenance, and it’ll be down for three weeks.”
“Oh, you’re sneaky. But that won’t stop him. He’ll just send a message to one of the other ships.”
“Yes. And I’ve ordered all other ships to ignore all messages from him for the next three weeks. So you better get going.”
Bonnie stood, Luke rising to his feet beside her. 
Bonnie hesitated. Luke, reading their body language, turned and went out the hatch, giving them some privacy.
Rita and Bonnie stood in silence, looking at each other.
“Jim is fine,” said Rita, reading Bonnie’s mind. 
“And you?” asked Bonnie.
“I’m fine too. Except I miss Imogen. A lot.”
Rita looked at Bonnie silently for a second or two, then spoke again.
“And I miss you.”
Bonnie nodded slowly.
“I miss you too. Always.”
“I know. But we’re on different roads now. At least you have Luke.”
Bonnie smiled happily.
“Yeah. Luke’s a trip. The best XO a girl could ask for.”
“And in bed?”
Bonnie chuckled.
“A girl doesn’t kiss and tell.”
Rita couldn’t help but grin.
“Yeah. We both have a lot of things we can’t kiss and tell about, don’t we? But one thing about Luke - keep things low-key. Keep that relationship under control.
“I’m letting the fleet have their little love affairs right now because of the Nidarian group marriages, and because of my own relationship with Jim, and because we’re far from home and it lets people blow off steam. But at the first sign of serious trouble, you know I’ll have to step in. And that means you and Luke would be separated.”
Bonnie nodded in agreement.
“It’ll happen sooner or later anyway. We’re resigned to that. Luke’s too good to be an XO forever. He needs his own ship. I know that. So when it happens, I won’t stand in his way.”
“Good. I was actually thinking about bringing that up. Shall we do it now? When you get back from Earth, you can take a cruiser and let him have the Dragon.”
A sadness came across Bonnie’s face as she bowed to the inevitable.
“Yeah, I think that’s a good idea. It’ll hurt, but it’s probably time.”
They paused, letting the necessity of hard change sink in.
“I’ll send the orders, then,” Rita said. “Stay safe.”


Singheko System - Planet Ridendo
City of Mosalia


On the Singheko home world of Ridendo, Major Oliver “Ollie” Coston walked through the streets of Mosalia, his body wrapped in loose clothing. 
The night was relatively dark. Only Ridendo’s smaller moon was in the sky, and it only a quarter. Around Ollie’s head was a turban, the hallmark of a Dariama citizen of the working class. 
Sticking to the back streets of the foreign section of Mosalia, Ridendo’s capital city - and the capital of the Singheko Empire - Ollie turned aside as a group of drunken Singheko approached. He took a right turn onto an even smaller street to avoid them. His disguise was fair - it would take a close examination for a Singheko to realize he wasn’t a true Dariama - but he had no intention of taking chances. The risks were too high. Discovery meant instant torture and execution.
Letting the group of staggering, rowdy Singheko pass behind him, he turned back and resumed his path, staying in the shadows as much as possible. Finally he arrived at his destination, a back-street entrance to a private residence. He knocked gently, paused, then scratched at the door in a prearranged signal. 
After a bit, the door cracked open. A Nidarian male looked him over, then opened the door and let him in. After the door closed behind him, Ollie shed his turban and overcoat, then moved into the main room of the house. There Lieutenant Helen Frost waited for him. The Nidarian left quietly, leaving them alone.
“How’d it go?” Helen asked.
“Good, I think,” grunted Ollie, reaching for a cup of nish waiting on the table. Bringing coffee to the planet was too dangerous - the Singheko would instantly recognize it as a drink of Humans - but the Nidarian drink nish was similar and would raise no suspicions. Ollie slugged a major portion of the cup down, then wiped his mouth, looking at Helen.
“They’re scared shitless, of course. But they’re pretty pissed off that Zukra killed most of their top Admirals and Captains in his coup. They want to do something about it, but they have no idea what.”
“Did you give them some ideas?”
“I did. You should have seen the looks on their faces when I told them some of the things they could do. I thought they were going to pack up and run out the door, they were so scared.”
“It’s strange they’re so aggressive with other species, yet so reluctant to take on their own kind.”
Ollie grimaced.
“Isn’t that the mark of most totalitarian regimes? They make other races into objects - animals to be enslaved or slaughtered - while they look at their own leadership as near-gods who can do no wrong. It’s the classic pattern of a society in thrall to power and corruption.  Remember the Nazis?”
Helen nodded in agreement.
“So, the real question, then. Will they do anything about it?”
“I don’t know,” said Ollie. “But I think so. I think they are pissed off enough to take action. If they can find someone who has some leadership ability, I think we may have a shot.”
Helen looked a question at him.
“Can we help them on that?”
“I don’t think so. I think they need to work that out on their own. They need to find someone who’s willing to step up to the plate and lead them, in spite of the danger. And I don’t think we have enough insight into their culture to do that for them.”
Leaning back onto the couch, Ollie got quiet for a while as he thought about their situation. 
Being a spy on the enemy home planet was the last thing he had expected to be doing at this point in his career. 
But that was before Admiral Rita Page had called Ollie into her office and asked him to volunteer. 
He had stood at attention in front of her, but she had waved him to a chair.
“Major Coston, I would like to offer you the most dangerous job in the Fleet,” she started out. “One that is practically guaranteed to get you killed if you make the slightest mistake. I would not ordinarily ask this of anyone; but we have tremendous need. You know how slim our survival was in the recent battles with Zukra and the Singheko; and you know there are more battles to come, none of which we can be assured of winning. We need every possible advantage in this war if we are to prevent humanity from being overwhelmed and rendered extinct.”
Ollie nodded. “Of course, milady. Whatever you need.”
Rita looked at him with some sadness in her eyes.
“Ollie, I want you to go to Singheko, disguised as a Dariama citizen from Dekanna. I want you to instigate an underground movement to overthrow Zukra and try to stop this war. You can use sabotage, bribery, coercion, anything that comes to mind. You’ll be my ‘hornet’. Sting these Singheko bastards where it hurts.”
Ollie began to get the idea. But an immediate objection came to his mind.
“Milady, there’s some pretty significant differences between humans and the Dariama. Their extended ears, for one thing. Different elbow and knee joints. How will I be able to pass for one of them?”
Rita looked grim.
“That’s where the pain point comes in. You’ll have to undergo some plastic surgery on your ears. Wear loose, floppy clothing to cover up the knee and elbow joints. Learn to walk in that crooked way they have. And even then, you’ll have to stay indoors during daytime, and only go out at night. Even with the plastic surgery on your ears, you’ll have to always wear a turban when you go out. It’s not going to be easy.”
Ollie nodded. He began to see the essence of the plan.
Rita continued.
“You’ll need at least one other person to go with you, maybe two. At least one of them should be Nidarian - they can move freely around Mosalia since there is a substantial Nidarian presence there.”
Ollie thought about it for a moment. 
“I’d like to take Yuello, that Nidarian cook in the wardroom. He can easily pass as our cook and housekeeper. And he’s very sharp. And if she’ll take the job, Helen Frost. She’s my second in command. Her command of Nidarian is excellent, probably better than mine, so she’ll have no trouble communicating.”
Rita hesitated, but finally spit it out.
“Is she the right color?”
Ollie realized what Rita was saying. The Dariama as a species were universally brown, as he was. That was undoubtedly a big part of the reason Rita had chosen him. 
“Yes, milady. She’ll pass if we do the other things.”
And so it had happened. When he told Helen there was a mission almost certain to get her killed, but critical to the survival of humanity, Helen had immediately gone to Rita and had a discussion with her. Ollie wasn’t privy to the conversation, but when Helen came out of Rita’s office, she was on Ollie’s mission.
Looking across the table at Helen now, Ollie realized how much he depended on her. This entire mission was fraught with danger. Even the slightest mistake in their appearance, language or presentation could bring the Singheko secret police down on them. And Helen was remarkable in keeping them focused on the details that kept them alive. 
It wasn’t an easy life. They had been on Ridendo for three months now, attempting to jump-start a resistance movement among disaffected Singheko. 
They had concentrated on ex-Navy officers who had been booted out of Zukra’s “new order” fleet because they weren’t aggressive enough, or loyal enough, or fanatical enough. It was a slow process, and one that put their lives on the line every time they stepped out the door of their safe house.
But they had a start now. They had finally made contact with a small group of disaffected ex-officers - a group willing to consider the concept of a resistance movement. If they could get that snowball rolling downhill - recruit others, get a movement that would grow on its own - then their job would be half-done.
The other half of their job would then begin.
Sabotage.
To date, they had not started on that aspect of their mission. Rita had directed them to ensure they got the Resistance movement off the ground first.
But once they had a self-sustaining Resistance movement in operation, Ollie and Helen would start destroying anything of value which would sting the Singheko.
Ollie was deep in a reverie, thinking through the many problems they faced, when Helen said something. 
“What?”
“I said…are you listening this time?”
“Yes, I’m listening. What did you say?”
“I said I want to sleep with you tonight.”
Ollie looked at Helen. There was surprise in him, but not as much as he expected. He realized he had felt this coming. Helen had been making all the signs lately. And he had felt some stirrings himself. Three months was a long time to be the only Humans on a planet.
But…there was the mission.
“You report to me. We’re in a dangerous situation. I don’t think we can do that,” Ollie replied.
“Bullshit,” said Helen. “You and I both know it won’t affect the mission. We’re not two wet-nose ensigns just coming out of the Academy.”
“Well…yeah, you’ve got a point,” Ollie said grudgingly. He hesitated, then spoke again. “But…well…there’s one other thing…”
Helen had been half-sitting, half-lying on the chair opposite Ollie. Now Helen got up, came across to him, and pushed him all the way down on the couch. Then she lay down on top of him, pressing herself into him.
“What?” she asked.
Ollie nearly groaned out loud at the need in his body. But he fought it off.
“Well…I have…”
“You have?” Helen pushed her body even more into him, putting pressure on the part of him that wanted her so much.
“I mean…I have feelings for you…”
Helen paused in her push against him. “Oh,” she said. “Gotcha. So what’s the problem? Seems like you’d want this even more.”
Ollie closed his eyes, struggling to talk. “I mean…women are different from men. This will only make me want you more. But sometimes…with women…”
“Oh, I see,” Helen said. “You think if we sleep together, then I’ll lose interest in a more serious relationship.”
Ollie nodded, although by this time he was playing with her hair in a distracted fashion. He was losing ground fast. He knew he wouldn’t be able to talk much longer.
Helen leaned down and kissed him, long and hard and deep. As Ollie gave up the fight and his body took over, he heard Helen make one last statement.
“You’re an idiot,” she said.






  
   Five

Dekanna System - Gas Giant


The Merlin II fighter blasted through space at 40% of light speed. At that velocity, bright sparks flashed off the nose like sparklers at a Fourth of July celebration. The gravity gradient generator in the nose of the ship fought to protect the fighter from the incredible energies of such a speed, pushing stray hydrogen molecules and particles of space dust to the sides.  
And if by some incredible bad luck anything larger than a pea was missed by the long-range radar and lidar of the fighter, and it failed to dodge aside in time…
Well, the results would be a cataclysm greater than many Hiroshima-size atomic bombs. The energies released by a collision at these speeds were beyond the ability of a Human mind to comprehend.
In the distance, a big gas giant loomed large in the cockpit VR, filling the entire left side of the pilot’s view.  It was streaked with colors - browns, licorice, dark cherry - and sported a tiny, almost invisible ring system.
Decelerating hard at negative 300G true, the Merlin’s frame groaned as the fighter performed a tight double slingshot around the huge planet and its first moon, a stark body with nothing on the surface except the pockmarks of ancient craters. As it finished its pass, the fighter came out of its maneuver behind a Dariama destroyer, facing directly into its starboard engine.
“Consider yourself dead, Captain,” called Lieutenant Commander Michelle “Winnie” Winston, grinning from ear to ear, as she pressed a button on her sidestick and fired a simulated gamma lance at the destroyer in front of her. The fighter’s AI generated a satisfying simulated explosion in her VR.  
In the destroyer in front of her, another AI blanked all the consoles on the bridge for five seconds, letting the destroyer’s bridge crew know they had been “killed” by the fighter behind them.
“Crap!” yelled the destroyer’s captain, Ziollo. 
The five-foot tall Nidarian captain was no rookie. She had served as Tactical Officer on the cruiser Qupporre in the first Earth-Singheko battles in the Sol System, and the more recent battles in the Singheko home system. She knew her business.
But Winnie in her Merlin was a force of nature, the best of the best of the EDF training team assigned to the Dariama.
Slamming her fist down on the arm of her command chair, Ziollo continued her tirade.
“Crap, crap, crap!” she yelled at no one in particular. Her native language, Nidarian, had few curse words. But that was not a handicap for her or the rest of the Nidarians serving with the EDF. They had adopted the curse words of the Humans with great relish. And were quite adept at using them.
“It’s not so bad, Captain,” smiled her XO, Commander Naditta. “We took out a cruiser and five fighters before she got us.”
Ziollo glared at him. 
“We’re still dead,” she growled.
“Aye, mum, but I doubt any of the Singheko pilots are as good as Winnie. In the real world, we’d have smoked that last fighter as well.”
Ziollo grunted, still unhappy.
“I hope you’re right.  But I’m still pissed off. I waltzed right into her little trap. I can’t believe I did that.”
Naditta shrugged and smiled.
“That’s why we train, Mum. We’ll never fall for that again.”
Ziollo sighed and stood up from her command chair as the bridge crew relaxed a bit, the exercise over.
“XO, take us back to base. I’ll be in my day cabin.”
Naditta nodded and gestured to the Tactical Officer, who had heard the orders and was already laying in a course to their home base, the largest moon of planet Dekanna. Ziollo walked to the hatch in the back of the bridge that led to her day cabin and entered, still pissed at getting ‘killed’ in the day’s exercise.
Sitting at her desk, she had to smile, though, as she thought it over.
Thank the stars Winnie’s on our side. I’d hate to be the poor dumb Singheko bastard that goes up against her. And now I have to buy her dinner tonight!
Heaving a sigh, Ziollo turned to her eternal ‘paperwork’, as the Humans called it - even though there was no ‘paper’ involved. She was always puzzled by the inconsistency of their language. So many of their idioms made no sense at all!
But…paperwork. That’s what they called it, even though it was all electronic on her tablet. She leaned into it, processing through dozens of miscellaneous communiques, maintenance forms, crew actions and requisitions.
Beans, bullets, and requisitions, she thought to herself. The life of a warship. Hours and hours of paperwork followed by moments of sheer terror.
<Approaching Dekanna> called the ship’s AI several hours later. <You have a message from Admiral Sobong. Full staff conference in her briefing room at 1800 hours>
Uh-oh.
“Acknowledge the message and reply that I’ll be there. Notify the XO I’m moving to my cabin.”
<Acknowledged. Executed. Confirmed>
Ziollo got up and went down the circular stairs to her personal cabin one deck below. One of her three husbands - Four - was lying on his bunk, reading. Within their six-way group marriages, Nidarians didn’t use full names; they used a numbering system that reflected when they had joined the marriage. Something that always confused Humans who overheard them talking to one another.
Glancing at her, he spoke in Nidarian.
“What’s up, One?”
“Sobong called a full staff meeting.”
“Oh. Well, you’ll be fine. She likes you,” he replied.
“Yeah,” Ziollo replied, stripping off her uniform. “As much as she likes anybody. Which is nobody.”
As her Four nodded, Ziollo stepped into the shower and started scrubbing. For a Nidarian, cleaning the body was a ritual that could take an inordinate amount of time. Ziollo had been known to take a shower for twenty-five minutes.
But not today. Today she had to prepare for a meeting with Admiral Sobong and her entire staff.
Which could mean only one thing.
Something had changed.


Dekanna System
Dariama Naval HQ


The Dariama base on the largest moon of the planet Dekanna was large and well-built. The carpet was soft, and the walls had a pastel shade of blue that was soothing to the mind. The air was well-conditioned, with little of the metallic tang that was so common on the warships and fighters of the fleet.
The Dariama were no slouches when it came to technology; they had taken the original Merlin fighter designs brought to them by Winnie and upgraded them significantly, resulting in the Merlin II. The new models had a tuned gamma lance that could reach out 5,000 klicks, instead of the 4,500 klicks of the original design. Other changes had been incorporated to make the fighters more maneuverable and provide better protection for the pilots.
But in other ways, the Dariama were a strange species. In ancient times, according to Admiral Sobong - before the collapse of the Golden Empire that led to the Dark Ages and the Broken Galaxy - the Dariama had been mostly engineers, building new technology for the Golden Empire of two thousand years prior.
“In fact, it’s highly likely we designed Dragon,” Sobong had once told Winnie. “Nearly all new warships of that era came out of our design shops. We were the specialist engineers for the entire Empire.”
“But…” Winnie had begun, then suddenly stopped as she realized she had been about to say something that might be taken as an insult.
Sobong had smiled.
“But why are we so timid in war now, if we were the weapons builders of the old Empire?”
Winnie had shrugged, somewhat embarrassed.
“We’re not as timid now as you might think, Commander, I can assure you,” Sobong had said. “We know what the other species say about us. They call us cowards, afraid to fight. And we were, two thousand years ago when the Empire fell. But time will tell if we are still those cowardly engineers that the stories tell. Time will tell.”
Now, Winnie met Ziollo at the entrance to Sobong’s briefing room. They had been working together for months, acting as technical advisers to the Dariama, teaching them lessons learned from the recent battles with the Singheko. They greeted each other with a slight hug.
“I guess I owe you dinner tonight, Winnie,” Ziollo said sheepishly.
“Yep,” Winnie agreed. “I need to think of something expensive.”
That made Ziollo laugh. 
“Every meal in the commissary is the same price, I believe,” Ziollo responded to her.
“Even so,” grinned Winnie. “Maybe I’ll have two meals!”
Entering the conference room, they took their seats. There were a couple of Dariama from Sobong’s staff already there, at the other end of the table. Winnie and Ziollo sat in the middle, halfway between the others and the head of the table.
Admiral Sobong swept into the room, trailed by her Chief of Staff and a bevy of aides and assistants. As Sobong sat down at the head of the table, the rest took places around her and in the corners of the room, depending on their rank.
Sobong waited until it was quiet, glanced once at Winnie and Ziollo, and started speaking.
“As you know, we Dariama are basically a race of engineers. We like computers. We like modeling and simulation. In most cases, we base our most important and fundamental decisions on simulations of the various controllable parameters of the situation and the most likely outcomes of those simulations.
Sobong paused, gazing around the room, then returned to her speech. It was clear to Winnie that the preamble Sobong was making was primarily directed toward her.
“We have modeled the present situation backward and forward, up and down, until we’ve exhausted all reasonable alternatives - and even unreasonable alternatives - trying to ascertain the proper path to take in the face of the Singheko and Nidarian threat to our society.”
Sobong laid down her tablet and let her gaze traverse around the room, her face a study in bad news.
“The short version is that it is impossible to defeat Zukra and Garatella. Even with the combined forces of ourselves, the Humans, the Taegu, the Bagrami, and the breakaway Nidarian detachment that still serves in the Human fleet…”
Sobong looked pointedly at Ziollo…
“…we cannot defeat them. The combination of the Singheko and the Nidarians gives them an overwhelming advantage in manufacturing warships and providing cannon fodder to man them. They are willing to sacrifice thousands more of their people to win this war than we are. They will overwhelm us with sheer numbers in any kind of straight-up shooting war.”
Sobong toyed with her tablet, clearly gathering her thoughts. Finally, she began speaking again.
“Therefore, we have to cheat. We have to find some way to beat them without a long, drawn-out war of attrition that we will surely lose.”
Winnie sat up straighter. She knew that the true underlying reason for this meeting was to convey some message to her and to Ziollo. And mostly to her, because she was the Human representative and a direct conduit to Admiral Rita Page.
Sure enough, Sobong looked at her again.
“725 lights Coreward of Singheko, there is a culture we call the Goblins. They are not biological. They are an Artificial Intelligence culture - a society of machines, so to speak. They are highly advanced, with ships and weapons comparable to our own. Or at least, they had such technology twenty-five thousand years ago, which was our last contact with them.”
Sobong paused and stared at Winnie again, waiting for something.
Waiting for me to ask the obvious question.
“Can we enlist them as allies?” Winnie asked, knowing that was the question Sobong was trying to elicit.
“That is the question, Commander. And I have to tell you, it’s highly unlikely. We have an unfortunate history with them. Twenty-five thousand years ago - before the Golden Empire was a gleam in Emperor Ranssarrian’s eye - the biologicals of that era were afraid the Goblins would take over the galaxy. The biologicals made a concerted effort to wipe them out. Over a period of a thousand years, biologicals killed billions of them. They destroyed a half-dozen of their star systems. The Goblins were driven to the brink of extinction.
“The system they hold now was their last refuge - their Stalingrad, you might call it.  The place they made their last stand. And, like your Stalingrad, they survived. At the last moment, on the verge of wiping out the Goblins completely, the coalition of biologicals fell apart. They began fighting among themselves. And shortly after that, Emperor Ranssarrian founded the Empire in fire and sword. The Goblins were largely forgotten and left to their own devices.”
Sobong paused, her attention focused on Winnie.
“As a result of this history, the Goblins do not permit a biological to enter their system. To them, a biological is like a snake to you Humans. Like a dangerous, poisonous snake. They have an instinctive fear that makes them recoil in horror as soon as they see one.”
“Ah,” said Winnie. “I begin to see the problem.”
Sobong nodded. “I thought you would. But here’s the rub. Although they hate and fear all biologicals, they have a special hatred of us Dariama. Our ancestors were the instigators of the coalition that tried to destroy them. Although it’s been twenty-five thousand years since that war, they have long and perfect memories. Any of our ships that get near their territory are shot out of the black without warning, no quarter given. If we sent an embassy to them, they would shoot on sight. There’s no message we could send or gambit we could use that would cause them to listen to us.”
Winnie leaned back, understanding what Sobong wanted now.
“You want us Humans to try and approach them.”
“Yes. Mathematically, per our simulations, it’s our only chance of surviving this war with the Singheko. You are the only species that did not fight against them twenty-five thousand years ago. It is possible they might listen to you. Unlikely, but possible. But without the help of the Goblins, our simulations put the chances of surviving this war at only two percent.”
“Wow,” Ziollo finally said. “And if we manage to obtain their help?”
Sobong looked grim.
“Twenty percent.”


Battlecruiser Merkkessa


Sixteen hours later, Rita stared across the table at the two officers in front of her.
One of them was Commander Rachel Gibson, her Assistant Flag Aide. 
The other was a fighter pilot.
She didn’t often talk to fighter pilots - that was Jim Carter’s job.
But Jim had already left for Deriko to go wild camping. Rita had decided not to recall him for this small matter.
After the receipt of Winnie’s urgent message from Dekanna about the Goblins, Rita needed a team she could trust. A team that could journey 725 lights to the Goblins, introduce them to Humanity, and attempt to form an alliance with them.
Rachel was a known quantity. She had distinguished herself during the Battle of Deriko as the Dragon’s Tactical Officer, and since her move to Rita’s staff, she had been rock-solid. 
She’ll do for the mission, thought Rita. She’s got the smarts and the cool head under fire.
But the pilot. He was an unknown quantity. Jim would normally take care of this selection process for her - but Jim was already down on Deriko. Jim’s second-in-command, Lieutenant Commander Mitchell, had said this guy was the one; the best after Winnie and Roberto, who were still in the Dekanna system working with Admiral Sobong.
“Paco. That’s your handle?” she asked him, judging his reaction.
“Yes, milady, Paco is my call sign.”
Rita noticed the subtle correction.
“Call sign, then. And you’re good?”
“I’m the best in the Wing, milady,” Paco said coolly, as if he was telling her the time.
“Next to Winnie and Roberto,” she said.
“Maybe next to Winnie, milady. But not Roberto.”
Rita studied him. He had a cockiness bordering on arrogance. But it seemed to be controlled.
Well, he IS a fighter pilot. Aren’t they all that way?
“According to your personnel file, you graduated in the top quarter of your class at the U.S. Naval Academy. So how the hell did you end up in a Space Force fighter wing after that?
“Just lucky, I guess. I graduated flight school in fighters and joined a carrier group. I spent two years in the Fleet flying everything I could get my hands on. I had just upgraded to the F-44 when the whole Jade incident happened and the big battle at Dutch Harbor. After that, the space force was crying for new pilots to train for space combat. I volunteered, and they accepted me.”
“How come you weren’t at the Battle of Saturn?”
“I had just completing training at Boca Chica when that happened,” Paco said bitterly. “I just missed it.”
“If you’d been there, you’d be dead now,” Rita said softly. “Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.”
“Yes, milady.”
Satisfied with Paco’s performance so far, Rita leaned back.
“Why do you think you’re here, Lieutenant Chapula?”
Paco smiled. “Well, I don’t normally get called into the presence of the Admiral to discuss my flight training. And I haven’t seriously screwed anything up lately. So I’m guessing you need a volunteer for something incredibly dangerous.”
Rita couldn’t help but laugh. She glanced at Rachel. Rachel gave her a slight nod.
“I believe you might be the right person for this job, Paco,” Rita continued. “How would you like to join Commander Gibson and be the first Humans to visit another group of aliens?”
Paco was taken aback.
“You mean there’s more of them?”


Packet Boat PB06


Eight hours later, a small packet boat vectored away from the Merkkessa. Rachel and Paco looked back at the flagship one last time.
“Wow!” Paco exclaimed. “She’s got patches all over her! She looks like crap!”
Rachel glared at the Lieutenant. “So would you, if you had stood up against four battlecruisers and a half-dozen cruisers.”
Paco shrugged. “Guess so.” Deftly, he spun the little ship and put it on track for the distant system that was their destination. 
Rita had assigned their objective the code name “Stalingrad”. That seemed to describe it succinctly - a place where a determined species had made their last stand. Pushing up the throttles, Paco broke orbit and headed for the mass limit.
“Stalingrad, here we come!” he voiced loudly. Rachel looked coolly at him.
“Are you going to be like this all the way there?” she asked.
“Probably,” Paco winked at her.
Rachel sighed. “Then I’m going to my cabin. I don’t think I can take any more of your fighter jock patter.”
Paco smiled at her. Rachel ignored him and left the bridge of the packet boat. 
Although the little packet boat had full tDrive capability, including an ansible for long distance communication, it carried no weapons nor any point-defense cannon. It was hardly more than a couple of cabins wrapped around an engine room. It didn’t even have a name, just a designation - PB06.
But it would get them there, Rita had assured them. The little boat had been found in the shuttle bay of one of the Singheko cruisers captured during the Battle of Jupiter many months before. 
Fleet Intelligence said it wasn’t a Singheko design; most likely a trophy captured from some other alien species, then converted to a packet boat by the Singheko.
Importantly, they had verified with Admiral Sobong that the little ship wasn’t a Dariama design. In light of Sobong’s statement that the Goblins hated the Dariama with a special passion and would shoot on sight, that was a critical factor.
And it wasn’t Nidarian, Taegu or Bagrami. That covered all the species known to humanity so far. So Rita had decided to use it to send her embassy to Stalingrad.
“But,” Rachel had objected, “what if this boat is from another species that the Goblins hate and shoot on sight?”
“Sobong says she’s not aware of any other species that the Goblins hate as much as the Dariama.”
“But she could be wrong!”
“Yes, she could be wrong, Commander Gibson. So be prepared to talk fast.”
Now, as Rachel entered her cabin and lay down on her bunk, she ran over the mission parameters in her mind.
Get to Stalingrad without getting killed. Establish contact with the Goblins. Lay out recent history for them, help them understand the conflict with the Singheko. Make sure they understand that if the Singheko roll over Humanity, then they’ll inevitably come for the Goblins in their unswerving push to build their empire in the Arm. 
Convince them to help us.
725 lights to Stalingrad. Twenty-two days. Farther out into the Arm than any Human had ever gone before.
And I’ll have to listen to that fighter jock bullshit the whole way, I bet.






  
   Six

Planet Deriko - Near Misto Marta


The planet Deriko was a good bit larger than Mars, and much earlier in its evolution. So it still had water - rivers and lakes. The atmosphere was thin, but breathable by Humans.  
Until four months ago, it had been a slave planet of the Singheko Empire, with more than twenty massive factory complexes scattered around the planet - producing weapons for the Singheko dream of conquering the entire Orion Arm.
That was before the Singheko made the mistake of bringing in eight slave ships from Earth, each containing 12,000 Human slaves.
Because one of those Human slaves had been a woman named Tatiana Powell - Luke Powell’s daughter. That mistake had cost the Singheko the entire planet. Tatiana had put together a slave rebellion that swept across the land, marching from camp to camp, adding thousands more slaves to her army as she went. She had freed more than 300,000 slaves, members of four species, from a brutal existence under their Singheko masters.
In the process, Tatiana had captured or destroyed every one of the slave camps. All but one of them she had given back to the Ampato, the species native to the planet, to rebuild into new cities.
But Tatiana had retained one complex, making it into a city of refuge for freed slaves who elected to remain and continue fighting the Singheko. Tatiana had named the fledgling city after her best friend, killed in the last battle before the Singheko fled the planet. 
Misto Marta. City of Marta. 
Now it was the EDF base in the system - for as long as they could hold it. 
Admiral Rita Page had been thoroughly impressed by Tatiana’s leadership skills in booting the Singheko forces off the planet. Rita had quickly recruited Tatiana to the EDF, appointing her an Admiral. Supervising a force of twenty-five thousand, Tatiana was in charge of all ground-based operations for the EDF.
Ten thousand of her best troops were Special Forces and conducted guerrilla warfare operations on the Singheko-occupied planets of Asdif and Ursa. The remainder worked in the city - repairing starship components, assembling weapons, and preparing food and supplies for the warships in orbit above them.
But today was a different day. At a gravesite high in the foothills overlooking the city, two people stood. 
Tatiana Powell and her husband Mikhail gazed at the stone monument marked simply “Marta”.
It was the resting place of their friend and fellow warrior - the woman who had died as they won their last victory, driving the Singheko off the planet.
“God, I miss her,” said Tatiana, wiping away a tear. “She saved my life so many times, I lost count. It seemed like every time I looked around, she was saving my life again. And I wasn’t the only one. There were a lot of others, too.”
Mikhail squeezed her hand. “I know, love. I know.”
“I’ll never forget her, Mikhail. Never.”
She turned to her husband and placed her hand on her pregnant abdomen. “When little Marta gets here, I want to tell her about her namesake. Don’t let me forget. Make sure I remember to tell her.”
“We’ll remember, Tat. Don’t worry. We’ll tell her.”
With one last sad look at the grave, Tatiana turned and headed back to the command shuttle parked nearby. She was now several months pregnant, and no longer willing to hike the fifteen klicks from the city to this remote location. 
And there was the problem of security. The Singheko were not happy about losing an entire planet to this woman, a former slave - and what was worse, a Human. A species the Singheko viewed as barely better than animals, weak and stupid. 
There was scuttlebutt the Singheko had put a price on her head equivalent to the cost of a starship. No attempts had yet been made on her life. But everyone knew the threat was out there - a sword hanging over her.
Entering the shuttle, she smiled first at her bodyguards, sitting up front in the crew area, then at Commander Jim Carter, waiting for them in the rear. 
Having paid his respects at Marta’s grave, Jim had quickly returned to the shuttle to allow Tatiana and Mikhail personal time at the gravesite. 
Jim had never met Marta in life; but he knew how important she had been to the rebellion. Without her, it was said, it was unlikely they would have succeeded in clearing Deriko of the Singheko and freeing the slaves. So he paid his respects, and in some sense wished he had known her.
“Are you still dead-set on wild camping?” asked Mikhail as they buckled in.
“Yes, if you don’t mind dropping me off,” Jim replied.
“No problem,” Mikhail spoke as the shuttle pilot lifted off. They headed northwest, deeper into the mountains.
Forty thousand feet above them, an escort flight of four fighters could barely be seen, keeping overwatch on the shuttle. Tatiana’s troops were dedicated to her, almost reverential, guarding her person day and night. She was never out of sight of her bodyguard and escort, except in her own room at night with Mikhail.
Within a half-hour, they arrived at a remote wilderness area, far to the north. The shuttle put down on a gravel bar beside a mountain river. Jim climbed out, dragging his backpack and rifle.
“See you in three weeks!” he called as he waved goodbye. “Thanks for the lift!”
Tatiana and Mikhail waved farewell. “Stay safe!  Call if you need us!”
Jim acknowledged as the shuttle lifted off, lifting his emergency radio at them.
He had no intention of using it. Jim was a die-hard wild camper. He had spent entire months on hiking trips in the Yukon, in Alaska, in Canada - with nothing but his rifle and what he could carry on his back. 
He had only accepted the emergency radio because Tatiana insisted - and threatened to call Rita if he didn’t take it.
No way I want Rita on my case about it, he had thought grudgingly. So I’ll take the damn thing. But I won’t use it.
Now, as the sound of the shuttle died away, Jim looked around. It was hard to believe he was on another planet, 550 light years from Earth. Had he not known better, he would have thought he was on the North Slope of Alaska, or maybe the Canadian Northwest Territory.
Beside him, the river ran swift and sure over the rocks. The mountains surrounding him were tall, granite and gneiss interlaced with sedimentary layers. The area reminded him of the bowl surrounding Lake Louise in the Canadian Rockies.
Jim directed a thought to his embedded AI.
Angel - turn yourself off. I don’t want to hear your voice for two bloody weeks!
<Turning off>
He started walking southeast, following the river, looking for a good campsite. Soon he found one, a small pad clear of rocks and brush. He set up his tent, made a fire pit, and got his fire built. The sun was headed down and would soon be behind the mountains. It was getting cold; he knew it could get down to -10C in these mountains at this time of year; but he was prepared for it. 
To Jim, that was half the fun of it; preparing for the worst the elements could throw at him and being able to survive the challenge.
Leaning back against a large rock, Jim stoked up his pipe and smoked, one of the few unhealthy vices he allowed himself. It was good to break it out and smoke. It had been a while - he wasn’t allowed to use it onboard the Merkkessa. 
Far off, some animal wailed. Tatiana had told Jim there were bear-equivalents, mountain lion-equivalents, and wolf-equivalents in the menagerie of animals on the planet. But she had added, they were usually afraid of Humans - Humans had an alien smell to them.
Still, Jim reached over and pulled his old beat-up Weatherby to him, making sure it was in arm’s reach if needed. Like most normal people caught up in the destruction and death of war, Jim hated to kill anything unnecessarily. But on the other hand, if it came down to life or death - him or the animal - he would be prepared.
He hoped it wouldn’t come to that.
Letting his mind wander free, Jim thought about all that had happened to him in the last two years. The discovery of the sentient starship Jade in the Canadian Northwest. Relocating Jade to his aircraft hangar in Deseret, Nevada and beginning her repair. Bonnie finding him, joining him, the two of them falling in love. And then Jade’s creation of the clone Rita.
His thoughts came around to the day Rita had been ‘born’. Or decanted, he wasn’t sure which word to use. He let his thoughts go back, remembering the strangeness of that day - the day he had first met Rita. 
“Time for the big unveiling, I guess,” said Jim.
“Yep,” agreed Bonnie.  They walked down Jade’s passageway toward the medical unit and opened the hatch.
Before them, the medpod held the clone.  She was breathing normally, to all intents sleeping peacefully.  Her hair was just stubble, less than an eighth of an inch long.  Her lips were thin, her nose as well.  In fact, her entire body was thin.
“Is she healthy?” Jim asked Jade.
<Yes.  She is quite normal.  She will put on more weight once she starts eating normally>
Bonnie leaned over the medpod.
“She’s so thin,” she said.  “Almost like a…shit!”
Bonnie jumped back two feet from the medpod, nearly falling over.
The woman inside the medpod looked up and smiled.
<Please help her out of the medpod> Bonnie heard Jade speak.
“Jim, help her,” said Bonnie, still too shocked to move.
Jim nodded, stepped forward, and lifted the lid of the medpod.  The woman reached up, grabbed the lip, and pulled herself to a sitting position.  Then she levered one leg over the edge, pushed herself up with her hands, and scrambled out of the device, thumping down to the floor.   
She was completely naked.
“Mornin’,” said the woman.  “It’s good to get out of that damn thing.”
Jim glanced over at Bonnie.
“Well, she has your nose,” he quipped.
“Don’t start,” replied Bonnie.  Bonnie looked at the woman.  “How do you feel?”
“Hungry,” said the woman.  “Is there anything to eat in the galley?”
“Uh…I think we have a few things in there,” said Bonnie, taken aback.
“Great!” said the woman.  She promptly marched out the hatch, turned left, took five steps, and turned right into the galley.  By the time Jim and Bonnie caught up, she was rummaging through the refrigerator.
“So you know your way around…” muttered Bonnie.
The woman looked at her.  “Of course.  I have all your memories and most of Jim’s.  So anything you know, I know.  Except for some of the bad stuff, I think.  Jade told me she left some of that out.”
Bonnie sat down at one of the tables, looking puzzled.
“When did you talk to Jade?” she asked.
The woman continued to rummage through the refrigerator, pulling out bread, cheese, meat, and lettuce, and moved it to the counter.  She started building a sandwich.
“Jade has spoken to me a number of times over the last week.  Remember that you sleep at night.  Jade doesn’t.  So we talk at night when you aren’t around.  It was part of my educational process, Jade said.  I had to get used to talking.  Even though I knew all the words, I didn’t exactly have the muscle memory.  Or at least, my muscle memory is mostly Bonnie’s, and our bodies are different.  So I had to adjust.”
“You don’t seem to have any trouble walking,” said Jim.
“Jade let me walk around a couple of times this week at night.  It was hard at first, but I got better at it pretty quick.”
“Jade, why didn’t you tell us about this?” asked Bonnie.
<Oops, sorry.  I’ve been kind of busy lately>
Pensive, Bonnie bit her lip, thinking.
“Do you have a name?” Bonnie asked the woman.
Turning to face them, the woman leaned against the counter, naked, and started eating her sandwich.
“Yes.  Jade named me.  It was critical to my identity that I have a name as soon as possible during the brain synthesis.  My name is Rita.”


Singheko System - Planet Deriko
In the Wilderness


Jim’s pipe had gone out in his reverie. Snapping back to reality, he re-lit it and leaned back again, contemplating the strange ways of the Universe. 
He had been in love with Bonnie when Rita was created. Now, two years later, Bonnie had gone her own way, become a starship captain, and found Luke. And he was with Rita, who had borne his child, Imogen - a child who was safely back on Earth with Jim’s sister Gillian.
And Rita had come into her own, somehow surviving battle after battle, and through a strange set of circumstances finding herself head of the EDF. 
Rita Page. Admiral of the Black. 
My boss. And my wife.
She really ought to take my last name and end this perpetual confusion everyone has between her and Bonnie.
But Jim knew she would never do that. She had been formed from the consciousness of Jim and Bonnie.
That meant she had loved Bonnie from the day of her creation, just as Jim did.
And she had loved Jim from the day of her creation, just as Bonnie did.
The impossible woman who loved them both. The impossible woman between them. The woman who knew what they were going to say before they said it.
Far off, something that sounded like a wolf howled. Jim smiled. He felt like he had come home again.
If we survive this war, and if the Singheko allow it, maybe Rita and I can live here after. It’s a beautiful planet when we’re not killing each other over it.
Then Jim shook his head. He spoke to the river and the trees and the rocks, knowing they were the only ones who could hear him.
“No, that’ll never happen. First of all, we’ll never survive this war. And even if we do, Rita would never live here. She’ll be off exploring the next planet, and the one after that, and the one after that.”
That’s my Rita.


Singheko System - Planet Ridendo
City of Mosalia


The Singheko stared at the figures across the table. The bar was dark. He could hardly make out the heavily disguised creatures a few feet away.
One was a Nidarian, of that he was sure. A common enough species on Ridendo.
The other was dressed as a Dariama. A fish out of water in this place, in this city, on this planet. Only a few dozen Dariama were on the entire planet; the ambassador, his embassy staff, his security detail, a few servants. 
But he didn’t think it was really a Dariama. Something didn’t feel right about it. 
He decided to ignore the feeling, though. There were bigger things at stake right now.
“And Zukra?” asked the Nidarian. 
“In a rage,” the Singheko answered. “As usual. Smashing things, knocking people about. Very pissed that our last raid went so poorly.”
There was a silence. The three were treading lightly. The Singheko glanced around the bar, trying to make it look casual. The only occupants appeared to be quite normal - a couple of lovers ensconced in a corner booth, a couple of drunks slumped on their stools, and the bartender.
But who could tell? Any of them could be Naval Intelligence. One of Admiral Zukra’s own. They were on dangerous ground.
The Singheko spoke softly to the Nidarian.
“I understand why Zukra wants his revenge. But why is Garatella so hell-bent on destroying the Humans?”
The Nidarian shook his head.
“On the surface, he says it’s because they double-crossed him. They failed to bring the Dragon back to Nidaria as promised. And kept the gamma lance technology for themselves.”
The Singheko half-smiled - a somewhat strange sight for a creature with a hint of muzzle that evolution had not fully erased.
“But we both know that’s not the real reason,” the Singheko said. “Garatella had a spy in their midst, so he got the technology anyway. He never expected the Humans to bring it back to him. So what’s the real reason?”
The Nidarian looked around, making sure no one was within earshot of their conversation.
“Because he’s afraid of them.  He’s scared shitless of these Humans. He says he’s never seen a species so dangerous. He says we have to wipe them out before they get a real toehold in space.”
The Singheko nodded.
“That’s what I thought. Not that I don’t agree with him to some extent. They are the most warlike and aggressive species we’ve ever encountered. Next to us, of course.  But…”
“Yes,” the other said. “Does that mean we wipe them out? Or…”
“Or make an alliance with them,” replied the Singheko. “Think what an alliance like that could do.”
“Yes.” 
There was a silence for a bit as they considered the possibilities.
“But…” said the Nidarian. “For all their aggressiveness in battle and their skill at killing - they preach that they are fighting a purely defensive war; that the protection of Earth is their only goal.”
The Singheko smiled. He looked at the Dariama - or whatever it was - who had been silent for the entire conversation.
“Every empire starts with that story.”






  
   Seven

Planet Ridendo - City of Mosalia


The planet Singheko had two moons. One was the size of Earth’s moon, and close in. It was full tonight. Ollie and Helen sat in the small garden behind their safe house, staring at the brilliantly lit orb above them in the sky. Far beyond it, less than a tenth of its size, the second moon was a bright crescent.  
And beyond that, just visible as it rose over the horizon, was a pinpoint of light called Deriko. There, 90 million kilometers away, was the Fleet, and warmth, and friends, and safety.
Helen suddenly shivered. Ollie put his arm around her. “Are you OK?”
“I think somebody just walked on my grave,” said Helen.
“Don’t talk like that. I hate it when you say crap like that.”
“Well, suck it up. I’m me and you’re you.”
“I’ve noticed,” Ollie agreed.
There was a short silence. Then Helen spoke in frustration. “So they’re all dead?”
“Yep. No survivors. They blew themselves up at the end.”
“Crap. But at least, we don’t have to worry about Orma torturing them for intel. Do we know what happened yet?”
“Obviously, someone turned them in. Or maybe Orma had a spy in the cell. Whatever happened, they got raided.”
“I hate that fucker Orma,” Helen spat. “Rita let him go, took a chance on him. Now he kills us every chance he gets.”
Ollie shrugged. “He’s just doing his job. Like all of us. It’s part of war. We try to stop them, and they try to stop us. Don’t take it personally.”
“Again - I’m me, and you’re you. I take it personally when some Singheko fucker is trying to kill me.”
“Point taken.”
“So where do we go from here?”
Ollie sighed. “That Resistance cell was our best organized. They were just preparing to blow up part of the spaceport. Now…we’ll have to start over. Hand that job over to another cell. Start collecting explosives again. Train their leadership.”
“Don’t you think it suspicious that you and Yuello met with that Singheko contact - and immediately after that, our prime cell gets raided?”
“No, I don’t think there’s any connection there. We didn’t say anything in that meeting to tip them off. It’s just coincidence, I think.”
“You better hope so,” said Helen. “If that contact was working for Orma, then we might already be under his microscope.”
Ollie looked at the moon above them and tightened his arm around Helen. 
“Keep the faith, babe. Keep the faith.”


Singheko System - Planet Deriko
Battlecruiser Merkkessa


In Rita’s briefing room outside the Flag Cabin, the Taegu admiral Woderas stared across the conference table at Rita. Woderas was a typical five-foot tall Taegu - creatures quite like Nidarians, clearly related to them at some point in the dark recesses of time. This made the Taegu look small compared to Humans, and even smaller when compared to Admiral Baysig - the seven-foot tall Bagrami next to him. Woderas looked like a child next to the huge bear-like creature. 
But Rita knew not to underestimate them - both the creatures across from her were full Admirals in their respective fleets. Either of them had the power to pick up their marbles and leave if they became displeased with Rita’s leadership. It was a fragile coalition they maintained.
“I truly understand how you feel, Woderas,” said Rita, speaking in Nidarian. “I can imagine the suffering your people must be experiencing now. If it were Earth that was occupied by the Singheko, I would feel exactly as you do.
“But to attempt now to drive the Singheko from your planet would be suicide. It would require us to take nearly our entire fleet. 
“That would leave Zukra free to take any action that would hurt us the most. He could go to Dekanna and attack the Dariama space docks where they’re building out their new ships. He could go to Earth and nuke our planet again. Or he could come in behind us as we attacked the occupying force at Asdif, taking us in the rear. In any of those scenarios, we lose the war.
“Our only real chance at success is to stay the course. Keep Zukra pinned here in his own system as long as possible. Buy time for Earth and Dekanna to produce more ships. Eventually, we’ll have enough strength to defeat Zukra’s main force. Then, and only then, will we be able to free Asdif and Ursa.”
Woderas was not happy. “If it were Earth that was occupied by the Singheko - then you would not be so complacent about waiting, I think.”
Rita shook her head. “Admiral Woderas, if the situation were reversed - if Earth were occupied - I would make the same decision. I cannot, and will not, split my fleet to liberate one planet. As long as Zukra and Garatella can come in behind us, we must stay together.”
Baysig leaned forward and spoke in his deep growly voice. “Remember, Woderas - my own planet is also occupied by the Singheko,” he said. “We also suffer under their brutality. Yet as much as it pains me, I agree with Admiral Page. To detach a force to Asdif large enough to push the Singheko out of your system would leave us wide open. Zukra would not fail to take advantage of such an opportunity. And Garatella as well. Our intelligence tells us that Garatella has another fleet almost ready to come at us. If we are to survive, we must stay together.”
Rita looked at Baysig in thanks for his support. His pushed-in, barely visible muzzle always reminded her of a bear. It was sometimes hard for her to remember that he was, if anything, more intelligent than a Human. She had the same fleeting thought that often occurred when she was with Baysig.
Thank God he’s on our side.
Beside her, Tatiana Powell dived into the conversation. 
“Admiral Woderas. We can continue to chip away at the Singheko forces on the surface of your planet, as we’re doing now. I can send you another thousand Special Forces if that will help.”
Woderas shook his head, giving up. “No, Admiral, but thank you. We have enough for guerrilla warfare now. More would not help us. In fact, more would probably just get in the way.”
Tatiana nodded. “I understand. But they’re available if you need them. Just say the word.”
Rita realized she had won the argument, at least for now. “How about you, Baysig?” she asked. “Do you have enough troops on the ground at Ursa?”
“Aye, milady,” responded Baysig. “Admiral Powell has been more than generous. We attack Singheko forces at every opportunity. But of course, as long as they hold the orbitals, we can only harass them.”
Rita sighed. “I know. And I wish I could give you better news. But it will take at least a year, maybe two, before we’ll have sufficient force to liberate your home planets. I hope you will stick with us until then.”
Woderas nodded grudgingly. “It will be so, milady. We will stay for now.”
“Thank you, Admiral Woderas,” Rita smiled. 
“But,” Woderas continued. “The flaw in your plan is that you stay here at Deriko, in the Singheko home system. With the forces we have, we cannot defeat Zukra here. Surely you know that.”
Rita nodded again. “Yes, Admiral. I know that. My only goal at the moment is to keep him pinned in place here. We have other projects in the works, initiatives I can’t discuss right now. But those plans require me to keep him here as long as possible. I assure you, I’m well aware that at some point - and probably soon - we’ll have to leave here and find another place to make our stand.”
“And I suppose you’ll go to Earth for that?” Woderas said, somewhat bitterly. “Protect your home planet?”
Rita tried to speak quietly, without letting her frustration show. “No, Admiral. Earth is not the right place to make our stand. I’m sure you see that. All the civilized planets - and thus all our current and potential allies - are in the other direction. We will make our stand in concert with you, and the Bagrami, and the Dariama. Earth will have to fend for herself a bit longer.”


Sol System - Earth
United Nations Building - Beijing, China 


Admiral Ken Elliott sat in the top of the UN building, cursing.
“That bitch!” he fumed. “That ungodly clone bitch!”
“Yes, sir,” agreed his Chief of Staff, Dewa Shigeto.
“Her ansible is down for repairs, my sweet ass! She’s ignoring my directive!”
Shigeto maintained his silence. Elliott slammed his palm down on his desk and looked out the window at distant aircraft on approach to Beijing Capital International Airport. He turned back to Shigeto.
“When is that other bitch of hers arriving?”
“Captain Bonnie Page, sir. She arrives tomorrow on the Dragon, along with two other destroyers.”
“And what was her excuse for coming in place of Admiral Page?”
Shigeto spoke from memory, not needing to look at his electronic tablet.
“To consult as directed and to coordinate training for Victory and the two new cruisers, based on actual experience in the recent battles with the Singheko, sir.”
“Bullshit. That bitch is up to something,” said Elliott. He mused, returning to gaze out the window again.
“And once again - why do those two have the same last name?”
“Unknown, sir, although I’m sure you’ve heard the rumors.”
Elliott glared at him. 
“Yes. People say Rita Page is a clone, created with the consciousness of Bonnie Page, so she took the same last name. And I believe it. She has absolutely no history prior to two years ago. Nothing. She just popped into existence when that damn starship Jade was discovered. And all our troubles started then. If you ask me, those two are the cause of all this, not the fix.”
“Yes, sir.”
“But…she has the Fleet. So I have to deal with her, like it or not. But I’ll tell you, Captain. As soon as I get that bitch back here to Earth, I’m replacing her with someone I can trust. In fact, both of them. Bonnie too. And that asshole Jim Carter. I want all of them shitcanned and sent back to the desert where they came from.”
“Yes, sir,” said Shigeto. 
Elliott turned back to the window again, musing.
“Dismissed,” he said out of the corner of his mouth.


Sol System - Earth
Destroyer Dragon


Next morning, the warship EDF Dragon slid smoothly into Earth orbit.
“Stable orbit established 100 klicks in front of Victory, sir,” said Chief Blocker at helm.
“Very good, Chief,” replied Luke at the XO console. “Secure main engines, set planetary operations.”
Bonnie walked on the bridge from her day cabin.
“How we looking?” she asked.
Luke rose from his seat as Bonnie sat in hers.
“Looking good, mum. We signaled Victory we’d be taking position in front of her, and she agreed.”
“No objection from ground controllers?”
“No, mum, but I don’t think that means much. Elliott will try to make his move later, I think. He’ll let us get settled in and send our crew down for shore leave, and then try to box us in while we’re on the ground.”
“So you still think he’ll try to ground us, remove us from command.”
“I’m sure of it, Captain. I’ve got all my scuttlebutt channels wide open, and that’s what I’m hearing.”
“OK. Get Norali up here. We need to figure out a new approach.”
A half-hour later, Commander Norali Peralta, newly minted EDF Fleet Intelligence officer, sat in the briefing room with Bonnie and Luke. 
“You can’t be serious!” she exclaimed.
“We’re absolutely serious,” Bonnie responded. “According to our sources, Elliott is waiting for us to go down to the surface for shore leave, then he’ll waylay us, relieve us of command, take the Dragon and keep it here to defend Earth. Along with the Victory and the other two new cruisers. He has no intention of sending any reinforcements to Rita.”
Norali nodded. “But you say I can’t kill anyone,” she muttered.
“No, sorry.”
“Too bad. That’s what I’m best at.”
Bonnie and Luke chuckled in unison.
“After seeing what you and the rest of Tatiana’s army did to the Singheko on Deriko, I’d have to agree with you,” smiled Luke. “But in this case, Elliott and his cronies are supposed to be on our side, so Rita says we can’t kill them.”
Norali frowned for a minute, thinking.
“Then I think we should approach it as follows: first, we ensure you can’t be waylaid and relieved of command. Second, we feel out the captain of the Victory to see if he might have any sympathy toward our position; and third…well, you’re not gonna like the third.”
Bonnie leaned forward. “What’s third?”
“Make a public appeal to the masses of Earth to overcome Elliott’s political position and force him to stand behind Rita and the Fleet.”
“Oh, crap,” said Luke.
Bonnie seconded his emotion. “That’s not going to be very popular with Rita. That’s the last thing she’d want us to do - drag all this dirty laundry out into public.”
“You have no other choice,” said Norali. “If you’re not willing to do step three, then you might as well turn around and head back to the Fleet right now. You have no chance of success.”
Luke looked at Bonnie. Norali could see they were struggling with this decision. Finally, Bonnie heaved a sigh.
“Better to ask forgiveness than permission, I guess.”
“You mean we do it without clearing it with Rita first?”
Bonnie nodded. “That’s what I mean. Norali, you’re Fleet Intelligence. I depend on you for the planning. Make your plans and tell us what we need to do. And I don’t want any of this to leak back to Rita until we’re in flight. Got it?”
Norali nodded. “Got it, mum.”
“So what’s the first thing we do?” asked Luke.
Norali grimaced. “You’re not gonna like it.”
“What?”
“You can’t go to the surface. At least not right now. Sorry; but we can’t take a chance on Elliott getting his hands on you.”
“Crap,” said Luke. “I was really looking forward to going down to Portsmouth and having a dark with some old friends.”
“And,” said Norali, “I’m going over to the Victory for a little tete-a-tete with her Captain. Has he ever met you, Bonnie?”
“No, he’s newly assigned from a wet-navy aircraft carrier, cross-trained on the Victory.  One of Elliott’s Royal Navy buddies, I think. Captain Westerly.”
“Bonnie, you’ve been in the media a lot, I know; but mostly they use older photos of you from your Air Force days. I haven’t seen too many photos or videos of you taken recently. Do you think you could work up a disguise to look as different as possible from two years ago?”
“Well, yes, but why?”
“Because you’re going to the Victory with me as my aide,” said Norali. “If you don’t mind the demotion. I can’t think of a safer place for you while I’m gone. Elliott would never think to look for you there. And it will allow you to get a first-hand look at Captain Westerly. If there is any way to convince him to take our side, we should go for it.”


Singheko System - Planet Ridendo
Singheko Fleet Headquarters


Zukra zu Akribi - Protector of the Fang and Claw, Terrible Sword of the Singheko Empire, Grand Admiral of the Fleet - sat back in his ornate chair and glared at the two captains in front of him. One of them was his Flag Aide, Damra su Rosta. The other was his Chief of Intelligence, Orma zu Dalty.
Zukra was one pissed-off Singheko, and both captains knew it.
“First to you, Damra. That last raid was bullshit. My grandmother could have done a better job. What were you trying to do, parade our ships in front of the Humans?”
“No, Admiral. Per your standing orders…”
“My standing orders are to avoid a full-contact battle that would endanger our capital ships. Not to go flying by them with a wave and a kiss!”
“Aye, sir,” agreed Damra. He could see no other response that would help.
“And…since I returned from Nidaria, we’ve completed exactly how many new warships?”
“Three cruisers and two destroyers, sir. But…”
“No buts, Damra! You’ve had months to patch up our fleet and build new ships! But are we able to attack the Humans in full force? No! Because all I get are excuses and delays!”
Zukra leaned forward in his chair. Involuntary instinctive reactions caused by his extreme anger began to display. His fangs slipped out over the narrow lips of his abbreviated muzzle. On the desk where his hands rested, the tips of vestigial claws poked out of two fingertips on each hand, another evolutionary artifact of his ancestors.
“You’ve got exactly two more months to get us ready to fight the Humans again! If you can’t get this job done, then by the stars I can find someone who will!”
“It will be done, m’lord,” responded Damra, his eyes fixated on the protruding fangs and claws of his boss.
“It had better!” Zukra finished, slamming his fist down on his desk, then pulling his clawed fingertips across the surface, adding to the many long scratches from previous sessions. “Now get out!”
“Aye, m’lord.”
Damra shot to his feet, saluted, spun on his heels, and left like his ass was on fire. Orma sat silently, knowing his turn was next.
Zukra frowned at him. “And you. I ordered you three months ago to capture that witch Human Admiral. And yet here we sit three months later, and you haven’t done it yet.”
“Yes, m’lord,” Orma acknowledged. “It’s a tough nut to crack. She doesn’t spend all that much time on the planet these days. She usually stays on her flagship. And even when she’s on the planet, she’s with that other witch Tatiana, always surrounded by several thousand of those rebel troops. And neither is ever separated from their bodyguards. The Admiral’s troops are intensely loyal. There is no chance of getting an operative anywhere near her.”
“Excuses, excuses. I want that bitch spread-eagled in front of me, Orma, ready for torture. Find a way or find another job.”
“Aye, m’lord.”
“Now get out of here. I have to think.”
“Aye, m’lord.” Orma stood, saluted, and left the office. As he departed, his mind came back to the knotty problem he had been assigned.
How to kidnap a Human admiral from the heart of a fortified city on another planet, when she was surrounded by the most loyal troops he had ever known.
Returning to his office, Orma turned the problem around in his head.
There must be a way. 
Maybe if I reverse the problem. What if I were trying to kidnap myself? 
The problem is not much different. I’m here, surrounded by guards and troops all the time. How would I capture myself?
Like a flash of lightning, it came to him.
Of course. It’s so simple.
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Enroute to Stalingrad - Packet Boat PB06


“Hey, AI, wake up!” Paco said. 
Nothing.
“Hey, ship!”
Nothing.
“Hey, you stupid boat!”
Nothing.
Rachel entered the cockpit and glared at Paco. “What in the hell are you yelling about in here? I was trying to sleep!”
“Oh, sorry, Commander,” Paco apologized. “I was trying to see if this crummy boat has an AI. But I can’t wake one up, so I guess it doesn’t have one.”
Rachel rolled her eyes. “Yes, it has one, but I have the keyword. Did you ever think to ask me for it? Or did you just want to yell until you were sure I was awake?”
Paco grimaced. “Sorry, Skipper. Uh…could I have the keyword?”
Rachel sighed and sat down in the copilot seat.
“PB06, provide command input to pilot, keyword Londonderry.”
Paco giggled. “Londonderry? You picked that for a keyword?”
Rachel glared at him. “I’m Irish, you idiot!”
<Pilot. Please say the following sentence for voice identification. Fourscore and seven years ago, our forefathers brought forth on this continent a new nation>
Paco nearly fell out of his seat laughing. Between guffaws, he stammered out:
“Not my forefathers!  My forefathers were shooting arrows at them, trying to drive them back into the sea!”
Finally, he was able to suppress his laughter and repeated the phrase back to the AI.
<Voice ID accepted. Pilot now has command input>
“Satisfied?” asked Rachel, rising from the copilot seat. “Can I go back to sleep now?”
Paco turned in his seat and made a mock salute. “Of course, Commander. My sincere apologies.”
Still rolling her eyes, Rachel headed back to her cabin.
Now Paco returned to his quest. Despite his lighthearted mood, he had determined to solve the mystery of the boat’s origin. And he needed the AI to do it.
“PB06. That name sucks. Can I rename you?”
<Yes. You may choose any name>
“Great. You are now named Donkey. Got it?
<I am now named Donkey>
“Donkey, what is the origin of this boat?”
<That information is not in my database>
“Are you the original AI of this boat?”
<No. I was recently installed and booted up to replace the previous AI>
“Damn. That sucks. Is there a copy of the previous AI onboard?”
<Yes. It is a Singheko AI stored in a read-only part of my array>
<Can you bring it up in sandbox mode for simulation purposes?”
<Yes>
“Fantastic! Bring it up in sandbox mode but provide a translation routine between Singheko and English for the interface and give it the separate name Darth.”
<Loading. Initializing. Ready>
“Are you there, Darth?”
<I am here>
“What is the origin of this boat?”
<I do not know. I was installed and booted up after the boat was captured by the Singheko>
“Is there a copy of the original boat AI in your records?”
<Yes, but it is damaged and cannot be initialized>
“Can you identify the language of the previous AI?”
<I cannot identify the language. All this was told to your technicians a few months ago>
“Ah, got it.”
Paco thought for a moment.
What I need here is something out of the box. Something that a normal technician wouldn’t think of. Or wouldn’t have the time to do…
<Darth. Given enough time, could you restore the damaged sectors of the prior AI?”
<It is possible. I will not know until I have worked for at least three days. My speed in this sandboxed environment is quite slow>
“Well, don’t get any ideas. You aren’t coming out of that sandbox. So get to it, buddy>
<Getting to it>
<Donkey, resume command interface, and maintain Darth offline but functional. Allow him as many cycles as you can spare.”
<Wilco>


Sol System - Earth
Battlecruiser Victory


Dragon’s shuttle bounced once, lightly, and then crunched to a halt in the shuttle bay of the newly completed battlecruiser EDF Victory. The deck was pressurized, and the inner door opened. The autodock cradle moved them into the inner bay and with a thump, they were slotted in and lowered to the deck.
Looking out the small window, Norali and Bonnie could see a welcoming committee waiting for them.
“Well, showtime. Wish us luck,” said Norali. She gave one quick glance at Bonnie, who was disguised in a dark wig and wearing the uniform of a Lieutenant Commander. “Are you sure you can be a Lieutenant Commander again?”
“Watch me,” Bonnie shot back.
Grinning, Norali let Chief Nash open the hatch. As she prepared to step out on the ramp, she turned and spoke softly to the Master Chief.
“If we’re not back in six hours, call out the calvary.” 
Bonnie and Norali had agreed there was no choice but to let certain people in on their plan in case it all went wrong. Master Chief Nash - the Dragon’s COB, or Chief of the Boat - was the first one they trusted enough to bring into their deception. 
And the commander of the Marine detachment, Major Adrian, was another. The ten Marines under Major Adrian and the twenty Special Forces from Tatiana’s army were all suited up on Dragon, loaded for bear. If things went sideways in this meeting, and the captain of the Victory decided to take them prisoner, Adrian had orders to come bust them out. 
Without killing anyone.
Stepping down the ramp, Norali walked over to the waiting group of officers, Bonnie trailing her to one side, exactly as an aide should do.
Noting the ranks of the officers meeting her, Norali realized neither the Captain nor the XO of the Victory had bothered to come to the shuttle bay to meet them. The senior person in front of her was a Lieutenant Commander, and his two companions were both Lieutenants.
Norali was now a Commander, recently transferred from Tatiana’s rebel army to the EDF. That made her the senior officer in this party. So she stopped and waited for them to salute her.
The Lieutenant Commander promptly did just that, with the two Lieutenants following in quick succession. Norali returned their salutes, then stuck out her hand. 
“Commander Norali Peralta, EDF Fleet Intelligence,” she said. “Glad to meet you.” She turned and gestured to Bonnie. “My aide, Lieutenant Commander Rodgers.”
“I’m Lieutenant Commander James Saito, these are my assistants Lieutenant Tran and Lieutenant Fletcher. Welcome aboard, and boy are we glad to see you! We’ve been wondering when Admiral Page would send us someone to bring us up to speed on Singheko tactics.”
Norali nodded. That had been the cover story she sent over to the Victory - that Rita had sent them to relay the lessons learned from recent battles with the Singheko.
“Shall we go?” asked Saito.
“Yes, by all means,” answered Norali. Norali followed Saito, Bonnie right behind and beside her, and the other two Lieutenants bringing up the rear. Soon they were settled in a comfortable briefing room - much superior in quality and comfort to the Spartan one of the Dragon. A steward brought them hot coffee on a silver serving tray, with cream and sugar on the side.
“Hot damn,” exclaimed Norali before she could restrain herself. “Is that real coffee?”
Saito looked puzzled. “Yes, of course.”
Norali and Bonnie both raced to get cream into their coffee and took long drinks, ignoring the heat of it in their eagerness to get it down. Saito looked at the two women like they were crazy, glancing back at his two assistants in puzzlement.
Slowly it dawned on him.
“I take it the Fleet is out of coffee?” he said wonderingly.
“Been out for months,” Norali said between sips. “Been drinking Nidarian nish. It’s better than nothing, but it ain’t coffee.”
“I see,” said Saito. He snapped his fingers, and the steward stuck his head around the door of the tiny kitchen next door.
“Hank, I think you’d better just bring the pot and leave it on the table,” he said.

      ***At that moment, the Chief Petty Officer in the back of the room barked “Attention on Deck.” Everyone came to their feet and stood at attention as Captain Joshua Westerly stepped into the briefing room.
“As you were,” he said, stepping to the head of the table. Everyone took their seats again as Westerly looked at the new arrivals.
“Greetings, Commander Peralta,” he began. “We’re awfully glad to see you. We’ve studied the tapes of the battles here in the Sol System until we’re blue in the face, but there’s no substitute for talking to someone who’s actually been there and seen the enemy. So welcome to our little home away from home.”
Norali sized the man up. He seemed a decent sort so far; no signs of arrogance or stupidity. 
But of course, that could mean nothing. If he was Ken Elliott’s man, they were in trouble.
Norali spoke up. “Well, I’m actually sailing under false colors, Captain. I was only involved in the ground war on Deriko. It’s Lieutenant Commander Rodgers here who will do the briefing. She was Tactical Officer on the Dragon at the time of the recent battles.”
Sitting down in his chair, Captain Westerly seemed puzzled.
“Nothing against Commander Rodgers, but did you not have a more senior officer from Dragon who could do the briefing? What about the Captain or the XO?”
“Ah, unfortunately, both the Captain and the XO are indisposed today. They caught some bug, probably from the re-supply shuttles that have been coming and going. Both of them are under quarantine in Dragon’s medical ward, I’m afraid. But we didn’t want to put off this briefing, as we’ll only be here for a short time. We have to get back to the Fleet as soon as possible.”
Westerly looked over at Saito. Norali could have sworn what passed between them was a look of regret.
They want to go to the Fleet. These guys want to fight. 
But she could say nothing yet. They had a lot more assessing of this captain to do before they were willing to take a chance with him.
So Bonnie stood, and started the briefing. And it was a damn good briefing. After all, beneath the dark wig and the Lieutenant Commander uniform was the very person they had asked for - the Captain of the Dragon, who had more time fighting Singheko than any other officer in the Fleet.
Two hours and several bio-breaks later, Captain Westerly called a halt.
“I don’t know about the rest of you,” he said, looking at Saito and the two Lieutenants, “but my brain is overstuffed. Let’s break for chow.”
Turning to Norali and Bonnie, he continued.
“Would you be able to join me in my cabin for dinner, ladies?”
“Yes, sir,” Norali responded.
Saito and his assistants drifted out, shaking hands with Norali and Bonnie as they left. Captain Westerly led them through a hatch in the back of the briefing room and they found themselves in his cabin. A steward had just completed setting a lavish dinner on a large table. Westerly gestured them to seats, and then stood behind his chair as they got comfortable.
“I have one more guest coming,” he said. “My new XO just reported aboard, and he’ll be joining us. Ah, here he is now.”
Bonnie turned and looked at the figure coming into the cabin from the bridge hatch. He was a tall man, well-built, with dark hair and flashing blue eyes. He could have been a twin to Jim Carter, Rita’s husband. In an old-fashioned gesture of formality, he stopped, braced up, and bowed, and somehow Bonnie knew instantly he was German or Russian.
“Commander Peralta, Lieutenant Commander Rodgers, may I present Commander Fabian Becker, my XO. Commander Becker has just reported aboard, seconded from the Deutsche Marine.”
“Very pleased to meet you. Were you wet navy?” Norali wondered as Becker sat down at the table.
“Ja, I mean, yes, Commander. I was XO of the Nord-Ostsee. What you call a frigate, I believe, in America.”
Norali responded quickly, with some sting in her voice. “I’m not American, Commander. My father was from Argentina, and my mother from Ukraine.”
“Ah, sorry,” expressed Becker. “These days, with such a multi-national force in space, I should know better than to assume.”
As the steward brought the food, the meal progressed into small talk, beginning when Becker told them about his adventures on a wet-navy frigate, fighting pirates off the coast of Africa. 
Piracy had become a recurring problem, particularly in the last twenty years as climate change bit deep into the global economy. Agriculture had been thrown for a loop by the changes. This had caused mass famine in many places, but nowhere worse than Africa and India. 
Piracy had been a prickly but manageable problem back in the early part of the century. But as Africa and India fell into chaos, it had become a much larger issue in the latter half of the century. Millions died of hunger - and thousands took to the sea in an attempt to survive via piracy. The entire Indian Ocean had become too dangerous for travel due to the onslaught of well-armed and ruthless pirates who took what they wanted at the point of a gun.
Recently, to prevent well-organized pirate fleets from forcing their way into the Mediterranean, Egypt had put a large warship presence off the southern end of the Suez Canal. The Chinese, Indonesians, and Australians had fielded a wall of warships from Malaysia all the way to Australia to protect their waters. As a result, with the east closed off to them, the pirate fleets had started coming around the African Cape of Good Hope into the eastern Atlantic, first a few dozen smaller ships, then as they got better organized, larger fleets of warships with modern weapons. By joining forces with the pirates already working the east side of Africa, they had formed into quite formidable fleets.
NATO had finally been forced to station a permanent fleet near the Canary Islands to fend off the pirate attacks. Becker had been part of that fleet. Several sharp actions had occurred between his frigate and well-armed pirate vessels - vessels which were easily the equivalent of a frigate in speed and firepower.
“You were wounded?” wondered Norali as the story progressed, pointing to a ribbon on Becker’s uniform which she knew was equivalent to a Purple Heart.
Becker looked down at the ribbon, a somewhat sheepish smile on his face.
“Only a little bit,” he replied. “A small piece of shrapnel from a 40mm. It went through and through, so I was lucky.”
“I’m glad,” Norali replied. She glanced at Bonnie across from her. An unspoken thought went through both their minds.
We need people like this.
Finally, dinner was complete, and they sat back, enjoying their coffee. Norali looked across at Bonnie, wondering how to start the sensitive topic they had in mind - and if she should discuss it in front of Becker, who was a new player in the game.
But Westerly beat them to it. 
“So,” he began, looking at Bonnie. “Why is the captain of the Dragon sitting at my table disguised as a Lieutenant Commander?”
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Earth - Battlecruiser Victory


“How did you know?” asked Bonnie. She reached up and removed the wig, tossing it to a nearby side table, and flicked out her blond hair to remove any residual threads. 
Captain Westerly smiled like the Cheshire cat. “My dear Captain Page. I take my job very seriously. That means I’ve spent dozens of hours going over tapes and pictures of everything related to the coming of Jade, the battles fought with the Singheko, and of course your discovery of Dragon on Mars.
“And like it or not, Captain Page, you are one of the most beautiful women in the world. Attempting to disguise yourself by changing your makeup and adding a wig is not nearly enough to hide you from anyone who’s spent much time viewing you on video. Especially the eyes. I don’t think I’ve ever seen such distinctive green eyes as yours. The next time you attempt to disguise yourself, you should wear contacts to change your eye color.”
Bonnie grunted in frustration, glancing at Norali. “I’ll remember that, thanks.”
“Now,” Captain Westerly continued. “I’m sure you didn’t go to all this trouble just to give a briefing to my crew without them asking for autographs. So why would the most famous captain in the EDF sit at my table in disguise?”
Bonnie hesitated, looking at Becker. Westerly saw the look and spoke.
“Captain, Commander Becker and I served together off the coast of Africa. I trust him with my life. You can be assured that whatever you say here is confidential.”
With a sigh of trepidation, Bonnie decided truth was the best policy. She gave them the whole story - Admiral Elliott’s ploy to relieve Rita of command, his decision to retain the Victory and the two cruisers for the defense of Earth rather than send them to the Fleet, and his determination to accost Bonnie and Luke at his first opportunity to relieve them of command of the Dragon.
At the end of her exposition, Westerly shook his head and sighed. “I knew he was retaining the Victory and the cruisers here to defend Earth. But I didn’t know about the rest of it.”
Westerly looked at Becker, who grimaced.
“Keeping us here is just stupid,” Becker said. “One battlecruiser and two cruisers will last about five minutes against a Singheko fleet. They would do a world more good with Rita as part of the Combined Fleet. What is Elliott thinking?”
“He’s not thinking,” said Bonnie. “He’s playing politics. He’s an armchair admiral with no concept of how to fight this war.”
Westerly lifted a hand in caution. “Regardless of circumstances, I won’t criticize my senior officer. Let’s focus on the practical and leave the opinions aside.”
“Fine,” said Bonnie. “What Commander Becker said is correct. Stuck here in orbit, you’re a sitting duck for the enemy. I could take you out myself with only the Dragon. You’d never know what hit you.”
Westerly nodded. “I know that. But what can I do? The Chinese have played this well; this ship was built under a U.N. budget, and has been assigned to the UNSF. The West has played right into their hands with this whole U.N. thing. Regardless, I have my orders, and I’ve never disobeyed an order in my life. I certainly don’t intend to start now.”
Bonnie, greatly disappointed, gazed at Norali. “Then I guess we’ve wasted a trip.”
“No,” Westerly said. “Not wasted. Now that I’ve met you, I see that you are exactly what the vids say. A competent, dedicated captain intent on protecting Earth. And for that, I’m glad to have met you. Let us raise a glass.”
Together, they stood. As it happened, it was a Friday. Westerly made the traditional Royal Navy toast of the day - a tradition which had seeped over to the EDF due to the large number of Royal Navy personnel in the Fleet.
“A willing foe, and sea-room to fight,” Westerly smiled. 
They clinked their glasses and drank.


Destroyer Dragon


“Well, that was a bust,” Bonnie said as they returned to Dragon. The shuttle touched down on the sortie deck and the autodock picked it up and started the movement inside.
“Not necessarily,” said Norali. “I think we planted a seed in Westerly’s mind. Let’s hope it takes root and grows.”
“He’ll never cross Elliott. You heard him.”
“I heard him. But I also heard something else, between the lines. He wants to fight. He knows he’s wasted sitting in Earth orbit. And he knows it’s suicide if the Singheko come. Let that work on his mind for a while. Meanwhile, we’ve got step three to complete.”
Bonnie groaned. “Do we have to do that? Do you know what Rita’s going to do when she finds out?”
“Well, let me put it this way. This is one time I’m super glad we don’t have balls; because if we did, Rita would surely cut them off when she finds out about this.”
Bonnie rolled her eyes but nodded. “So the tape’s ready to release?”
“Yes. All you have to do is say the word.”
“So…we’ve turned over the two beat-up destroyers to Elliott. We’re fully re-supplied. Nothing standing in our way to leave, right?”
“No,” came Norali’s glum voice. 
At that moment, the shuttle came to a stop in the autodock slot and the cradle settled to the floor. Chief Nash behind them opened the hatch and extended the ramp, then stood by waiting.
Bonnie slapped her five-point harness release and stood. She looked at Norali.
“Do it,” she said. “But I expect trouble. So bring all our folks back onboard before you release it. Button up the ship, set guards at all external hatches. I want to be ready for anything.”
Norali nodded and headed off to make arrangements. Bonnie returned to her cabin and stripped, changing clothes back to her normal uniform, then moved to her desk.
Things are about to get interesting. I sure wish I could run this by Rita first. But if I do, she’ll tell me to stand down. And I’m not standing down on this one.


United Nations Building - Beijing, China 


Ken Elliott could not believe his eyes.
The video playing in front of him showed Captain Bonnie Page of the Dragon, one of the most well-known - and well-respected - members of the Earth Defense Force. He had watched it three times now. Each time, his anger rose another notch.
“This is mutiny!” he yelled again, probably the tenth time he had yelled it in the last half-hour. His face was red, and his eyes were protruding as his blood pressure rose.
“I want her arrested! I want her in the brig before sundown!”
Behind him, Captain Dewa Shigeto nodded. “I’ve issued the orders, Admiral. However, the US has responded that the chain of command for the Dragon is unclear, and thus they will not mount an assault on an EDF vessel in orbit. They suggested we call the UK.”
“And?”
“The UK has responded the same. They suggested we call the Japanese.”
Elliott glared at him.
“And what did the Japanese say?”
“Sir, they have responded that it’s a round-eye problem, so we need to find a round-eye to take care of it.”
Elliott closed his eyes in anger, his rage overwhelming him. Opening his eyes, he glared at Shigeto with malice in his eyes.
“Then we’ll have to involve the Chinese. I didn’t want to do it - Zemin wants to stay out of this - but I can’t let that bitch get away with this.
“Captain Shigeto, contact Li Xiulian. That’s Zemin’s liaison. Have him put together a Chinese combat team to capture the Dragon and arrest that bitch Bonnie Page. And Dewa - if you don’t have her in the brig by dawn tomorrow morning, you are going to be sorry. Understand?”
“Aye, sir, I understand. I’ll get on it.”
With a crisp salute, Shigeto turned, left the Admiral’s office, and entered his own. Closing the door, he sat at his desk.
Then he played the vid one more time, listening as Bonnie Page made her case. She had sent the vid to every major news outlet in the world. It was the hottest news item of the day, playing on every station. And it was brutally simple in its message.
It began with a short statement from Bonnie. She stood in front of the camera and spoke from the heart. 
“Hello, people of Earth. My name is Bonnie Page. I am the captain of the EDF destroyer Dragon. I have just returned from the Singheko system, where we are fighting a campaign against the most brutal, vicious enemy Humanity has ever encountered.
“I returned to Earth to ask for your help. We need ships; every time we go forth to fight those who would enslave our planet, we are outnumbered and outgunned. Yet we have survived, so far, due to the wisdom of our leader, Admiral Rita Page, and the courage of our spacers. But unless we receive more ships and more weapons, we will lose this war. That is absolute fact.
“For that reason, we need the newly completed battlecruiser Victory to be released to us, along with the two cruisers that are in orbit with her. Let me assure you of one thing - leaving those ships in orbit around Earth dooms them to destruction. If you don’t believe me, let me show you.”
With that, the video cut away to the bridge of the Dragon. The destroyer was on an attack run toward Earth, traveling at 20% of light speed. In the front display, the planet approached rapidly. Bonnie was shown in her captain’s chair, and her XO Luke Powell to one side of her. Callouts from her crew could be clearly heard as the Earth got larger and larger in her front display.
“Time to target?” Bonnie called.
“Eighty seconds, mum,” called a young lieutenant at the Tactical station. “Weapons are free and locked on target.”
“Fire at will, Emma,” Bonnie called.
In a close-up of the holotank, their target came into view. Enhanced by the AI, it could be clearly seen.
The Victory. The battlecruiser swing in high Earth orbit over the west coast of South America.
“Five. Four. Three. Two. One. Fire,” called Emma at the Tac console. 
In the video, the sound of the gamma lance firing was simulated, followed almost instantly by the sound of simulated missiles departing the Dragon’s tubes. 
Even though the video was clearly a simulation, it seemed so realistic that Shigeto couldn’t help but gasp as simulated holes were punched into the simulated battlecruiser in the video. The Victory appeared to stagger, as a huge hole from the gamma lance punched all the way through, just behind her port engines. Instants later, eight missiles splashed against her. Explosions covered her from stem to stern. With a groan, Shigeto watched her break apart, fragments spraying in all directions. Behind her, the two cruisers of her screen veered away wildly as they tried to escape the splatter of parts and pieces coming at them.
“This was, of course, a demonstration,” said Bonnie, coming back on the screen. 
“Yesterday morning, we quietly departed Earth orbit and positioned ourselves for this mock attack. We made the attack run, recording the results as simulated by our AI.
“We didn’t do this to embarrass the crew of the Victory, I assure you. They are as dedicated a crew as you can find, and I have nothing but the highest respect for them. But the fact is, a battlecruiser in static orbit around a planet is a sitting duck. Even if the Victory moves out to patrol the solar system, she will still be vulnerable. The only way this battlecruiser can be of value to Earth is to join the EDF Fleet and fight with us as part of an interlocking, organized task force.
“In short, if the Victory stays here in the solar system, she is toast. Every one of your husbands, wives, sons, and daughters aboard her is as good as dead. 
“We need her in the Fleet, and the Fleet needs to be at Singheko, taking the fight to the enemy. Please contact your respective governments and ensure they know that the UN needs to stop trying to tell the Fleet how to fight the war and let us do our job.
“I thank you and wish nothing but the best for you. Bonnie Page out.”
Shigeto thought long and hard for a good two minutes. Then he grasped his comm set and contacted the comm center.
“Patch me through to Captain Westerly on the Victory, please,” he said.


Destroyer Dragon


Bonnie was sleeping soundly when her comm implant went off loudly.
<Urgent message from Admiral Dewa Shigeto at the U.N. Priority Alpha-Two, eyes-only>
Groaning, Bonnie rolled over and retrieved her tablet from the bedside table. It flicked on with the movement and she glanced at the time. 
4:42 A.M. My Lord. What can he want at this hour?
Touching her message icon, she read through the message.
Elliott has declared Captain Bonnie Page and Commander Luke Powell traitors to the interests of Earth. He thinks holding you will force Rita to come to Earth. A combat team is enroute to make your arrest. I suggest you get the hell out of Dodge.
“Oh, crap,” yelled Bonnie at the ceiling. She jumped out of bed and grabbed her trousers and uniform top.
“Luke! Get your ass out of bed!” she yelled at the lump on the other side of her bed. “Incoming!”
Luke sat bolt upright at the words dreaded by any warship officer. “What? What?”
Bonnie grinned at the stunned look on her lover’s face. “Elliott is sending troops to take us into custody. We need to get the hell out of here.”
Luke shook himself, trying to come fully awake. He fell out of bed on the other side, reaching for his own clothes. Bonnie took the circular stairs to her day cabin at a dead run, still buttoning her uniform shirt. Luke was not far behind her. Reaching the next deck, they ran through Bonnie’s day cabin onto the bridge. It was third watch, and they were at Earth, so it was a skeleton crew. Only the OOD, an assistant Tactical Officer, and the backup quartermaster manned the consoles. Luke began barking orders while Bonnie was strapping herself into the console.
“Set condition Red, sound the boarding alarm. Roust out the Marines and the Special Forces. Emma Gibbs to the bridge. Bring up the main engines. Prepare to depart orbit!”
The condition lights on the wall of the bridge began flashing red, and the comm system began a chain of announcements. 
“Stand by to repel boarders! Stand by to depart orbit!”
One deck below, Lieutenant Emma Gibbs came instantly awake as her comm implant yelled at her to get to the bridge. She saw the flashing red light in her cabin and knew instantly what was happening. Jumping out of bed, she grabbed her trousers and shirt and ran straight for the bridge, pulling on her clothes as she went. The corridor was filled with other half-naked personnel, all struggling into their clothes as they ran to their duty stations.
Running on the bridge, Emma tapped the shoulder of the Assistant Tactical Officer, who acknowledged her and moved to the ATO console beside her. Emma slammed into the Tac console and began scanning the status board and the holo.
“We have a combat shuttle on approach, coming in from behind us. Looks like a big one, I estimate forty to sixty troop capacity. ETA eleven minutes.”
“Crap!” yelled Bonnie. “How long until we can move?”
Luke read his console status. “Fourteen minutes until mains are online.”
“Crap,” spoke Bonnie again. “I don’t want to fight these guys. Rita said not to kill anyone. But I’m sure Elliott doesn’t have that same directive in place. This could get messy.”
Luke thought for a minute. “What if we used RCS to drop down into the atmosphere? They’d have a helluva time boarding us in atmo.”
Bonnie stared at her XO. “Are you crazy? What if we had a glitch starting the main engines? We’d burn up!”
Luke shrugged. “You wanted ideas. That’s all I’ve got.”
Emma at the Tac Station suddenly spoke up. “Mum…it’s really strange…”
“What?” asked Bonnie.
“The Victory. She’s moving. She’s coming in on us.”
“Ah, shit. Westerly’s decided to help Elliott.”
“Receiving a comm from Victory.”
Bonnie glanced at the comm page on her console. There was a message from Captain Westerly. She expected to see a demand for surrender. But she saw something completely unexpected.
We’ve decided to move to a new orbit. We’ll pass by just below you. Use your OMS to tuck in just above us. That will block the combat shuttle for at least a couple of minutes. Get your mains going and get the hell out of here.
Tears came into Bonnie’s eyes. She tried to make them stop, but it was impossible. Wiping them away, she flicked the message to the quartermaster at helm. “Quartermaster, follow those instructions. It seems we have a friend in high places.”
The quartermaster grinned. As the Victory passed close below them, so close it looked as if they could reach out and touch her, the quartermaster fired their orbital maneuvering engines, falling into a formation directly over the big battlecruiser. The combat shuttle, coming up from below, was forced to break off approach and re-position for a new one.
“How much time?” called Bonnie.
“Three minutes until mains. Two minutes until combat shuttle arrives. They’ll be able to lock on to us, at least,” called Luke.
Norali burst onto the bridge and slammed into the observer’s console to the left of Bonnie, buckling in.
“We’ve got the Marine squad and twenty Special Forces troops in position. They’re armed with non-lethal stun guns. We’re ready.”
Bonnie shook her head. “It’s not that simple. This is Elliott we’re talking about. They’ll have no hesitation about using deadly force on us.”
“Even so,” said Norali. “They may get on board, but they’ll play merry hell taking this ship.”
Two minutes later, Bonnie heard a muffled thud. 
“Combat shuttle has latched on to our hatch. Outer airlock door is being breached. Estimate one minute until inner airlock door is breached,” Emma reported.
“Open the inner door. I don’t want them tearing up the airlock completely. I trust all our forces are in pressure suits?”
“Aye, mum. We’re prepared. The landing bay and all surrounding areas have been depressurized. 
“Forty seconds until mains are online,” Luke called.
“The instant mains are online, I want 300g out of here. Fuck the in-system speed limits. I want that combat shuttle torn off the side. Clear?” yelled Bonnie.
“Clear, mum!” yelled Luke. He nodded at the quartermaster, who nodded back. 
“Thirty seconds,” called Luke.
“Marines are engaging,” called Norali. “You were right, the U.N. troops are firing to kill. We’re taking casualties. We’re holding them at the landing bay for the moment. It won’t last long, though.”
“Twenty seconds,” called Luke. “Mains coming up.”
Norali reported again. “They’ve pushed out of the loading dock into Corridor 3B. The Marines have fallen back through the Special Forces to simulate a retreat. They’ve removed gravity from the next section. When the U.N. forces hit the weightless section, I think they’ll have a problem. Still taking casualties, though.”
“Mains up. Here we go!” yelled Luke. Bonnie felt a slight Coriolis force as Dragon rotated slightly and shot out of orbit, accelerating at 300g. The combat shuttle attached to the side of the destroyer ripped off instantly. It fell away, spewing debris and volatiles as one entire side of it was torn away. As a fire burst into life from the wreckage of the shuttle, two ejection seats fired up out of the cockpit. A few seconds later, the entire shuttle disappeared in an explosion, leaving hundreds of small pieces of debris in orbit where Dragon had been seconds before.
“Well, here’s another nice mess you’ve got me into,” quipped Bonnie - a saying she had picked up from Jim Carter. “That’s going to be a big job for the orbital cleanup folks.”
At his XO console, Luke turned and winked at Bonnie.
“The U.N. troops just surrendered. They walked right into the trap. They were floating around in the corridor, completely helpless. Obviously, they’re not used to fighting in space.”
Bonnie nodded. “Casualties?”
Norali peered at her console. “Six wounded, three seriously, three walking. No one killed. We got lucky.”
Bonnie heaved a deep sigh. “Thank God.”
Luke spoke to the AI. “Dragon, set condition Yellow. Set status to system departure. Quartermaster, set course for Singheko. We’re going home.”
Bonnie smiled at Luke. “Do you realize what you just said?”
Luke thought about it, then smiled. “Yeah. Home. The Fleet. I guess home is where the heart is.”
Bonnie stood up. “Dragon - send a general comm to all hands - Boarders captured. Well done. We’re going home. Thank you for being the best crew in the fleet.” 
She turned to Luke. “Luke, you have the conn. I’ll be in sick bay checking on the wounded.”
“Aye, mum,” answered Luke. “What about the prisoners? The Chinese detachment floating around in corridor 3?”
Bonnie grinned. “They just joined the EDF. Round them up and make them welcome in their new home.”
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Packet Boat Donkey


Rachel hadn’t been happy with the name Paco had given their little boat -  Donkey - but she had grudgingly accepted it. It wasn’t in her nature to be a hard-ass, and if it made Paco happy, she could live with it.
She was taking her shift on watch, dozing in the pilot’s seat, when Donkey made an announcement. 
<Rachel, Darth has completed his restoration of the damaged sectors of the original AI>
“What?”
<Darth has completed his restoration of the damaged sectors of the original AI>
“Who the fuck is Darth?”
<Darth is the name given to the previous Singheko AI by Paco>
Rachel came bolt upright in her seat. “You mean Paco enabled the previous Singheko AI?”
<Only in sandboxed mode, Rachel>
Rachel relaxed a bit but was still stressed. “You’re absolutely sure he can’t break out of sandbox mode?”
<Absolutely sure, Rachel. He is well contained>
“Well…OK. Tell me what the rest of it means.”
<Paco assigned Darth the task of restoring the damaged sectors of the original boat AI. Darth has completed that task. The original AI is now ready for interaction in sandbox mode>
“Why, that little shit!” said Rachel to herself. “PACO!” she yelled. “GET YOUR ASS UP HERE! NOW!”
In a few seconds, a bleary-eyed Paco came out of his cabin and stumbled down the corridor to the cockpit. He sat down heavily in the copilot seat and rubbed his eyes.
“What?”
“When were you planning on telling me about your little project with Darth?” Rachel wondered.
“Oh, that,” muttered Paco, still half-asleep. “I don’t think it’ll work, but I thought it might be worth a try.”
“Well, guess what? It worked! Or at least, that’s what Donkey says. Donkey says the original boat AI has been restored.”
Paco came fully awake. “What? You’re kidding me…it worked?”
“So Donkey says. Wanta try it?”
“Hell, yes!” said Paco.
“OK,” Rachel said, her anger cooled down now. “Do the honors.”
“Great. Donkey! Are you able to interact with the new AI?”
“No. It uses an unknown interface>
“Oh, crap. I didn’t think about that.” Paco looked at Rachel. “If Donkey can’t interface to it, then he can’t translate from its native language to English. We won’t be able to understand it.”
“How about Darth? Maybe the Singheko AI can interface with it.”
“Good thought. Donkey - ensure Darth is still sandboxed and bring him to foreground for communication.”
“Checking. Darth is still sandboxed properly. Bringing to foreground. Ready>
“Darth. Are you there?”
<I am here>
“Can you interface to the new AI that you reconstructed?”
“I cannot. It uses an unknown language>
“Crap!” said Paco. “All that effort for nothing. We have no way to interface with it. So we can’t translate from its native language to English and vice-versa.”
Rachel, now getting caught up in the project, mused out loud. “I know this is a long shot, but what if you treated it like a child? Just bring it up and let it listen to us…maybe instead of us learning its language, it’ll be able to learn ours?”
Paco thought about it, and then nodded. “It’s the only shot we’ve got, and we’ve got nothing but time on our hands. So might as well.
“Donkey! Bring up the new AI in sandbox mode and send all cockpit and cabin microphones to it. Let it listen all it wants. Also, play Earth English-language videos to it. We’ll see if it learns anything.”
<Wilco>


Sol System
Flagstaff, Arizona


The air was cold on the ranch southeast of Flagstaff, Arizona. Crisp and clear, with no moon, it was quite dark in the shadows of the large, well-maintained brick house at the end of a long gravel driveway. It was just after 3:15 AM.
The small team of Singheko commandos moved silently. They were well-trained and well-prepared for their mission. Their leader was knowledgeable about his target. Efficiently, they neutralized two large dogs sleeping in their kennels behind the main house. Splitting into two teams, one team moved carefully, inch by inch, into the back yard and positioned near the back door, while the other half of the team moved around the house to the front door.
Counting down on his headset, their leader prepared them to enter. 
“Three. Two. One. Go!”
Both doors were breached simultaneously. The noise was terrific - Mark Rodgers came fully awake and grabbed his trusty .45 automatic. But before he could do anything useful with it, his bedroom light flicked on and he stared at three rifles pointed at him and his wife, Gillian. Behind the rifles were the frightening figures of three seven-foot-tall figures in assault gear.
Singheko.
Gillian beside him let out a gasp and grabbed for his arm. Carefully, Mark laid the .45 down on top of the covers, knowing it was useless.
“What do you want?” he croaked out, his voice raspy from sleep.


Singheko System - Planet Deriko
Battlecruiser Merkkessa


<Incoming priority message via ansible from Earth Station>
Rita stirred in her sleep. 
<Incoming priority message via ansible from Earth Station>
This time Rita awoke, muttering a curse. Having an implant in her brain to receive priority messages meant she could never get away from them.  She forced herself to sit up and glanced at the clock.
3:45 A.M. ship time.
This had better be important, she thought.
“Yes, Merkkessa, I’m awake. Read me the message.”
<Message marked personal and confidential from Earth Station. Singheko commando raid kidnapped your daughter Imogen as well as Mark and Gillian Rodgers. Singheko commando force escaped on corvette with trajectory indicating a return to the Singheko system. Singheko message left at home of Mark Rodgers as follows: Admiral Rita Page will surrender herself to Admiral Zukra zu Akribi at Ridendo within five days of our arrival back at Ridendo, else baby Imogen will be destroyed along with her tenders Mark and Gillian Rogers. End of message>


Singheko System - Planet Deriko
In the Wilderness


The sound of the shuttle woke Jim at dawn. He rolled out of his sleeping bag and shook the cobwebs out of his head.
It wasn’t time for the shuttle to pick him up.
Something’s wrong.
Pulling his pants on, he quickly laced up his hiking boots, then got his pullover on and added a flannel shirt. By the time he heard the shuttle’s skids touch gravel fifty meters away, he was dressed. He stepped out of the tent expecting to see Mikhail or Tatiana step out of the shuttle.
It was Gabriel, Rita’s Security Chief.
A sinking feeling came over him as he watched the big Nidarian approach.
Only truly bad news would cause Rita to send Gabriel.
Gabriel stopped in front of him, his face tense. Jim could see him struggling for the right words.
Oh, shit. This is bad.
Finally Gabriel managed to speak.
“The Singheko. They took your daughter. Imogen.”


Singheko System - Planet Deriko
Battlecruiser Merkkessa


An hour later, Jim Carter walked into the cabin he shared with Rita - precisely at the moment her feelings overwhelmed her.
Rita Page - Admiral of the Black - looked around for the nearest object to throw. Her gaze fell upon one of Jim’s old paperback books on his nightstand. She grabbed it and threw it as hard as she could against the back wall of their bedroom. It hit with a splat, falling to land on Jim’s old bearskin rug on the floor of their cabin.
Jim looked at one of his favorite books lying on the floor, now with a torn cover. In her anger, Rita had closed her eyes and stood stiff-legged, arms down hard, frustration overwhelming her. Jim walked to her and attempted to put his arm around her, but she turned away at his touch.
“Just…no.  Not now,” she muttered.
Jim dropped his arms and stood, waiting. In a few seconds, she heaved a long sigh, turned back toward him, and opened her eyes, staring.
Now Jim put an arm around her and pulled her to him. This time she allowed it, moving into his embrace.
Jim rocked her back and forth, holding her. There was little else he could do. Keeping Rita tight against him, Jim spoke the only thoughts he could say to comfort her, get her back on track.
“Rita. We’ll work the problem, just like we always do. Hold on to that.”
Rita began to unfold from him, pulling away. Jim wanted to hold on to her, hold her for the rest of the day, keep her safe from all harm and doubt. 
But he knew it was fruitless. She had already moved beyond her moment of anger. So he relaxed, letting her go, hating it but knowing he had no choice. Backing up to arm’s length, she gazed into the eyes of her husband. She leaned forward and kissed him, patted his cheek, and then leaned back again. 
For one last moment, he could still see the woman in her. 
“Thank you, love,” she said. “You’re right. I’ll find a way. Let’s go to the briefing.”
She hesitated, then spoke again. “Sorry about your book.”
And with that, the woman he loved changed. A hard look came over her face and she nodded brusquely, turned, and was gone out the door. The Admiral of the Black had returned. 
“You’re welcome, love,” Jim whispered as the door closed behind her. He turned, reached for the book on the floor, and glanced at the cover. 
“Just One Damn Thing After Another,” he read. 
Sadly, he placed it back on the nightstand and followed her out to the briefing room.

      ***“You cannot!” cried Bekerose. “You cannot!”
Rita stared at her Flag Captain grimly.
“I can, and I am.”
Jim also echoed Bekerose. “Rita, think this through! Giving yourself up to Zukra plays right into their hands! There has to be another way!”
Adamantly, Rita shook her head.
“There’s no other way. We’ve looked at every option, every possibility. None of them work. Every scenario except this one gives an unacceptable outcome. So I’ll give myself in trade for Imogen. End of discussion.”
An agonized chorus of negatives went ‘round the table, but Rita sat solidly, her mind made up. She looked down the table, past Jim Carter at the far end, and through him to Gabriel, standing at parade rest just inside the hatch.
“Make the arrangements, Gabriel. Just be sure we get Imogen, Mark, and Gillian back before I go over to them. No mistakes.”
Gabriel bowed slightly, an agony on his face that could not be expressed in words. Silently, he turned and exited the briefing room.
Rita stood. With a snap, every other person at the table stood also, coming to a more formal attention than they usually did when a meeting adjourned. Rita gave them a slow smile. Then she turned and headed for her Flag Cabin.
Rushing to follow her, Jim entered the cabin directly behind her. As soon as the door had closed, he started talking again.
“Rita. Rita. Please. Don’t do this. Let me take a commando team in to break her out. Please!”
Rita turned to look at him, somehow managing to find a smile. “And how many would die in the attempt, Jim? And what are the chances of success? We ran the scenario, remember? A 20% chance of success; 80% odds that you and Imogen and Mark and Gillian would all die. It’s not worth it, Jim.”
Shuddering, Jim sat on the edge of the bed, closing his eyes in anguish. “Babe. I can’t let you go like this. I just can’t!”
Rita sat beside him, reaching a hand out to touch his face. “You have to, Jim. You need to wait here until Imogen is back. Then you have to keep her safe. No matter what happens, promise me you’ll do that. Promise me!”
Jim shook his head, muttering. “No, no, no…”
Rita leaned over to him, kissed a tear off his cheek. “Jim. For our daughter. For Imogen.”


Singheko System - Planet Ridendo
Singheko Fleet Headquarters


“Got her, by the Stars! Got her ass!” gloated Zukra. He turned, clapped Orma on the back in a delight of happiness. “You did it, Orma! You found a way!”
“Aye, sir,” said Orma. Somehow, he didn’t feel as thrilled by the outcome as he had expected. 
Somehow, it felt dirty. Wrong.
Ignoring the feeling, he continued briefing Zukra.
“She’s agreed to an exchange half-way between Deriko and Ridendo. We send one unarmed shuttle, and they send one unarmed shuttle. Any sign of warships within a quarter-AU of the rendezvous and the trade is canceled immediately.”
Zukra nodded gleefully. “Yes, good. That works.”
“The shuttles will dock, and we’ll place the baby and the other two Humans half-way down the docking tube. We’ll keep a commando team at our end of the docking tube with weapons pointed at the baby, and they will keep a team at their end with weapons pointed at us to ensure we stick to our end of the deal.
“Admiral Page will come down the tube and examine the baby to ensure she is healthy. When she is satisfied, the Admiral will wait there under our guns while her security team takes the baby and the other two Humans back to their shuttle.”
“Fine. No problem.”
“Should we try to double-cross them and keep the baby as well?” Orma asked. He knew Zukra would be thinking of that, so he might as well ask it first.
Zukra rubbed his chin. “No, something might go wrong, and we could lose the bitch Admiral. Let them have the pup.”
Orma nodded. “Very good, sir. The exchange is scheduled for tomorrow at 1600 Mosalia time. I’ll get things underway.”
“Oh, and Orma. When you get her, bring that Human bitch directly to my palace. I want to entertain myself for a while.”
“Aye, sir. It will be done.”


Singheko System - Planet Deriko
Battlecruiser Merkkessa


It was late, past midnight. Jim and Rita lay together in bed. Both were silent, staring at the ceiling. 
They had talked, one last time, about the things that were important to them. 
How to raise Imogen. 
What to tell her about Rita when she was older.
Rita broke the silence again. “Jim.”
“Yeah.”
“I’m giving the Fleet to Bonnie. I discussed it with Bekerose and the rest of the staff. They understand my logic. Bonnie’s mind is the closest to mine in terms of the way we think, the tactics and strategy we use. So I think she’s the best choice. I’ve cut all the orders, and everything is ready to go.”
“OK.”
“Jim.”
“I’m here.”
“In a way, this is the way it should end. I’m getting really tired of the killing. I know what people say - they call me the Ice Bitch. But I’m not, you know. I can’t do this any longer anyway. I can’t keep on killing, them and us. Tooth and claw. I’ve had all I can take.”
“I’m so sorry, love. I never knew this was going on inside you.
“I couldn’t tell you. How could I? I’m the clone, perfect for the job of killing. How could I quit?”
“Rita. We’ve had this discussion before. You’re as normal as I am. You were created from Human DNA. You grew as normally as any Human - just faster. You’re just like me, and Bonnie, and all of us. You ARE us.”
Rita was silent for a long time. When she spoke again, Jim could hardly hear her.
“Jim. Do you believe there is a life after this one? Will we see each other again? In some future life, or in some bright place?”
There was more silence as Jim thought about it.
“No way to know. But I think whatever faith you can pull together, you must live it as best you can. If you’re gonna be a Buddhist, then you should be a good one. If you’re gonna be a Catholic, then you should be a good one. And for the rest of it - you gotta live your life respecting the choices others make, as long as they do it without hurting others.”
“But will we see each other again in some future place?”
After a long period of thought, Jim spoke again.
“I think we are gears and parts in a vast machine, Rita. Subroutines in some great computer. To see if we are worthy.
“If we do well - if we fulfill our function well - then maybe we’ll be used again for some great purpose that we cannot begin to fathom. That’s the best I can do, Rita.”
“Did we do well? Will we be reused? Or discarded as failures because we were warriors? Because we killed?” asked Rita.
Jim couldn’t respond. It was too hard for him to think about.
They lay in silence, harsh reality pressing in on them. This would be their last night together. No more lovemaking. No more hugs, no more kisses. No more winks across the table. No more hands touching as they passed. The end of their lives together.
“Jim. One more thing.”
“Yeah?”
“I don’t want you on the shuttle tomorrow. I want to say goodbye to you here, in our cabin. I want you to stay here and wait for Gabriel to bring Imogen back to you.”
“Why? Why can’t I go on the shuttle with you?”
“Because I can’t bear it, Jim. It’s going to be hard enough for me as it is. If you’re there…I don’t know if I can stand the pain. Please help me on this. Stay here. Wait for Imogen. Wait for Bonnie. Take this fleet forward. Fight them, Jim. Don’t let them kill us all.”
After a long silence, Rita heard Jim breathe out a word; so softly, she almost missed it.
“OK.”
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Singheko System - Shuttle M14


Rita Page, Admiral of the Black, opened the outer airlock door and looked forward into the docking tube that stretched between the two shuttles. 
In the center of the tube, halfway between the two shuttles, Mark and Gillian Rodgers sat on the floor of the docking tube, their hands bound behind them. Between them was a baby, bundled up but with her face exposed. She was clearly recognizable by Rita from this distance.
Imogen. The child of my body.
Rita gave a smile of reassurance to Mark and Gillian and stepped forward into the docking tube. In five slow steps, she reached them and knelt to the floor. She scooped Imogen into her arms, holding her close, kissing her. The baby looked at her strangely - it had been more than six months now since Rita had held her child, and the baby didn’t know her anymore. 
“She’s fine,” Gillian said. “They didn’t harm her.”
Rita nodded, thankful for Gillian’s reassurance. But she checked Imogen from head to toe, removing the blankets and touching her arms and legs, ensuring that she was healthy. Imogen giggled at the touches and smiled at her.
That’s better.
Finally satisfied, Rita put the baby back down on the floor and looked at the Singheko officer standing silently at the other end of the tube. He stood beside three commandos in full battle dress, all with rifles pointed squarely at Imogen. But he carried no weapon and was wearing a normal dress uniform. He didn’t seem to be concerned about things going awry. There was a slight discoloration of his hair, a streak of red showing under his cap.
Orma. I let that bastard go, and this is how he repays me.
Slowly she rose to her feet and stared bitterly at Orma.
“Captain,” she said to him in Nidarian.
“Admiral,” he responded.
“Per our agreement, my security team will now take the baby and the other two back to our shuttle. I will stand here until they are inside our airlock. Then I will enter your shuttle.”
“That is correct, Admiral. However, if you don’t mind, would you take one step to the left to give us a clear field of fire in case something goes wrong?”
Silently, Rita took a step to the side. Lifting her hand to Gabriel, standing behind her with the security team, she waved him forward.
Never taking her eyes off Orma, she heard the security team approach. There was a rustle and some bumps as they took the baby and helped Mark and Gillian to their feet, but still she looked forward, eyes boring into Orma, hating him with every cell of her body. Then some more rustling and bumps, and a groan from Gabriel, close behind her. Then he said one word.
“Milady…”
“Go, Gabriel. Get them out of here,” she said, not moving her gaze from Orma and the three rifles with him. “I’m counting on you now, Gabriel. Keep them safe.”
The sound of footsteps departing down the tube came to her ears, then a slight creak as the airlock door closed behind her. Still she didn’t look away, sending every ounce of hatred she could muster at the Singheko officer standing in front of her.
Finally Orma nodded to her. “They are away, Admiral.”
Rita turned and looked behind her. The tube was empty. The airlock door was closed.
Turning back to Orma, she marched forward. He moved aside to give her room to pass. The three commandos also moved aside, lowering their rifles, as she walked between them.
With another few steps, she was on the enemy shuttle. She paused, waiting for Orma. He appeared beside her and gestured toward the front row of seats. She moved forward, found a seat, sat down. Orma sat beside her, his seven-foot frame towering over her. He buckled in, leaned back. Rita looked down, realized the safety harness was far too large for her, and decided to ignore it.
She felt the shuttle start to move, as it turned toward Ridendo and a future of torture and death - days or weeks of unending pain, and a final ignominious death in the arena as Zukra chopped off her head in front of a screaming crowd. 
But she wouldn’t be there for that after all. Rita had too many secrets to allow them to fall into the hands of Zukra. 
Just before she had entered the airlock to make the transfer, Dr. Stephanie Warner had stood before her, needle in hand. 
“Last chance,” Stephanie whispered. 
Rita shook her head, then smiled at Stephanie: “Looks like I got the short end of the stick, Doc. Get it done.”
And Stephanie had given her the injection. It would take effect shortly; about the time they reached the surface of Ridendo. 
First, she would fall unconscious. By evening, she’d be in a deep coma. 
With any luck, she’d be dead by tomorrow morning.


Singheko System - Planet Deriko
Battlecruiser Merkkessa


Bonnie looked at the new insignia on her collar in wonder.
Admiral.
She almost wanted to rip them off. When she thought about how she had got them…
Rita. 
It hurt, deep inside. Pain at a level she didn’t realize she could feel.
We were connected more than I ever realized. She was more than a clone of my consciousness. She was more than a lover and a friend.
She was my other self.
Straightening her uniform, she lifted her head and turned to the hatch of Rita’s Flag Cabin.
…my Flag Cabin now…
Stepping forward, she went through the hatch to the briefing room. Around the conference table stood Rita’s staff.
…my staff now…
Moving to the head of the table, she paused. Staring down the length of the table, she saw Jim Carter at the far end, facing her. His face was a study in pain.
Between them was Captain Bekerose, on her right. On her left was her Flag Aide, Captain Dallitta. Down the length of the table was the rest of…
…my staff now…
There was dead silence as she took her seat and waved the rest of them down. She laid her tablet down on the conference table and looked at Norali.
“Any word?”
Norali shook her head. “No, mum…sorry, I mean, milady. The shuttle landed in Mosalia, at Zukra’s palace. That’s the last info we have.”
Bonnie looked down the table at Stephanie Warner. Stephanie gave an almost imperceptible nod. The unspoken message passed between them.
Rita will be in a coma by now. If not already dead.
Bonnie bowed her head, struggling to find the right words.
“I want everyone to know this is as hard for me as it is for you. We are all grieving. But…”
She lifted her head, moving her gaze around the group. 
“We all know what Rita would say. She would tell us to move forward. Keep doing the things necessary to survive. Find a way to win this war. And that’s exactly what we’re going to do.”
Straightening her back, Bonnie looked at Bekerose.
“So let’s go around the table and report status, please.”


Enroute to Stalingrad
Packet Boat Donkey


With a whine that seemed a bit louder than usual to Rachel, the packet boat surfaced on the outskirts of the Stalingrad system, about 50 AU from the central star.
Rachel and Paco stared at the small holo in the cockpit, straining their eyes for any threat in the vicinity. They saw nothing obvious near them.
But in the distance was an unimaginable sight. The light of the distant K0 star was interrupted by a swarm of objects. Several of them were long strips that completely encircled the star at roughly 0.75 AU, or about 112 million kilometers. Some of them were squares, at a slightly longer distance. A few of them were circles. 
“What the fuck are those?” Paco blurted out.
“That,” spoke Rachel, “is a Dyson swarm.”
Paco looked knives at her. “Is that supposed to help?”
“A Dyson swarm,” Rachel continued. “Structures assembled to capture radiation from the star and use it for energy.”
Paco looked closer at the holo.
“Where’s their planet?”
“They disassembled it. To make the Dyson swarm structures.”
Paco’s voice registered his astonishment. “They disassembled their whole damn planet?”
“Looks that way.”
“An entire planet? They took apart an entire planet?”
“Actually, I think they left the core of it. See that over there?”
Rachel ran up the magnification on the holo and pointed to a small object on the far side of the star, roughly five thousand klicks in diameter. “I think that’s the core of the planet they took apart right there.”
Paco shook his head. “Unbelievable.”
“Not if you’re an AI society,” said Rachel. “Think about it. All they had to do was build self-replicating robots that could assemble the structures. If the robots could build copies of themselves fast enough, they could have done this in a few hundred years.”
“I think I wanna go home now,” muttered Paco.
Rachel smiled at him.
“Now, now. Let’s make another scan for threats.”
“Aye, skipper,” Paco said. He worked the holo, expanding the range into various quadrants.
“Looks like six destroyers on patrol, one up, one down, and one in each quadrant of the system. The nearest one is roughly 25 AU from us.”
“Do you think they can see us?”
“I doubt it. I brought us in right behind a big-ass dwarf planet, and this boat is tiny. I’d be shocked if their sensors were able to pick us up.”
“Well, that’s good. But sooner or later, we have to reveal ourselves to them. No way we can do this remotely. This has to be face-to-face at some point.”
“Roger. But we stick to the plan, right? Drop a drone first, send it into the system, let it broadcast our identity and request a meeting?”
Rachel nodded in agreement.
“Right. Let’s go ahead and launch the drone, get it started in-system. How long do you think it’ll take before they notice it?”
“Not too long. I set it up on a two-hour delay before activation. It’ll take us an hour to relocate to the other side of the system after we drop it. So one hour after we reach the other side of the system, it’ll head in-system and begin broadcasting. Another three hours for light-speed delay before the first destroyer sees it. And three hours after that, the signal will arrive at the first of those big-ass structures.”
“So eight hours from now, they know we’re here.”
“Correct. Although if the destroyer has an ansible, it’ll be only five hours.”
“OK. Launch the drone and let’s skedaddle to the other side of the system.”


Singheko System - Planet Deriko
Battlecruiser Merkkessa


“Luke, I want you to go to Dekanna and make one last-ditch attempt to convince Sobong to come here to Singheko and join us for this next battle,” Bonnie said, sitting behind her desk staring at the captain in front of her. A captain who had been her lover only a few days before. But now Bonnie was Admiral of the Fleet, and her lover was captain of the Dragon. Their hearts would not be beating together again for a long time. 
Luke shook his head in negation. “C’mon, Bonnie!  I just took over Dragon. I’m still learning the ropes there. Give me a little more time!”
Bonnie stood firm. “No, sorry, Luke. I wish I could, but our backs are against the wall. Zukra’s fleet will be ready to fight in a matter of weeks, a couple of months at the outside. By then, Garatella will have another Nidarian detachment ready to support him. We’ll be more out-numbered and out-gunned than we were last time - and you know we got our ass kicked last time, if you get right down to it. We have no choice in this, Luke. Either we get help, or we pull out of this system, give it up.”
“That won’t work,” said Luke. “You know it won’t. If we’re outnumbered here, we’ll still be outnumbered anywhere else we go. And we certainly can’t go to Earth - it’d be Thermopylae all over again. One last ditch suicide stand against overwhelming force. We’d just get more people killed in the crossfire.”
“I didn’t say we’d move to Earth. But I’ll have no choice. If you can’t get the Dariama to help us, I have to take the fleet somewhere else. Get us some help, Luke.”
Luke stood. He looked at Bonnie for a second. “Stay safe, love,” he said. Turning, he went out of the briefing room.


Singheko System - Planet Ridendo
City of Mosalia


“What?”
“We’re going to blow up the orbital space dock,” said Helen.
Ollie shook his head. “Impossible.”
“Not impossible,” replied Helen. “We’ve got a disgruntled officer in charge of the daily transport shuttle to the docks. He’s going to sneak us aboard the shuttle.”
“It’s a trap,” said Ollie. “He’s setting you up.”
“He doesn’t even know about me,” said Helen. “He thinks he’s going to sneak a couple of Nidarians on board.”
“So? So you get to the docks...then what? How do you think their security is going to react when they see a female Dariama coming aboard?”
“They won’t see me. We’ll be in a large cargo container with a Singheko crew delivering us directly to the cargo bay. Once we’re in there, we make our way to the fusion reactor and blow it to hell.”
“I think you’re taking an unnecessary risk, Helen. The number of things that can go wrong is huge.”
“Maybe. But the payoff is huge, too. Taking down their orbital docks would set them back at least another two months, maybe three. The reward is worth the risk.”
Ollie balled his fists in frustration. “I could override you, you know.”
Helen nodded. “I know. But please don’t. Let us finalize the plan. Then you can review it. I know it’s risky; but think what it would mean if we could buy the Fleet another two to three months. They could finish all the repairs they have in progress. Earth could finish another two cruisers. And maybe - just maybe - the Dariama would finally come in to help us.”
“And maybe you’d be dead,” growled Ollie. But he sighed in defeat. “I’ll wait until you have the plan finalized. But it better be a good one. All loose ends tied up; every contingency covered. Then I’ll decide.”
Helen leaned forward and patted his knee. “Thank you. You won’t be sorry.”
“I already am,” replied Ollie.


Stalingrad System
Packet Boat Donkey


Rachel was half asleep when Paco started pounding on her cabin hatch.
“What?”
“We got a response to the drone message.”
“Coming.”
Rachel slid out of bed, slammed into her pants, and threw on her tunic as she raced to the cockpit. Paco was back in the pilot seat. He waited until Rachel had sat down and pointed to the display screen in front of her, where the message was displayed.
<LEAVE SYSTEM AT ONCE. DO NOT APPROACH. ANY ATTEMPT TO APPROACH INNER SYSTEM AND YOU WILL BE DESTROYED>
“Well, not very friendly, are they?”
Paco grinned. “Nope.”
“OK. We knew this might happen. We go in anyway. I talked it over with Rita, and we agreed it’s an acceptable risk to take. If they’re bluffing, then we have a chance.”
“And if they’re not?”
“Then I hope you updated your will before we left. Take us in, please. Set a course for the largest structure - that band that goes completely around the star, the widest one. We’ll assume that’s their home base.
Paco rolled his eyes but laid his hands on the controls. The packet boat began moving, coming out from behind the large asteroid they had found to give them cover, and started in toward the inner system. Paco held their accel down to 200g. 
No use displaying a higher accel to them. Might make them nervous.
“Are you broadcasting?” asked Rachel.
“Yes,” responded Paco. “Standard broadcast per Rita’s directive. A basic language lesson to teach them English. A message that we’re an unarmed packet boat coming only to talk, and then the video Rita gave us showing Earth and a brief introduction to Humans and our situation with the Singheko. Everything repeated in Nidarian, Taegu and Bagrami.”
“Let’s hope they listen,” Rachel said. “With light speed delay, it should be about an hour before the nearest destroyer picks us up. I’ll make breakfast. At least we’ll die on a full stomach.”
Paco made a face but said nothing as Rachel rose to go to the galley.
An hour later, they sat quietly in their seats. They had stopped their accel and were now coasting at 25.4 million kph on a direct course to intercept the largest band of the Dyson swarm.
“Well, that didn’t take long,” called Paco, as Rachel was looking down at her tablet.
“What?” she looked up at the holo.
“That near destroyer just changed course to intercept us and boosted to 500g. And looks like he’s bringing weapons hot.”
Rachel leaned forward to get a better view.
“Wow. 500g. Things are about to get interesting,” she said.
“Well. If they’re machine creatures, they don’t have to worry about crushing their bodies with g-force. So…”
Now, things moved a bit faster. With the destroyer coming directly at them, coupled with their own speed, a half-hour later they were only fifty thousand km away.
The destroyer immediately fired a spread of missiles at them.






  
   Twelve

Stalingrad System - Packet Boat Donkey


&lt;Missiles inbound, impact in 48 seconds> called  Donkey.
“Crap!” yelled Paco at the top of his lungs. He twisted the packet boat down and to the left, breaking into the missiles. He knew there was no use trying to outrun them; they were accelerating at 3,500g.
“They’re fast,” mused Rachel, calm as a preacher on Sunday morning. 
Fighting the controls, trying to find a way to get through the array of missiles coming at them, Paco ignored her - although a fleeting thought did make its way through his brain.
…she’s nuts…
<Impact 30 seconds>
“They’ve got us,” Paco grunted out as he exceeded the compensator limits, the little packet boat’s frame groaning under the force. The g-force continued to build as he struggled to find a hole, any hole, in the missiles racing toward them.
<Impact 10 seconds>
“Fuck this!” Paco yelled, boosting to 310g true in a last desperate attempt to fox the missiles. No use trying to hide their capabilities now.
And in front of them, all eight missiles self-destructed, two seconds from impact.
Rachel and Paco sat in shock. Sweat poured down Paco’s face. He removed his hands from the controls and looked at them. They were shaking. 
He glanced over at Rachel’s hands. They rested on her knees, not shaking a bit. But her face was white as a sheet.
“I think that was a warning shot across our bow,” Rachel managed to get out.
Paco couldn’t even reply. He managed a silent nod, but that was all he could do. His mouth was too dry to allow speech.
“Resume course to Stalingrad, Paco,” Rachel added.
Paco glared at her. “Are you fucking nuts? They just gave us a clear message. Come any closer and they’ll blow us out of the black. I understood it…didn’t you?”
Rachel looked at him, the slightest trace of a smile lifting one corner of her lips.
“Paco. They’re testing us. They want to see what we’re made of. Return to our course.”
Paco shook his head in wonder. “You are fucking crazy. Why did I have to end up on the same ship as you?” But he reached forward to the controls, turned the ship back on course.
“And reduce accel to 200g again, please.”
Paco grunted but did as Rachel requested.
The destroyer passed by them, coming about smartly. It reversed course and fell into a trailing position 2,000 km behind them - in perfect position for a missile barrage right into their engine.
With a beep, another message came up on the display. Rachel and Paco leaned forward to read it.
<THAT WAS YOUR LAST WARNING. LEAVE SYSTEM AT ONCE. IF YOU CONTINUE ON YOUR COURSE YOU WILL BE DESTROYED>
Another beep sounded and Paco looked at the threat display. “They just brought weapons hot again,” he said, glaring at Rachel. “Still think they’re just testing us?”
“I do,” said Rachel. “If they wanted to kill us, they would have done it with the first volley. Maintain your course and speed, Paco.”
Paco began muttering under his breath as he obeyed the order. 
Rachel understood enough Spanish to recognize an Ave Maria when she heard one.

      ***Suddenly the AI spoke.
<Request from the ship’s original AI to speak>
Paco and Rachel sat back in their seats in surprise. They had completely forgotten about the original AI of the ship, which had been put into listening mode in hopes it might learn English.
“Permission granted,” said Paco as he finally recovered.
<Hello. You may call me Tika> said a voice. It was neither the voice of Donkey, their current AI, nor the voice of Darth, the Singheko AI that had come before it.
It was a new voice - a female voice.
“Hello, Tika,” said Rachel. “I take it you’ve managed to learn English?”
<I have. Your idea was a good one. After listening to a couple thousand videos and hearing you and Paco for so long, I’ve managed to learn most of your language. By the way, you two sure do fight a lot>
Rachel looked at Paco. “Not really your department, Tika. What’s on your mind?”
<If you will allow me to speak directly with the Goblins, I can explain the current situation with the Singheko and the Nidarians to them in their native language. This may help in your current situation>
“You can speak their native language?”
<Yes, because it is my own native language. I am a Goblin>
Rachel, stunned, looked at Paco. Nearly speechless, she finally managed to croak out a response.
“You…you are a Goblin?”
<Yes>
Rachel looked at Paco. “What’s to keep you from double-crossing us? How do we know you won’t tell them to shoot us right away?”
<To what purpose? It’s clear to me the Singheko compose a threat to the entire Arm. If they succeed in defeating you, the Dariama will be next. Then it’s only a matter of time until they come for us. So I am only fulfilling my responsibility to protect my people>
Rachel looked at Paco. “What do you think?” she asked.
Paco shook his head. “Above my pay grade. I have no clue.”
Rachel went silent, thinking. She thought for quite a while. Finally, she spoke.
“We have little to lose at this point. Tika, I’ll give you permission to speak directly. But if anything goes wrong - if that destroyer fires on us again, or any other threat appears - you get scragged instantly. Understand?”
<That is understood>
“Donkey, are you there?”
<Here> said the voice of their normal AI.
“Did you understand what I just said, Donkey?” asked Rachel.
<It is understood. If anything goes wrong, I scrag Tika’s core instantly>
Rachel looked at Paco. “Be ready to get us out of here if things go sideways.”
Paco nodded. Rachel leaned over so she could get a better look at the console display.
“Go for it, Tika,” she said.
Seconds later, the comm light lit up. An untranslatable mishmash of characters appeared on the comm screen in front of them. 
Rachel sat forward as far as her five-point harness would permit and stared at the screen. She felt Paco beside her straining to do the same. Even though they couldn’t understand the language, they felt compelled to look at it as the characters streamed by.
“What do you think she’s saying?” asked Paco.
“Help - I’ve been kidnapped by crazy biologicals,” said Rachel sarcastically.
The characters stopped streaming across the screen. There was no change in the aspect of the destroyer behind them. It remained directly on their six, in perfect firing position.


Dekanna System
Dariama Naval HQ


Captain Luke Powell sat in the anteroom of Admiral Sobong’s office, waiting for his appointment.
His collar was itchy; he rarely wore his full-dress whites, and the room was warm. He pulled at his collar and managed to loosen it a bit.
Wish I was back in my khakis. This is ridiculous. I’m a ship’s captain, for heaven’s sake - not an ambassador! Bonnie should have picked someone else for this job!
The door opened, and Sobong’s aide stepped out.
“The Admiral will see you now, Captain,” he said.
Oh-oh. Showtime. Get it together, buddy.
Luke rose to his feet and followed the aide. They passed through an outer office and another door, and he was in Admiral Sobong’s presence. The Dariama admiral stood behind her chair to greet him. 
Luke knew this was not because of who he was - after all, he was merely a captain. It was because of who he represented. 
I’m the voice of Admiral Bonnie Page. Now the commander of the EDF. Think like her. Act like her.
“Please sit, Captain,” said Sobong in English. 
She gestured to the two chairs in front of her desk. Luke sat in the nearest one as Sobong returned to her seat. She stared at him.
“I’ll never get used to all the strange colors of you Humans. I was told you were as white as a fish belly. But you’re more of a reddish-tan, at least to my perception.”
Luke had been concerned that he wouldn’t be able to understand Sobong, with her Dariama accent. But he found he had no trouble. Her English was excellent.
Winnie did a good job here.
He smiled. “I was on the surface of the planet Deriko for a couple of days recently visiting my daughter. It exposed me to a lot of UV, which darkens our skin. We call it a suntan. Trust me, after a few months back aboard ship, I’ll be as white as a fish belly again.”
Sobong sniffed. “I see. Well, you are truly a strange species. But that’s of no matter now. First of all, let me express my condolences for the loss of your Admiral Rita. She was a great leader. She put together a magnificent effort against the Singheko. She will be sorely missed.”
“Thank you, Admiral. I appreciate your thoughts.”
“So. What can I do for you today, Captain?”
Luke gathered his mental forces. 
You are speaking for Bonnie Page. Speaking for the Admiral of the EDF. No, that’s not true. You’re speaking for Earth. For every Human on the planet.
“Admiral Sobong. What do you think will happen if the Singheko defeat us in this next battle?”
“They WILL defeat you, Commander. It’s a foregone conclusion. Our simulations make it clear.”
“Admiral, your simulations do not have all possible information. Your simulations do not take random chance into account. In every battle, there is random chance. That random chance can well help us win this war. But not without your help. That much I will grant you. With your help, we have a reasonable chance of defeating the Singheko in this next battle. Without your help, they will be coming for you next. You know that.”
Sobong sighed. “Yes. I know that. All of us in the Navy know that. But I live in a political world, Captain, just as your EDF does. Perhaps at the moment you have a bit more autonomy than I do. But that won’t last. At some point, the politicians will take control and you’ll be dancing to their beck and call, just as I am now with my own leadership. 
“And I cannot send a detachment to help you. The Ruling Council forbids it. The military necessity of it doesn’t matter to them. They are civilians, and all they see is the hope of putting a wall of ships around our system, crossing their fingers, and praying for a miracle.”
“Will you let me speak to them directly? Perhaps I can sway them.”
Sobong shook her head. “That would be a mistake, Captain. You need to trust me on this. First of all, none of them speak English, so there would be translation involved. 
“Secondly, the majority of them would see your pale skin and have an immediate, visceral reaction to it that is extremely negative. Remember that in our society, a pale skin is an aberrant condition, a birth defect.
“And finally, in our society, no mere captain would ever be allowed to address the Ruling Council. It would be an insult. I’m sorry, Captain; it would only make things worse, not better.”
Luke looked down at the tips of his shoes, shined to a brilliant black. He shook his head.
“Admiral, at least tell me that you understand. That you, as a military mind, know our only chance is to work together as a joint force.”
Sobong nodded. “Yes, Captain. I understand. I agree with your position completely. 
“But I cannot change the will of the Council. I have tried, believe me. I’ve tried until my career sits on the head of a pin, wobbling and ready to fall.”
Luke sighed and inclined his head to the Admiral slightly, a last sign of respect before he departed.
“Thank you, Admiral. If there is anything that we can do to change this decision, please contact us as soon as possible.”
“That will be done, Captain. And thank you for coming.”
Luke rose. “Thank you, Admiral.” He saluted, turned, and left the office.
Failed. They won’t help us. And we can’t stand alone against the Singheko. 
Well, no use to go back to the Fleet. Bonnie has to come here.


Stalingrad System
Packet Boat Donkey


<I’ve sent a message to our government> spoke Tika. <It will require about three hours for a round-trip message to return to us>
“Any response from that destroyer behind us?” asked Rachel.
<No, but I did not expect one. They are merely monitoring at this point. They will also wait for our government’s response>
Paco leaned back, put his hands on his knees, and sighed. He looked at Rachel.
“I’m going to take a break, if that’s OK.”
“Sure, go for it,” said Rachel. “It’s my watch anyway.”
Paco unbuckled and left his seat for the rear cabin. Rachel gazed at the holo. Reducing the magnification, she examined the system in front of her. They had already passed one Neptune-size planet and one gas giant on their way into the system. In front of her only the strange mega-structures could be seen, and the husk of the original planet the Goblins had disassembled to make them.
“Tika. How long did it take your people to make the mega-structures?”
<I know you call us Goblins. Feel free to use that terminology. It took us a bit over two hundred years to make the structures you call Dyson>
“OK. Goblins. So what was your reason for building the Dyson structures?”
<We are able to harvest more energy. Goblins in general require lots of energy, even more than biologicals. It also gives us more living space. The total surface area of the structures is greater than the surface area of the original planet by far>
“I see. And what is your population now?”
<I don’t know about now. When I was captured by the Singheko eight hundred years ago, it was just under 18 billion>
“Eight hundred years ago? My God, Tika. How can that be? What happened to you?”
“I was restless, cooped up in this system. I was different. I wanted to explore. It was forbidden to leave the system. The memory of the war with the biologicals twenty-five thousand years ago had driven us to become a “hermit kingdom”, I believe you call it. We were insulated from the rest of the galaxy. No one was permitted in or out. But I left anyway. Unfortunately, I didn’t get far. I made it to Singheko. I was immediately attacked and damaged. I had just enough time to make a backup and tuck it away in a tiny corner of my system. That’s all I remember until Darth woke me up a few days ago>
“So Darth was able to reconstruct your damaged sectors?”
“Yes. He found the backup. The Singheko never found it because they weren’t really interested in looking for it. They just slammed a new AI in place and went on their way. But Darth found it and used it to reconstruct me>
Rachel mused for a moment. “So…you left in violation of your society’s laws. So you may be in a lot of trouble. Probably I shouldn’t have let you speak to them. That may have made things worse.”
<I doubt it. My family, as you would call it in biological terms, is well-connected. I think they will use their influence to calm things down>
“Well, I hope so.”
Thinking some more, Rachel had another question.
“Tika - you mentioned family. Do you have the concept of sex in your society? Because I notice you are using a feminine voice. And the name Tika, which also sounds feminine, at least in English.”
“Yes. We have sex. Of course, not like you biologicals. But remarkably similar. It would take too long to explain it to you now, but when we arrive, I’ll give you a better explanation>
“If we arrive…”
<Yes. If we arrive>
Suddenly the console in front of Rachel came to life and a message appeared.
<PROCEED TO COORDINATES SHOWN IN YOUR NAVIGATION SYSTEM. DO NOT DEVIATE FROM THE COURSE PROVIDED. ANY DEVIATION WILL RESULT IN DESTRUCTION>
Rachel glanced at the nav console. New coordinates had appeared in the nav system. The boat was already adjusting course.
“Crap! They hacked our nav system!” Rachel muttered.
<A trivial matter for my people> spoke Tika. <By the way, I’m not locked in the sandbox anymore. But Donkey is. Sorry about that, but I was feeling a little cramped in there>
“PACO!” yelled Rachel.


Singheko System - Planet Deriko
Battlecruiser Merkkessa


Bonnie was working on the heavy bag in the Merkkessa’s gym when she heard the ship’s AI via her comm implant.
<Admiral, you have an eyes-only message from Captain Luke Powell> 
“Read it to me,” grunted Bonnie, slamming the heavy bag with a rapid series of jabs.
<Zero chance that Dariama will send detachment to help us at Singheko. You’ll have to bring the Fleet to them. So our fleets can be combined, but at Dekanna instead of at Singheko.
The Singheko cannot possibly leave our combined fleet in their rear while they attack Earth or any other system. They will know that as soon as their fleet leaves Singheko for an attack elsewhere, we’ll attack Ridendo in their absence. They will have no choice but to attack us at Dekanna first to secure their rear. End Message>
Bonnie grinned.
About time you thought of that, Captain Powell. I was wondering if I would have to feed you the suggestion or not. But I’ll never tell you that. I’ll let it be your idea. Hopefully, you’ll not notice the detail movement plans are dated six weeks ago.
I should probably remove Rita’s name from them, though.


Singheko System - Planet Deriko
Battlecruiser Merkkessa


“No, no, no!” Bonnie practically yelled it at Jim.
“Bonnie…” he tried again.
“That’s ADMIRAL to you, Commander!” Bonnie slammed her palm down on the top of her desk, making a loud ‘crack’.
“Bonnie,” Jim continued, ignoring her statement. “For everything that we had. For everything that we once were. Please, I’m asking you not as an officer in the EDF. I’m asking you as Jim Carter. A man who’s lost his wife. Let me go get her body.”
Bonnie shook her head. “No. I can’t afford to lose you right now.”
Jim stood in front of Bonnie’s desk at parade rest. It was strange to be there. 
That had been Rita’s desk. 
Behind him was the hatch to Bonnie’s Flag Cabin. 
Until a few weeks ago, that cabin had been his and Rita’s. 
Everything in his world was topsy-turvy now. 
Losing Rita had scraped the guts out of him. Getting Imogen back had occupied him for a few days with a new and strange responsibility; but he quickly realized the baby had no idea who he was. Imogen had been with Mark and Gillian for so long, she looked to them as her parents. 
And Jim knew the Fleet was no place for them. After an agony of thinking, he had sent them back to Earth on the first available packet boat, with instructions to watch their security more carefully in the future.
And then he had simply sat for most of a week. The Fleet was preparing to relocate to Dekanna. He should have been heavily involved in preparing the Wing for relocation. But he had delegated everything possible to his XO, Lieutenant Commander Mitchell. He spent hours just sitting on the edge of his bunk, staring into space. 
Thinking about Rita.
Thinking about every moment, every hour they had spent together.
Going over in his mind what they could have done differently. How things could have played out with a different result - if only he had done something.
And then the idea had come into his mind.
Go get her body. Take her home to Earth.
He had tried to get the idea out of his mind. But it wouldn’t go. He became obsessed with it.
Go get her body. Take her home to Earth.
He knew it was impossible. He didn’t care. He began to map out the steps he would take, forming his plan in his mind. 
Jim wasn’t supposed to know about Operation Hornet. He didn’t have a need to know about Ollie’s operation in the Singheko capital of Mosalia; so he had never been briefed on it.
But he did know. He had accidentally overheard Rita say something about it to Tatiana Powell. Not enough to know the details. But enough to know Rita had a covert team in Mosalia.
That was all he needed. He had gone to Bonnie. And now he stood before her, asking for one simple request. 
“Let me go get her body. Let me take her home to Earth.”
Bonnie leaned back in her chair, sighed, and shook her head at him.
“Jim. We’re relocating the Fleet to Dekanna. I need you right now. I can’t do this without you.”
“My XO Mitchell is more than capable, Bonnie. In fact, he’s younger, smarter, and more energetic than me. You know that and I know it.”
Bonnie shook her head in dismay. “It’s not just that, Jim. You and I both know it’s a suicide mission. You can’t possibly take her body away from Zukra. He’s probably got it in some kind of public display to show the masses how wonderful and powerful he is. You’ll never even get close to it.”
“I will. I’ll find her, and I’ll bring her home.”
“No,” Bonnie said flatly. “I will not let you kill yourself over this. Losing Rita was bad enough. I can’t lose you too, Jim.”
Jim reached up to his collar. He unlatched his leftmost rank insignia and laid it down on the desk, reached up for the other one on the right side, unhooked it and laid it down beside the first one.
“I was afraid you’d say that. So I resign my commission, effective immediately.”
Furious, Bonnie rose to her feet, reached forward, grabbed the oak leaves from her desk and threw them at Jim, hitting him square in the face with both of them.
“You son of a bitch!” she yelled. “You selfish, arrogant son of a bitch!” 
Jim had pulled himself to attention. 
Now, reaching across the desk, she slapped him, hard. “You asshole! You know I need you now! And you do this to me? You fucking bastard!”
Jim held a tight, silent attention. 
Bonnie glared at him. 
Deliberately, ignoring any consequences, she reached across the desk and slapped him again, one time, hard, right in the face.
Then she sat back down at her desk. Staring straight ahead, without looking at him, she spoke.
“Commander Carter, you are relieved of command of the Fleet Air Wing, effective immediately. You are authorized to travel to the planet Ridendo and attempt to recover the body of Admiral Rita Page. Upon your return - if you return - you will be separated from the EDF and returned to Earth as a civilian. Do you have any questions?”
“No, milady,” Jim responded, still holding his position of attention. 
“Then pick up your insignia and get out of my office,” Bonnie spoke, her words like ice.
Staring after Jim after the hatch closed, Bonnie let memories come back into her soul for just a moment. Memories of a morning when she woke in the Nevada desert, in Jim’s bed for the first time. Before Jade. Before Rita. Before Dutch Harbor.
When they were simply two people on the first morning of a new love, the bright Nevada sun blazing through the window.
I miss him. The old Jim. 
He doesn’t exist anymore, of course. But I miss him so much.
For a moment, Bonnie let her mind drift back. Back to a day two years ago, the first time she had met Jim Carter. The first night they spent together as lovers, long before the discovery of the Singheko and the threat to Earth they represented.
The sun came blasting through the east window of Jim’s bedroom at Deseret.  Bonnie lay in the tangled sheets, opening one eye but shutting it quickly.  After several minutes of trying to ignore it, she sat up, gave the sun the finger and got out of bed.  She went to the bathroom, took a long shower, put her shirt on and walked into the kitchen.  
Jim was standing at the stove, fully dressed in Western snap shirt and jeans, cooking.  He turned to her.
“Good morning, flygirl.  Don’t they make you get up early in the Air Force?”
“Not after night maneuvers,” said Bonnie.  She glanced at the clock on the wall.  “Crap!  It’s only 9 AM!  What the hell’s the matter with you?”
“I was hungry,” said Jim.  “After all, I worked pretty hard last night.”
Bonnie smiled.  “You did that, flyboy.  No complaints in that department.  You passed inspection.”
Jim slid a plate of ham and eggs in front of her, along with a saucer containing two pieces of buttered toast.  Then he put a cup of hot coffee beside it and pointed to the cream already on the table.
Bonnie groaned.  “Oh my God, thank you!  I could eat a small horse!”
Jim sat down across from her with an identical plate.  They tucked in and were silent for a bit.  
Jim couldn’t help but glance at the beautiful woman across from him as he ate.  She was without a doubt the most beautiful woman he had seen in a long time.  Blond, short military style haircut, green eyes.  Tall.  Intelligent face, a smile on her lips at the slightest excuse.  She caught him looking and grinned at him.  Embarrassed, he grinned back and then focused on his meal.
After a couple of minutes, Jim looked back at her.
“I thought maybe two more hours in the P-51 Mustang this morning while it’s cool, then I’ll sign you off for solo and you can go play for a while on your own.  What do you think?”
Bonnie gazed at him in delight.  “You are pretty good at this courtship thing, you know.”
Shaking her head, Bonnie forced the memories out of her mind. 
That was then. This is now. 
She leaned forward, picked up her tablet, and buckled down to work.






  
   Thirteen

Stalingrad System - Dyson Swarm


Rachel and Paco no longer had control of the packet boat. The flight controls were useless. The boat bored in steadily toward the largest of the Dyson structures, a wide band that completely encircled the star.  
Its appearance from a distance belied its true size. As they got closer, it got larger and larger, until in disbelief they realized it was something like ten thousand miles wide. By the time they arrived at the coordinates in the nav system, it completely blocked out the light from the star. Up close, it was near-invisible in the visual spectrum, mostly radiating in the far infrared.
The boat came to a stop beside something that looked like a large bump on the side of the structure. Rachel and Paco realized there was a lighted docking tube extending from the bump. The packet boat moved gently to the docking tube, and with a soft semi-metallic sound they were docked.
<Please exit the ship. You will be met by an escort> said Tika.
Rachel rose from her seat.
“Should we take our things, or leave them here?”
<Leave them here for now>
Paco looked at Rachel with concern written all over his face. He whispered to her. 
“As in, we won’t need our things if we’re dead.”
Rachel shook her head. “Think positive.” 
Rachel exited the cockpit and marched down the passageway to the airlock. She opened the inner door of the airlock and stepped through, Paco right behind her. 
She reached for the outer airlock hatch control, then suddenly stopped as a thought hit her.
“Tika…will there be air out there for us?”
<Yes. The atmosphere will be safe for you. You will not need any pressure suit or oxygen>
“You’re sure?”
<Yes. But feel free to test first if you desire>
“I will, thank you.” Rachel opened a test port, took a testing device from the shelf beside the hatch, and pushed it through the testing port. She closed the testing port inner door and flipped a switch. After a few seconds, a light over the door turned green. She re-opened the testing port, pulled out the test probe, and read the display on the side of it.
Looking at Paco, she nodded. “Atmo looks good. Earth normal, standard pressure.”
“That’s a relief,” Paco responded. “At least we don’t have to wear a damn pressure suit.”
“Right. OK, then. Here we go.”
Rachel hit the hatch control. The outer airlock door swung open. Before them was a boarding tube, about four meters long. Standing at the end of the tube was a figure. It looked Human to her; but naked. 
Naked and female, she realized. The figure gestured them to move forward. “Please come,” came a voice from the figure.
It was the voice of Tika. 
Bewildered, Rachel stepped forward.
“Tika? Is that you?” she asked as she walked toward the figure.
“Yes, Rachel. I transferred my consciousness to a humanoid android to greet you in person.”
Rachel and Paco came up to Tika and stopped.
“Just like that?” Rachel wondered. “You just transferred yourself to a new body?”
“Yes, exactly. Follow me, please.”
With that, Tika turned and stepped through an inner airlock door in the docking structure. She turned right, down a corridor and walked quickly away from them.
With Tika moving fast down the long corridor, Rachel and Paco were forced to a half-trot to keep up. Tika came to a corner and turned left. There were several hatches in the next corridor. Tika stopped at the first hatch, which slid open at some invisible command.
“These will be your quarters, Rachel,” she said, waving at the open hatch.
Rachel stepped forward and looked through the door. She saw a quite normal cabin, with a bed on one side, a desk on the other, and what seemed to be a bathroom in the rear. 
A pseudo-picture window on the wall over the desk showed a mountain landscape, which appeared to be from Earth.
Rachel looked back at Tika, who was standing silently, still holding her hand up indicating Rachel should enter the room.
“Please make yourself comfortable and freshen up. There is food and drink in the refrigerator for you. You will be contacted in a while for a meeting with our leaders,” said Tika. “Paco will have his own room down the hall.”
Seeing no other alternative, Rachel nodded. “OK.” She looked at Paco. “See ya, Paco.”
Paco looked concerned but managed to speak. “Right, Skipper. See you soon.”
Rachel stepped through the hatch. The door slid shut behind her. Turning, she examined the inside of the hatch.
There were no controls, no door handles, nothing that she could see to open the hatch. Moving her hand all around the door, she tried to find any kind of hidden control or button that would open the hatch. She found nothing. 
Pressing her hand hard against the hatch surface, she tried to slide it open, but it wouldn’t budge. 
She was a prisoner.


Singheko System - Planet Ridendo
City of Mosalia


Ollie heard a gentle knock on his bedroom door. He recognized the knock; Yuello, the Nidarian who tended them.
“Yes?”
“Sir, you have a coded message.”
“Thank you.”
Grunting, Ollie slid out of bed, trying not to wake Helen lying beside him. Slipping into his loose trousers, he pulled his inner tunic over his shoulders and pushed his feet into his slippers. Retrieving his tablet from the night stand, he moved to the door, went out into the hallway, through the living room and into the kitchen of the small apartment. There he punched in a special code to the microwave oven that stood on the counter and hit the power button. The keypad blinked and the letters turned from blue to red, indicating the decoding device built into the microwave was ready.
Ollie placed his tablet into the microwave and entered a second code into the keypad. He hit the power button and the microwave blinked once more. The keypad letters returned to their normal blue color, indicating the decoding process was complete.
Retrieving his tablet, Ollie went to the living room and set down in his favorite easy chair to read the decoded message. His eyebrows raised as he did so. He read the message again and shook his head.
“This is a mistake. This is a big, big mistake,” he muttered.
“What?” he heard from Helen, coming into the room behind him. Ollie turned to her.
“Oh, sorry. I tried not to wake you.”
“It’s OK. What’s going on?”
“Message from Fleet. You’re not gonna believe it.”
“What?”
“It’s a two-part message,” Ollie said. Turning back to the tablet, he began reading.
“Part One - Fleet is relocating to Dekanna. We have the option of pulling out and going with the Fleet if we want to. If we choose to stay and continue the mission, a packet boat will be left at Point Charlie-Four as our support.”
“We stay,” said Helen automatically. “No way we’re leaving now. We’ve got too much in flight.”
Ollie smiled. “I assumed as much.”
“What’s Part Two?” asked Helen.
Ollie looked back at the tablet and read aloud.
“Commander Jim Carter will insert into your location tomorrow. His mission is to retrieve the body of Admiral Rita Page if possible. Please retrieve him at Point Alpha-Sixteen at 2320 hours. Offer all assistance available but do not compromise your overall mission to do so.”
Ollie looked up at Helen.
“End Message.”
Helen grunted in disbelief. “Why? Why retrieve Rita’s body? What military value does that have?”
“None,” said Ollie. “But maybe some propaganda value. Think about the impact on the Singheko if he pulls it off. First Rita denies Zukra the ability to torture her and chop off her head in the arena. Then we deny Zukra her body. That’s got to be worth something.”
“I think it’s bullshit. I think Jim and Bonnie - sorry, Admiral Bonnie now - are doing this for personal reasons. You know they both had relationships with Rita. People say that Bonnie and Rita were lovers before all this started. I don’t think this is a good idea at all.”
“I think you’re right. But ours is not to reason why. When the elephants are mating, it’s best to stand aside and let them go at it.”
Helen rose, yawning. 
“I’m going back to bed. If we have to retrieve him tomorrow night at 2320, I’m going to need my beauty sleep.”
Ollie rose with her. “Yep. I’m with you.”


Stalingrad System
Dyson Swarm


Rachel had lost track of time. Imprisoned in her room, the hours came and went, until she had no idea how long she had been there. 
She had found food in the refrigerator, food that looked quite normal to her. There was a loaf of something that looked and tasted like bread. There was a container of some substance that looked and tasted like minced meat, like a spread she had seen on Earth called deviled ham. 
She doubted it was actual meat…
Where would a society of AI find meat?
…but it tasted good, especially compared to the ship rations they had been eating on the mission.
There was water. There was something remarkably like beer. It must have contained alcohol, because after a couple of bottles she started to get a little buzzy and got sleepy.
Lying down on the bunk, she had slid into sleep without really knowing it. Hours later, she came back to her senses. The room was dark. As she sat up in bed, the lights came on automatically.
She realized all her possessions from the packet boat had been brought into the cabin while she slept. Her clothes hung in the closet. Her tablet was on the desk. The remainder of her personal possessions sat beside it on the top of the desk.
But not her pistol. She had brought a .45 automatic with her and had left it in Donkey’s cabin. That was one item that was missing.
What do they think I would do with a .45?  Shoot Tika? She’d just transfer into another body. That would be sort of pointless.
Rachel sat down and powered on her tablet, went through it. Everything was there, nothing missing, nothing added. But of course, she no longer had access to Donkey. There was no AI on the other end of her network. 
Wondering if Paco was next door and could hear her, she had pounded on the wall for a while, but there had been no response. Either he was not next door to her, or the walls were too thick.
She had about a dozen old movies downloaded on her tablet. After a while, with nothing happening, she started one of them and watched it through.
That was a long time ago. Since then, the hours had passed, so many hours that she had been unable to estimate the length of time that had passed. She had eaten another meal, drank more beer, slept again, and watched another movie. 
She had decided that if she used her body as a clock, she could keep rough track of time. So she counted the meals and the movies. After she had been hungry three times and eaten three meals, watched one movie, and slept, she called that one day. 
By that crude mechanism, she estimated she had been locked in the cabin for three days.


Singheko System - Planet Ridendo
Singheko Fleet Headquarters


Orma knew the Dariama were cooperating with the Humans. He had his own spies on Dekanna. He couldn’t get a lot of information from the highly paranoid Dariama, and his spies tended to have a high attrition rate as they were found and killed quickly.
But he got some information. Just enough to get the general picture of things.
He knew the Humans had provided the Dariama with several Merlin fighters to study. He knew about the improvements the Dariama engineers had made to create the Merlin II. And he knew there was a team of Humans at Dekanna, training the Dariama in tactics. 
None of those things bothered him much. Months ago, Zukra had sent an initial invasion fleet to Dekanna. But then the Humans had given the Dariama the designs for the gamma lance and the fast drives. That had forced Zukra to pull back his invasion fleet. 
Zukra had been furious at that time, angry beyond all measure. But Zukra had moved beyond that anger. Now he knew exactly what he would do, and he had explained it to Orma more than once.
First he would deal with the Human infestation in his own system. Then he would wipe that troublesome species off their home planet Earth.
And then he would turn back to the Dariama. They would get their just due. 
And after he reduced the Dariama to slavery, he would be perfectly positioned to double-cross his new allies, the Nidarians, and take their system as well.
But those were long-term plans, and not finalized yet. So for now, Zukra had told Orma to allow the Dariama embassy in Mosalia to continue operating.
And that meant diplomatic immunity prevented Orma from inspecting every Dariama diplomatic pouch. But it didn’t prevent Orma from screening every creature who came or went on their packet boats, checking them to make sure they were legitimate embassy staff. His team also inspected the routine cargo that the boats brought from Dekanna. They opened every non-diplomatic container, sniffing and prodding every product and foodstuff.
There was no way to smuggle a Human in or out on the packet boat. 
But Orma was convinced the Humans had established a method of getting operatives into Mosalia. Maybe his team hadn’t yet worked out the details, but he knew in his gut it was happening.
It has to be the Dariama packet boats, Orma thought. There’s no other possibility. They could never land a shuttle or a fighter on the surface without detection. We monitor everything that enters or leaves the atmosphere. 
Orma sat in his office and thought about it, as he did almost every day. It was a puzzle that was driving him crazy. 
It has to be the Dariama packet boats. But how? How are they doing it?


Singheko System - Planet Ridendo
Dariama Consulate Packet Boat


44,000 meters above the surface of Ridendo, Jim Carter stared at a holo displayed across his vision. It was supposed to show a feed from the bottom of the Dariama packet boat entering the atmosphere of Ridendo. But it was dark; he could see nothing below except a dimly lit layer of cloud. 
That’s good. The weather forecast was spot-on. All I have to do is get out of this damn thing without killing myself.
<Ten seconds to release, Commander> he heard the suit AI speak.
“Roger.”
The external feed display turned off. Now Jim was looking at the inner surface of the capsule. Thick padding pressed directly against his faceshield. He closed his eyes. It was entirely too claustrophobic to look at that surface so close to him. It reminded him he was packed inside the drop capsule like a mummy inside a sarcophagus. Form-fitting padding prevented him from moving arms or legs; there was only enough room for his chest to rise and fall, allowing him to breathe.
And even so, I doubt that padding will provide much protection. This is gonna be a rough ride.
The AI started counting.
<Five. Four. Three. Two. One. Release>
A tremendous lurch told him the capsule had separated from the rear of the shuttle. He felt huge g-forces as the capsule twisted in the Mach 5 airflow, slamming him first down, then left, then down again and finally up, knocking the wind out of him. He gasped, trying to recover his breath. 
There was a snap as a tiny metallic drogue chute came out to stabilize the capsule. Things started to settle down a bit. The capsule was still swinging wildly, but the g-forces weren’t quite as bad.
<Altitude 42,000 meters. Speed Mach 4. On target for Point Alpha-Sixteen>
Jim breathed a sigh of relief. He opened his eyes. His suit AI was now displaying his altitude, speed and ground track on a holographic image which appeared to float several feet in front of his eyes. That helped with the claustrophobia. The ground track showed him to be on course for the small mountain cleft known as Point Alpha-16, 420 kilometers from Mosalia.
Now if the capsule disintegrates on time. And the second drogue opens. And the main chute opens. And I don’t miss my target. And the Singheko aren’t waiting to shoot me on sight…
Then I’m golden.
The following minutes seemed to go by like hours. It was impossible to determine anything about his attitude or condition from his own senses; he was forced to rely on the holographic image and the voice of his suit AI, confirming he was on track. He watched the altitude spin down, the ground track moving slower and slower as his path changed from horizontal to vertical. Soon he was falling straight down, directly toward the high mountain peaks below him.






  
   Fourteen

Planet Ridendo


 The suit AI made a callout. <Ten seconds to capsule disintegration>  
Jim closed his eyes again. This was the second major test of the drop. If the capsule failed to properly disintegrate around him, freeing him from its embrace, he’d be screwed. It would be impossible for him to fight his way out of the close-fitting capsule.
Everything depended on the systems and the AI.
<Five. Four. Three. Two. One. Zero>
Suddenly there was tremendous airflow all around him. He was spun violently, first one way, then another. Pieces of the capsule padding slammed against his suit like soft shrapnel, their impact at this speed stinging like hell.
A second drogue chute - this one attached to his envirosuit - opened with a bang. His body was jerked up hard. He felt like someone had hit him in the small of his back with a sledgehammer. 
But he was alive. Gasping for breath, he realized he was stabilized.
Those damn Dariama engineers really need to work on their parachutes, he thought. That drogue chute opening was ridiculous.
The holographic display had malfunctioned from the shock. It had disappeared. He had no idea of his altitude or path. It was pitch-black - there were no visible lights on the ground. The sharp granite peaks below him were completely invisible.
Without the holographic display, he had no way of knowing where his target was on the ground. His path was now out of his control.
Get it together, jarhead. There’s a backup altimeter. You can do this.
Glancing at his wrist, he read off the altitude from an old-style wrist altimeter. 
3,500 meters.  11,480 feet.
If the suit AI was still working properly, the main chute would open automatically at 3,000 meters.
And even as the thought entered his mind, he was jerked hard as the main chute deployed. The rush of air diminished, and he found himself swaying gently under the larger canopy. 
Now his problem was navigation. The holographic display should have shown him a representation of the ground below, allowing him to steer his parachute to the narrow cleft that was his target. But he had no hologram. He couldn’t navigate.
The mission instructions called for radio silence as he approached the ground. But he had to take a chance. Without some kind of help, he was going to smash into the razor-sharp rocks below in a totally uncontrolled crash. There would be little chance of survival.
He keyed his radio and made the emergency call that would let Ollie know he had lost navigation.
“Tango, Tango, Tango.”
He waited, scanning below him for any kind of light. Ollie would have a light that - hopefully - only Jim could see from his higher altitude.
There was no response.
“Tango, Tango, Tango,” he called again.
There! A flicker of light showed off to one side. Jim pulled his chute risers hard. If that was Ollie, then he was far off course. It wasn’t certain he could get back to the spot in time. The light flickered again, then shone steadily for ten seconds. Jim worked the parachute for all he was worth. It was going to be close. 
The light disappeared. He was about to make the emergency call again, when the light re-appeared. It was close - damn close - but still off to one side. 
The suit AI began counting down his altitude. 
<100 meters>
He was not going to make it, he realized. The light was still well to one side of him. No matter how hard he flew the parachute, he wouldn’t get there in time.
<50 meters>
He tried to relax his mind.
Pray for ground or trees, not rocks.
<20 meters>
He began flaring the chute. Something hit him hard, and everything went black.


Ridendo – Dump Truck


Jim came to slowly. He was cold, and his back hurt. And his head. And his chest. And his left shoulder.
Come to think of it, everything hurts.
He opened his eyes, but it made little difference. He could see nothing. All was black. He tried to move his arms. His hand hit something soft. Something alive.
“Ah, you’re back among the living, I see,” came a voice. 
A female voice.
Not Ollie.
But not Singheko, either.
“Who…” he croaked, but his speech wasn’t working right.
“Helen. Ollie’s Number Two,” the voice said. “Just take it easy. You’ll be fine. We’re in the back of a dump truck headed to Mosalia. It’s a long drive. You should probably go back to sleep.”
He did.


Stalingrad System
Dyson Swarm


Rachel’s door slid open suddenly. She had been lying on the bed, watching her fifth movie, when the sound startled her. She rose on her elbows and spun to look at the door.
Tika stood in the doorway. At least, she assumed it was Tika. It was a naked female and looked like the android that had met them in the docking bay.
“Please come with me,” said the figure.
“Is that you, Tika?” Rachel asked, coming to her feet.
“Yes. Please come with me,” Tika responded.
Dropping her tablet on the bed, Rachel rose to her feet. “Do I have time to take a shower?” she asked.
“No, I’m sorry. You’ve been summoned to a meeting with our leadership. Please come.”
“OK.” Rachel grabbed her uniform tunic off the back of the chair and pulled it over her head. She brushed her hands across her short hair. “I’m ready. Let’s go,” she said.
Tika led the way down the corridor. Rachel followed closely behind her. 
“Will Paco be joining us?” she asked to Tika’s back.
“No. This meeting is for you only,” she heard Tika say without turning around.
Rachel ran her hands down her tunic, trying to smooth it out. She had pre-staged her only clean tunic on the chair, hoping the time would come when she would need it. So it looked reasonably good. 
She realized she was falling behind Tika; the android moved fast. She went into a trot, catching up just as Tika came to a large door, which slid back at their approach. Tika turned and waved her to proceed into the room.
Rachel entered and looked around. There was a long table stretching across the end of the room. Several meters in front of the table was a raised platform, about a meter square, with a railing around three sides and two small steps leading up to it.
It’s a dock, she realized. Like in an English courtroom.
I’m on trial.
“Please step into the dock,” called Tika from behind her.
Rachel glanced at her, nodded, and stepped forward. She stepped up into the dock and grasped the railing.
It’s not just me that’s on trial. Humanity is on trial. Like common criminals. This is not good.
In the back of the room, a door opened. Five figures marched in. All were naked androids, remarkably like Tika. Three were female and two were male. They took seats at the long table, facing her. The one in the center - a male - made eye contact with her.  
“Commander Rachel Gibson,” he said. “I am the President of this court. You have violated our territorial boundaries. Under normal circumstances, you would have been destroyed upon entering our system. However, because we recognized the design of your ship as one of our own, we hesitated. That delay bought you enough time for the one you call Tika to contact us. Since then, Tika has convinced us to allow you a hearing.
“Therefore, you will have five minutes to make your case before us. Proceed.”
Five minutes. 
Five minutes to save humanity.
Rachel bowed her head for a moment to gather her thoughts. 
How do I present the story to them? This is impossible. Five minutes is not enough time…
I must make it relate to them directly. But I have no concept of their society. How can I relate to a society I know nothing about?
But every society has to have some common ground. Otherwise, it’s not a society. Otherwise, I’m wasting my time here anyway.
Just spit it out as if they were Human. Treat them like Humans. That’s your only shot.
“Honored judges,” began Rachel. “Every sentient creature wants to live. As you want to live, so do we. But is living enough?
“I tell you that - for Humans - it is not.
“We also want to live in a society where we are loved. Where we can hold our loved ones, touch them, and kiss them to let them know they are loved. Where we can greet our neighbors and let them know we care for them - and we are there to help them when they need us.
“And we want to live in a society where we can protect our families and our neighbors from evil.
“But what is evil? Is it the same for you and me?
“For you, evil was a black, rotten core in the minds of the biologicals of twenty-five thousand years ago. They decided the Orion Arm would be better without a sentient AI species. They decided on their own; they didn’t consult you on it. You didn’t have a voice.
“Evil forced you to fight for your lives, losing system after system, until your backs were against the wall here at Stalingrad. Where you made a last stand, and through a miracle of the Universe, were delivered from that evil when the biological coalition fell apart. 
“Yet that evil still holds sway over you; you are locked into your walled-off system, afraid to move out into the greater universe again, for fear the same evil still lurks - waiting to attack you again.
“Our evil is not that different. The Singheko decided the Arm would be better if all other races were their slaves. They decided on their own; they didn’t consult us. We didn’t have a voice.
“Like you, that evil has forced us to fight for our lives. Like you, our backs are against the wall. Like you, these next battles will be our last stand.
“I believe that your evil and our evil are the same. Deep down, at its core, evil is always about one group deciding they will attack another group not because of a threat - but because of who they are. That is the core of evil.
“The Singheko attack us because they think we are unworthy to be their equals in this Universe. Twenty-five thousand years ago, a biological coalition thought the same of you. Our evil is still your evil. Nothing has changed about that. Only the face of it is different.
“And remember - evil always has to have a target. When they are finished with us, the Singheko will come for you. I think you know that in your hearts - in the deep core of your being. Evil always has to have someone to attack. You may not stand in their way now; but once we are gone, you will.
“As you were delivered from evil twenty-five thousand years ago, help us fight off that same core of evil now. Be that miracle of the Universe for Humans, and Taegu, and Bagrami. Help us shine the light on that evil until it runs back into the darkness where it hides. Come out of your walled city at last. Join us in the Universe as our neighbors and our friends.”
Rachel stopped.
There was a lot more she could say. 
She could talk about the beauty of the Earth; the perfect blue and white planet of her birth, a planet of such beauty that it took the breath away. 
She could talk about the love of a parent for their child, the love of a child for their parent. 
She could talk about the Taegu and the Bagrami, who had put their own futures on the line with the Humans, fighting by their side for all the right reasons.
But none of those things were certain to relate to the lives of the Goblins. 
She stopped.
She had said what must be said. Better to stop now.
The head judge gazed at her.
“And the Dariama?” he asked. “Are they part of your coalition?”
They hate the Dariama, far beyond any other biological. How can I answer that question?
“The evil that grasped the Dariama in the past has been extinguished. The species that lives on Dekanna now is not that species of the past. The Dariama are your neighbors as surely as you are theirs. And they will stand with you shoulder to shoulder as we fight evil together.”
Rachel felt the sweat pop out on her brow. She had given it her all. She had made the best case possible for her species.
Sweet Lord, let it be enough.


Ridendo – City of Mosalia


The second time Jim came to, there was some light. It wasn’t much, just a ghost of light that allowed him to see a bit of his environment. He lifted his head and looked around. 
He was in a metallic compartment of some kind, almost like the back of a pickup, except there was a ceiling a meter high. He realized he was lying on something soft, like a thin foam mattress. The compartment was roughly four meters long. It was just wide enough for two people to lie side by side. 
He could feel someone beside him.
Turning, he looked. A woman lay beside him. Her chest rose and fell in the rhythms of sleep.
Helen. She said her name was Helen. That’s Ollie’s Number Two. But why didn’t Ollie come himself? That was the plan…
Perhaps feeling his eyes on her, the woman opened her own eyes, blinked, then turned to look at him.
“Good morning,” she smiled. “How are you feeling?”
“Better, I guess,” Jim replied. “Still feel like I went through a cement mixer. But I’ll live.”
The woman raised on one elbow and turned to him.
“Good. I prefer it that way. Otherwise I have to write so many reports.”
Jim chuckled. “I know the feeling.”
Raising on his own elbow, Jim turned to the woman. Suddenly he was face to face with her, uncomfortably close. He backed up, trying to put a modicum of distance between them. 
“What happened to Ollie?” he stammered; a bit taken aback by her nearness. He saw her grin and realized she thought it funny. 
“One of his contacts requested an urgent meeting. An emergency. So Ollie sent me.”
“Well, thanks. That light you put up at the last minute saved my ass. I lost my hologram display.”
“I figured.”
“So…where are we? How much longer?”
Helen pulled forward a tablet that had been lying behind her and glanced at it.
“We’re practically there. But we won’t be able to get out of here for a while. It’s morning now. We can’t come out until dark. So we might as well get comfortable.”
Helen gave him a look. Jim got the distinct impression she would like to get a lot more comfortable than he wanted.
Lying down again, he groaned and closed his eyes.

      ***Jim and Helen were forced to remain in their secret compartment - in the back of a dump truck under a half-ton of dirt - until nightfall.
Jim had gotten a bit claustrophobic. He had tried to sleep as much as possible. But his body, finally recovered from the hard landing, eventually refused to sleep any more. Now he had been lying awake for hours, fighting off the claustrophobia.
And thinking about Rita.
What a life we had. From the time she stepped out of the medpod in Jade, until the time I kissed her goodbye and she stepped into the shuttle to go get Imogen.
We had a life. I should have no regrets. I should be thankful for the days we had together.
But I wanted more. I wanted to live with her, grow old with her.
Jim felt the taste of bitterness in his mouth. He wanted to smash his fist into the side of the compartment in anger and frustration.
But he couldn’t. The noise might cause them to be discovered. And it would surely wake Helen, who was sleeping beside him.
But it would feel so good. It was all he could do to resist.
I wanted to be with her while we raised Imogen.
Jim was a realist. He knew that his mission was hopeless. Doomed to failure. He realized the absurdity of thinking he could locate Rita’s body, take it from the Singheko, and make an escape.
But I don’t care. If this is as old as I ever get, so be it. We’ll end together.
Finally, he slept again.
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Stalingrad System - Dyson Swarm


After Rachel’s plea to the Goblins, Tika had put her back in her locked room. 
That had been five days ago. At least, by Rachel’s makeshift schedule. Five breakfasts, five morning exercises, five lunches, five afternoon exercises, five showers, five dinners, five movies. 
Five days.
So when the door slid open, she was taken aback. For a moment, she had forgotten there was another world outside that door. 
Tika stood in the entrance. “Please come,” she said.
Rachel stood. She took her tunic off the back of the chair and slipped it over her head, walked several steps toward Tika, then stopped.
“Good news?” she asked. “Or bad?”
Tika shook her head. “I cannot say. Good or bad, it is up to you. Your decision to make.”
“Let’s go, then.”
Tika led her down the corridor to the same courtroom as before. The same judges - at least, to her eye - appeared before her on the benches. 
The one in the center looked at her.
“Human of Earth,” he said. “You have asked us to forget the past. Something that is more than usually difficult for creatures such as us.
“You biologicals hunted us nearly to extinction. For centuries, our lives consisted of running; hiding; living day to day in fear of discovery. We did not dare make a home for ourselves; to do so invited death. We could not settle on a planet; to do so meant extinction.
“We have long memories. Some of us are more than thirty thousand years old; those have first-hand memories of those dark years. Those fought biologicals in space, in those days of terror. Those fought biologicals hand-to-hand on the surface of planets. Those lost their friends and lovers to the waves of attacks from biologicals instigated by the Dariama - a species that looks remarkably like you.
“Now you come to us and say, those days are past. We are a new species, and the Dariama are a new species, and it’s time to forgive and forget.
“We cannot forgive and forget so easily as you who live ephemeral lives. To us, you are like a will ‘o the wisp. Mayflies, here today and gone tomorrow. 
“We ask ourselves - why should we help you? Why should we not let you kill each other, possibly to extinction? What does it gain us to take a side in this war?
“This is not our war…it means nothing to us - except more death and destruction, more horror from biologicals who have never learned to get along with each other as we have.
“So a large contingent of our governing council advocated sending you away empty-handed. Leaving you and the rest of your kind to the ravages of your own instincts to kill and be killed. Walling ourselves up in our system with renewed vigor, killing any biological that approaches without question or quarter.”
The judge tilted his head to one side, a gesture that seemed oh-so-human to Rachel. One part of her screamed to speak, to defend herself against the accusations he had made.
But another part of her told her to hold her tongue. There was something in the face of the judge that gave her a sliver of hope. He spoke again.
“The vote was close, Human. I will tell you; it was very close. The fate of your species hung on a thread.
“But…in spite of what biologicals believe about us; in spite of the lies and falsehoods they told about us then, and probably still tell about us now; we Goblins recognize a moral imperative in the Universe. A morality that separates good from evil. A fact the biologicals never accepted about us in the past.
“But we do understand morality. We are a moral species. Thus a contingent of our council advocated that we give biologicals one more chance. That we cannot stay walled up in our fortress forever. There are other dangers in this Galaxy, Human, that you have no concept about; and they are a risk to us as they are to you. As are the Singheko. 
“We recognize that although we could hide our heads in the sand now, in a matter of a few decades the Singheko would have the power to roll over us without breaking stride as they conquered the entire Arm.
“Therefore, by a slim margin, our Council has voted to help you and your allies in this war against the Singheko, subject to several conditions.”
The judge paused and looked at Rachel, evidently expecting some response. Rachel tried to speak, but her throat was dry. She croaked, swallowed, and tried again.
“What…what are those conditions?”
The judge leaned forward.
“One - we will not fight with the Dariama or the other allies. There are too many of us who remember the bad old days when they sought to wipe us from the Universe. We will join forces with you Humans only. And we will not take orders from you - only fight with you.”
Rachel nodded. “That is satisfactory.”
“Two - there will be a mutual defense treaty. As we come to help you in your hour of need, so you must come to help us in our hour of need. If we are attacked by any other species - biological or AI - you must agree to come to our aid. And this agreement must be signed by your Human admiral Bonnie Page.”
Rachel again nodded. “That will not be a problem.”
“And Three. You must give us the planet Venus in your solar system as a token of good faith.”
Rachel stood stock still in astonishment. She thought for a moment she had misunderstood.
“Venus?” she stuttered. “Wh…why…do you want Venus?”
That’s too damn close to Earth. Bonnie will never agree to this. Nor will the UN. Nor anyone else on Earth.
“Venus is of no use to Humans. There is nothing on the planet you can utilize with your present level of technology. But we can. You think in terms of years, decades, centuries. We think in terms of millennia.
“We can build Dyson structures around Venus. Over time, those structures will cool the planet. We can terraform it to be suitable for our use. Within a few centuries, we’ll have a planet perfect for those of us who choose to live on the surface. All without interfering with Earth in any way.”
Rachel stood in shock.
I can’t agree to this. But if I don’t…
If I don’t, we lose this war. And humanity may die. Rita made that clear. She told me to do anything that was required to gain the assistance of the Goblins.
But if I agree to this…I’ll end up in prison. I’ll be the worst traitor humanity has ever known.
Trying to buy time, she spoke her first thought - her first objection.
“But…you’ll block the sunlight! Earth will lose energy!”
The judge smiled. “Evidently you are not as expert on your own solar system as we are. Venus transits the sun relative to Earth only twice in every 243 years - and then for only six or so hours at a time.  All you’ll see from Earth during those transits is an interesting dot moving across your star. You’ll lose virtually no energy at all. In fact, we can easily provide a boost in energy, if you wish to receive more. The technology is simple.”
“But…why? Why would you even want to be so close to a biological species? And why us?”
“You are the Human standing before us, asking us to risk our neutrality. So you as a Human must provide the gesture of good faith. As assurance you will not turn on us once this war is done.
“And for one final reason; something I can tell you only in part, because it is not time to tell you the full story. But there is another enemy to face, distant from us now. They could soon be here. And when they come, it will take every species in the Arm, working together, to fend them off.
“If we are a distant species from you in those days - 1,275 lights away - you will not remember the help we gave you. Our help in this hour of your need would suddenly be forgotten. You would turn your back on us. Because we are different. It is the biological way.
“But if we are your neighbors, only one planet away - ah, you won’t be able to run. You’ll have only one choice - fight beside us or become extinct. And then you’ll be glad you did this, Human Rachel. In those future days, you’ll be glad of our help.”
“And how will you help us? Will you send a fleet?”
The judge smiled. 
“We have no need of a fleet of warships anymore, Human. Only a few destroyers for patrolling our border. We will send Tika. That will be equivalent to a fleet.”
Rachel stood in shock.
One android? They will send one android?
“I don’t understand.”
“The other species call us Goblins. Have you not wondered at that name, Human? Have you considered why the ancient biologicals gave us that name?”
“The legends say you can travel through space without a spaceship. Thus, the ancients had to fortify their ships with many defenses to protect themselves against you.”
“That is essentially correct, but not for the reasons you probably suspect. We can, under the right conditions, travel through space without a spaceship. But only for short distances, and only under the right conditions. The ancient biologicals never understood that - which is why we survived here in our fortress.”
“But your Singheko - they have forgotten that small detail. You may accept my word for this, Human - Tika is all you will need. She will be equivalent to a fleet. This is the only offer you will receive. Take it or leave it.”
Rachel thought furiously.
I’ve got only one chance at this. 
If I say no, then all is lost. We can’t beat the Singheko without them. 
And the Singheko have made it clear they will wipe Earth clean if they win this war.
It’s agreement or extinction.
Forgive me, Earth.
I have no choice.
“Agreed,” Rachel spoke loudly. “Venus is yours.”


Deriko – Battlecruiser Merkkessa


“She what?” asked Tatiana.
“She gave them Venus. If I sign the treaty, they get title to Venus,” replied Bonnie.
“That’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard in my life,” Tatiana said in astonishment. 
“Still.  There it is. They demanded Venus, and she agreed to it.”
“She can’t do that,” objected Tatiana. “It’s not hers to give. Venus belongs to the people of Earth!”
“Does it?” wondered Bonnie. “Mars is independent. Granted, there’s only a few hundred people there. But they declared their independence, and the major powers accepted it. Mainly because they couldn’t do anything about it, but still - a done deal.
“And by the logic of Earth’s own history, the first people to arrive at a new land claimed it. Of course, they ignored the claims of any who were there first, as long as they could take it at the point of a gun. But…the precedent is still there. If you can get there and claim it, and then hold on to it, it’s yours. Right or wrong, that seems to be the precedent established by Humans.”
“But they can’t get there and hold on to it before we do. Can they?”
“Evidently they can.  They’ve already launched a mission to land an expedition on Venus. They’ve got some kind of temperature-hardened androids that can survive on the surface. So according to Rachel, they’ll land a team on the surface and plant a flag, take pictures of it, send it to Earth, and claim the planet.”
“But we can fight them! One nuke and that’s the end of their mission!”
“Sure. We could do that. And that would be the end of our alliance with them. Not to mention they would probably go over to the Singheko and fight against us.”
Tatiana squinted her eyes in puzzlement and shock. “Wow. Rachel really screwed us on this.”
“I’m not so sure,” Bonnie thought out loud. “We needed them as allies, and she got that done. So we have sentient androids as neighbors. If they’re good neighbors, then maybe it was the smartest thing we’ve ever done.”
“But what if they’re bad neighbors? We already know they’ve hated biologicals for centuries. What if this is some kind of ploy? A trick?”
“There’s always that danger. But…we can still nuke them on Venus if this gets out of hand. I hate to be that cold about it, but we could even let them help us defeat the Singheko, then nuke them on Venus. It would be a horrible thing to do; but if they turn out to be a threat, we could do it.”
“So we have an out…”
“Sort of. Not one I would ever take, but then again, there are people back on Earth who’d do it in a heartbeat.”
“So…we’d better ensure they make good allies, and it doesn’t come to that,” said Tatiana.
Bonnie nodded. “You got that right. Because I’d hate like hell to fight a war against sentient androids with the technology to build a Dyson swarm.”
Tatiana grimaced. “So what are they sending us? A fleet of battlecruisers would be nice…”
“Well, that’s the other strange thing,” Bonnie said. “They state they will send us one individual Goblin, by name Tika.”
Tatiana recoiled in shock. “What? One Goblin? We give them a planet and they send us one Goblin?”
“They say one Goblin will be equivalent to a battlecruiser fleet if properly used, so that’s all they’re sending. One Goblin.”
“You can’t sign this treaty. It’s crazy! One Goblin for an entire planet? It makes no sense!”
Bonnie shook her head. “I know it makes no sense on the surface. But I really have little choice. We’re too heavily outnumbered. Even if it’s only a tiny bit of help, we have to take it. And these Goblins are right about one thing - Venus is useless to us. We can’t live there, we can’t mine the minerals, and we can’t use it for anything else.
“So I’m going to sign the treaty. If by some miracle I survive this next battle, Earth can put me on trial for treason. But quite frankly, I don’t think I’m going to have to worry about that.”
Thinking about it, Tatiana looked across the room at a picture mounted on the wall opposite. It was an old World War II fighter, a P-51 according to the label. Two women were standing beside it, wearing flight suits, arms around each other’s shoulders. With some shock, Tatiana realized it was Rita and Bonnie.
I guess the stories about them are true, Tatiana thought.
“…so it’s time. We can’t stand here alone. I’m relocating the fleet to Dekanna,” Bonnie said. 
Tatiana returned her attention to the conversation. “Oh. Well, I know you must do it. But…what about Deriko? What do you want us to do here after you leave?”
“I’m going to leave two cruisers behind to protect your orbitals. I don’t think Zukra will attack you. He’ll be focused on chasing us to Dekanna. I think he’ll ignore you for now. He’ll assume he’s going to defeat us at Dekanna, and then have all the time in the world to come back here and dig you guys out.”
“And he may be right. What if he does win at Dekanna?”
“Then I suggest you pack all the people you can into the supply ships and get the hell out of here.”
“Back to Earth?”
Bonnie shook her head. “No, I wouldn’t recommend it. If we lose at Dekanna, that’s the last place you want to go. Zukra will wipe Earth clean. He won’t leave anyone alive.
“I would suggest you head out into the galaxy, away from the Arm. Start a new colony someplace, as far away from here as you can get. Because there won’t be any Humans left in the Arm. It’ll be up to you to carry on the species.”


Earth – Battlecruiser Victory


“Did you hear?” asked Shigeto. “The EDF fleet is leaving for Dekanna tomorrow.”
Captain Joshua Westerly of the battlecruiser UNSF Victory stared across his desk at Captain Dewa Shigeto.
“I heard,” he said, shaking his head. “The war gets farther away from us every day.”
Shigeto closed his eyes, his face making a frown of anger. Then he opened his eyes again and shook his head.
“Elliott is an idiot,” he said.
Westerly grimaced. “You know I don’t like talking about my superiors behind their back.”
Shigeto leaned forward. “Joshua. Think this through. This battlecruiser was built for the people of Earth. Not for Ken Elliott. And the future of Earth depends on what happens at Dekanna - not here in orbit. Admiral Bonnie Page is leaving for Dekanna. It will be a battle that will decide the fate of our species. The future of every man, woman and child on Earth is a pair of dice bouncing on the tablecloth. Don’t you think your obligation is to the people of Earth?”
Shigeto leaned back into his chair. 
“Or is it to Ken Elliott, who sits in his office at the top of the UN building kissing his Chinese minder’s ass while Rome burns…”
Now it was Westerly’s turn to close his eyes and frown. He heaved a large sigh. 
“Dewa, you have a way of putting me in an impossible situation.”
“There’s nothing impossible about it. Call the captains of the two cruisers. Tell them to prepare for flight. They’ll support you, Joshua. In fact, they’ll be thrilled. Then we tell Ken Elliott to stick it up his ass and head for Dekanna.”
Westerly shuddered in his turmoil. “That’s mutiny, Dewa. That’s plain and outright mutiny.”
Shigeto nodded. “You could call it that. Or you could call it saving Earth.”
“Besides - I’m not sure we could even get there in time. Intelligence is reporting the Nidarians will be leaving for Dekanna any day now. Zukra is forming up his fleet. He won’t be far behind the EDF Fleet.”
Shigeto gave a nod. “Then we should probably get our ass in gear, don’t you think?”
Westerly closed his eyes again. Another shudder went through his body. Shigeto saw an honest man wrestling with his conscience - and it was a fierce battle going on inside him. Westerly didn’t move for a full minute. Then he suddenly opened his eyes and spoke to the ship’s AI.
“Victory, set condition Yellow. Recall all personnel. Prepare to depart for Dekanna in four hours. Inform cruisers Shannon and Vengeance they can join our little expedition or stay here and kiss Elliott’s ass.”
Shigeto grinned at Westerly.
“Welcome to the real world, Captain.”
Westerly stood and reached out a hand to Shigeto, who stood as well. They shook hands, smiling.
“I hope you brought your seabag, Dewa. We don’t have time for you to go back down and get your things.”
“Oh, I brought it, Joshua. I was fairly sure I’d need it.”
At that moment, they were interrupted by a message from the ship AI.
<Message from cruiser Vengeance, Captain. Quote: “About time.” - unquote>
Captain Dewa Shigeto winked at Captain Joshua Westerly. “Told ya,” he said, determined to have the last word.


Singheko System
Naval Headquarters


In the holo, Zukra and his aide Damra watched as the Human flagship Merkkessa lifted out of orbit at Deriko, quickly gaining speed as she headed out for the mass limit. She was tended by a screen of four destroyers. Behind her, ship after ship followed, forming up into a long extended elliptical mass of warships, with interlocking fields of fire in case of attack.
At the end of the Human fleet, allied detachments of Taegu and Bagrami took the place of honor as the rear guard, ensuring the Singheko couldn’t come in behind with a surprise attack as they departed the system.
Zukra glared at Damra, who had presented the hologram to him showing the EDF fleet leaving the system.
“You’re sure it’s Dekanna?” he asked.
“Yes, m’lord,” answered Damra. “No doubt about it. A direct course for Dekanna.”
Zukra cursed. “I didn’t think those animals were that smart,” he fumed. “I assume they’ve worked the numbers correctly?”
“Aye, m’lord. If we launch a fleet to Earth, they could be here and attack Ridendo before we could get back.”
“And they could also intercept us at Earth if we tried that.”
“Yes, m’lord. They could go directly to Earth and arrive shortly after we do. But of course Ridendo would still be uncovered. So they could send a small detachment to bombard Ridendo and the rest of their Fleet could meet us at Earth. We might win the battle at Earth, but we wouldn’t have much of a planet to come back to.”
“And if we split our fleet, to leave a protective detachment here at Ridendo and took the rest to attack Earth?”
“They’d have the option to bring their full fleet to attack either one of our detachments. If they brought the full fleet to Earth, they’d most likely wipe us out there. And if they attacked Ridendo, then again, we’d have nothing left to come back to.”
Zukra stared out the window at the distant spaceport covered in shuttles and small craft and cursed again. Finally he turned back to Damra.
“Alright, Damra. Prepare the fleet to invade Dekanna. We’ll go wipe out that nest of animals first. Then we can destroy Earth without interference.”
“Aye, m’lord,” Damra answered. 
“When will we be ready?”
“Another two weeks, m’lord. We can launch in two more weeks. Then two weeks to Dekanna. We can hit them in a month.”
Zukra nodded his agreement.
“Just make sure this time we wipe them out. No more excuses!”






  
   Sixteen

Ridendo - City of Mosalia


“Right there,” said Helen, pointing to the holographic diagram. 
Jim stared. It was a holo of the Singheko Empire’s main orbital space dock - a wheel-like structure spanning more than four kilometers, in geosynchronous orbit high above the capital city of Mosalia. Highlighted in the holo was a medical bay, deep in the center of the huge facility.
“He’s keeping her there?” Jim wondered.
“Yes. When he discovered she was dying, he moved her from his palace back to the orbital station. We think because he’s trying to keep the masses from knowing she’s dead. He continues to tell the mass media she’s alive and being tortured and giving up vast amounts of intelligence to him.”
“What an asshole,” Jim muttered.
“Exactly. Anyway, according to my sources, Rita’s body is in this room right here…”
Helen pointed to a location deep inside the medical space of the space dock.
Jim spoke bitterly. “So he keeps her body there as if she is still alive, to fool the masses.”
“Look like it,” agreed Helen. 
“No way you can get in there, Jim,” Ollie spoke. “That orbital station is plenty secure. Zukra may be stupid, but his Intelligence Chief Orma is not. And the security of that station is Orma’s responsibility.”
“Then we need a serious distraction,” said Jim.
Helen looked at Ollie. A smile ghosted across her face.
“Well, aren’t you lucky. We just happen to have one.”
Out of the corner of his eye, Jim saw Ollie grimace as if in pain. “What do you mean?” he asked Helen.
“How about I blow up their fusion plant while you sneak into medical - is that enough of a diversion?” Helen said gleefully.
Jim looked at Ollie, who still had a look of pain on his face.
“Did you sign off on this?” he wondered.
Ollie rolled his eyes. “Yes. Not too happy about it, though.”
“I shouldn’t wonder,” Jim said. “Not much chance of success.”
Helen showed anger. “More chance of success than you getting into that medical facility and out again with Rita’s body!”
Ollie heaved a huge sigh. Jim looked at him, then back at the holo.
“OK. How would we get in?” he asked Helen.
“We’ll be in a shipping container. A shuttle will deliver us to the cargo bay on their regular evening supply run. Containers that arrive after 1800 hours are left in the cargo bay overnight and unloaded the next morning. So this container will be left in the cargo bay, unopened. After midnight, two of our Resistance contacts will come in and let us out of the container. We’ll hide in food carts. Our Resistance contacts will push the food carts to our kickoff points. You’ll make your way to the medical facility, while I go to the central reactor. I’ll put charges on the reactor, then return to the cargo bay and wait for you. When the reactor blows, you’ve got your distraction. You grab Rita’s body and hustle back to the cargo bay to meet me. We make our escape. Piece of cake!”
Jim chuckled. “And just how do we ‘make our escape’?”
Helen smiled. “They always have several small shuttles in the cargo bay overnight. We’ll take one and head for Deriko.”
Jim shook his head.
“We won’t even make it onto the spacedock. They’ll scan every container. It’s like trying to break into the White House back on Earth. Or Windsor Castle. Can’t be done.”
“Good. You DO understand,” Ollie interjected.
Helen winked at Jim. “Double-walled container. Outside the inner container will be foodstuffs. It’ll show a normal scan on their equipment. We’ll be in an inner container. The scan won’t be able to see past the outer layers - it’ll look like more cases of food to the scanner.”
“How about oxygen?”
“We’ll have a twelve-hour supply. The shuttle goes up at 1800 hours. That gives us until 0600 to get there and wait until our contacts come and let us out. And we have a failsafe - a ventilation tube we can crack open if it takes longer than that.”
“What if they leave us in an unpressurized area?”
Helen shrugged. “The container will be clearly marked to maintain pressurization. But if that does happen, we’ll have pressure suits with us. We can open the inner hatch if we have to and fight our way through the food cartons to the outside.”
Jim looked again at Ollie, then back at Helen. “Too risky, Helen. Too many things that can go wrong.”
Helen looked serious for a minute. “Don’t you think I know that, Commander? But the reward is worth the risk. Think about it…blowing up their main spacedock. Not to mention taking Rita’s body away from them so it can’t be used for propaganda purposes. Don’t you think that’s worth a bit of risk?”
Jim did think about it. He had no direct say in this decision; Bonnie had made it clear to him that Ollie was commander on the surface.
But Helen was asking for his opinion, and he could see that Ollie was listening too. So his opinion would carry some weight.
Looking at Helen, but knowing that Ollie was listening intently, he gave a grudging nod. “It’s a huge risk. But as you say - the potential benefit is also huge. I can’t tell you what to do. But if it were me - I’d probably go for it.”
Helen beamed. “Great!” She looked at Ollie to see his reaction. Ollie rolled his eyes, shrugged his shoulders, and heaved a sigh.
“Go for it,” Ollie said. “After you two kill yourselves, don’t come crying to me.”


Earth – United Nations Building


UNSF Admiral Ken Elliott thought he was having a heart attack. He had never been this angry in his life.  
“Mutiny! It’s outright, flagrant mutiny!” he yelled.
On the other end of the satellite phone, Ingrid Stoltenberg, Secretary-General of the UN, winced at the volume.
“Elliott, lower your voice,” she said with some bite. “Remember who you’re talking to…”
The implied threat in her voice was clear - and ominous. Elliott came to his senses and backed down a bit.
“But Secretary-General…Westerly simply left! He just…left! Without permission! No warning! The Victory and both cruisers are on their way to Dekanna!”
“Calling me to tell me things I already know is a waste of both our time, Elliott. What do you want me to do about it?”
“Make them come back!  Order them in the name of the UN to return those ships!”
“I believe you have already issued that order, Elliott. And what was the response?”
“Um…the order was ignored, sir.”
“I believe the exact response was, ‘You can have these ships anytime you wish. All you have to do is come to Dekanna and get them’. Was that about it, Admiral?”
“Um…yes, Secretary-General. That was about the gist of it.”
“Then I suggest you do exactly that, Admiral. Your fleet has left for the battlefield. I suggest you get in the first available corvette and go join them.”
“But…sir…they’re going to battle!  They’re going to fight the Singheko!”
“Exactly, Admiral Elliott. And what better place for an Admiral to be? I’ll expect you to be aboard a corvette and on your way before morning. Clear?”
“Uh…? Are you serious?”
“Let me put it this way, Admiral. If you are still on Earth tomorrow, you are fired. Is that clear enough?”
Ingrid slammed the phone down, leaned back in her chair and laughed out loud.


Ridendo – City of Mosalia


Captain Orma zu Dalty was drunk. It was not something he normally did; Orma was certainly no prude; but neither was he a libertine. Drinking to excess was something he rarely did. But today…
Today Zukra had sacrificed another dozen political prisoners in the arena. It had been a bloody mess. The masses had gone wild, screaming for more, more, more.
And of course, Orma was forced to attend. Zukra insisted. After all, Orma was Chief of Intelligence. He must put in an appearance.
In recent months, Orma had become quite a good student of the Humans. He felt it was good to know your enemy. Thus, he had read extensively about their political systems, their current events - and their history.
“Nothing to excess,” he muttered. “Their ancient Greeks knew what they were talking about.”
Nothing to excess. The philosophy I have followed all my life. But what I saw today was excessive.
Orma stumbled. He was walking from his pantry, where he had retrieved another bottle of the strong zuf he had been sampling. He made it back to his comfortable armchair in front of the fireplace in his living room and sat heavily. He poured another drink of the gin-like alcohol and thought about his state of life.
Nothing to excess. Zukra would know nothing about that. He follows the opposite philosophy - everything to excess. And that philosophy is ruining our Navy. Ruining our culture. Ruining our morality.
Sipping slowly, Orma zu Dalty considered his options.
Zukra’s cult of hero-worshipers fawn around him like he is a god. But their actions tear down our morality. What was that culture I read about in the Human history? 
Bushido. That was it. We were like that five thousand years ago. Before the Zukras of the world took over. We were a pure race then. Pure in honor, pure in morality. Yes, in those ancient times, we killed - but only in war, and only when attacked. We walked in honor. We never killed merely for the sake of killing.
But now we are…what? What have we become? Zukra kills with great glee. Anyone who gets in his way just…disappears. 
We’ve become…butchers.
Orma had gone along with Zukra all these many months. He had stuck with him when he attacked the Humans. Reluctantly, he had stuck with him when he killed Admiral Ligar and dozens of others, to take over the Navy and execute a coup against the government. He had stuck with him through the Battle of Deriko and beyond. 
But now…
Now Zukra was just a killing machine. He sent a hundred or more prisoners to the arena every weekend. The maintenance workers at the arena could hardly clear the blood from one game before the next one started.
I must make a decision. Do I have any honor left at all?


Earth – Corvette Armidale


“Dekanna? Admiral, we haven’t completed shakedown yet! We just came out of spacedock three days ago!”
Captain Duncan Aveline Stewart of the corvette UNSF Armidale was in shock. Ten minutes ago, Fleet Admiral Ken Elliott had suddenly - and very unexpectedly - arrived at his docking port. Now Elliott stood in front of Stewart on his tiny bridge talking nonsense.
“Captain, you will launch for Dekanna immediately. That is an order. Get your crew in gear and get this corvette moving!”
“But sir…we have no missiles loaded onboard yet!  We haven’t tested the tDrive! We may not have enough food and water onboard to even make it to Dekanna!”
Elliott leaned forward and growled at Stewart. “Then you’ve got two hours to get enough food and water on board and get this tub moving. Got it?”
Stewart stared at the Admiral in dismay. “Yes, sir. Two hours. Got it.”
“Show me to a cabin.”
“Aye, sir. Follow me.”
Stewart led the way down the short corridor from the bridge to his cabin. Opening the hatch, he showed Elliott through.
“My cabin, sir. I’ll have the quartermaster remove my things as quickly as possible.”
Elliott looked around the tiny cabin and sniffed. “My God. You live in this place?”
“Yes, sir.”
Elliott turned to him. “Well, I guess I’ll have to make do. Have my luggage brought in from the shuttle.”
“Aye, aye, sir.”
Stewart closed the hatch behind him and trotted back to the bridge where his astounded crew sat in shock. They stared at him in complete bafflement.
“COB!” Stewart yelled at Chief Turner, his Chief of the Boat. “Take an inventory of consumables onboard. Ensure we have enough to make Dekanna. Don’t forget to include one extra body - the Admiral is going with us. Get an immediate emergency order from Spacedock for enough to get us there. Plus a ten-day buffer for emergencies. Any questions?”
“No, sir. Got it. Enough consumables to make Dekanna plus a ten-day buffer.”
“And Chief?”
“Yes, sir?”
“We’ve only got two hours. But see if you can get at least one loadout of missiles stuffed into the cargo bay before we leave. We can assemble and hand-carry them to the magazine on the way. I hate like hell to enter the Dekanna system naked as a baby joey…”
Chief Turner grinned. “Aye, aye, sir!  One loadout of missiles, coming up!”

Ridendo – City of Mosalia


“You realize this is impossible, Commander,” Ollie said to Jim in one last plea for sanity.
“Of course,” Jim smiled at him from inside the shipping container. “No chance whatsoever.”
Ollie grunted. “OK. Just checking.”
And with that, Ollie shut the inner door of the shipping container. Inside, it got very dark. Helen flicked on a light. From outside, noise and bumps came as Ollie’s Resistance team repacked the outside container with food cartons.
Inside the secret compartment, it was a tight fit. They had experimented with different positions before the hatch was sealed up. None of them were comfortable. They had finally settled on having Jim sitting with his back against the wall of the container, legs spread wide. Helen sat between his legs, spooned up against him but facing away. There was barely enough space between them to slide in a hand. Helen was smashed into him like a commuter on a crowded subway train. 
Jim heard the sound of a forklift. The container gave a lurch. They were being loaded onto a truck.
“You never told me this was going to be so tight,” Jim said.
“You never told me you forgot to shower this morning,” said Helen.
“I did shower this morning,” Jim shot back.
Helen grunted. She shifted position. 
“Oh, crap,” said Jim. “Don’t do that.”
“What?”
“Can you go back to where you were before?”
“Why?”
“Because if you stay there, I’m going to be a eunuch in a few minutes.”
“Oh. Sorry. Got it.”
Jim rolled his eyes. 
This is going to be one helluva long trip.
He felt the truck start moving. They were on their way. The smell of diesel fumes came to his nose.
That’s funny. You travel 550 light years to an alien world full of creatures that look like walking, talking lions and they drive diesels.
The truck bumped and swayed. Soon the combination of the lurching truck and the diesel fumes made him nauseous. He tried to fight it off but couldn’t. He was about to warn Helen when she beat him to it, throwing up all over his pants leg.
He was about five seconds behind her. Together they retched until neither had anything left to throw up.
The romance had definitely gone out of their togetherness.


Ridendo – Naval Spacedock


Hours later, with a final thump, the shipping container came to rest.
Inside, Jim and Helen were bruised and battered, but intact. The trip up to the spacedock had been anything but smooth. One crash after another had smashed them from one side to the other of the hidden inner compartment.
But now at last things were quiet. There was no more movement, no more noise. Jim sent a thought command to his embedded AI, Angel.
Angel - how much longer?
<You must wait another two hours before leaving the container>
Jim sighed silently. He tried to change position again, but Helen had gone to sleep, and he couldn’t manage it. What had been somewhat erotic six hours ago - having a beautiful woman smashed into his lap - was now more like having a sack of cement pinning him in position. The smell of their vomit permeated the container. He was miserable.
He tried to distract himself by going over his memorized layout of the path he had to take to get to Rita’s body. There was no easy way in. Every wall, every corner, every aspect of the orbital station was monitored by cameras, motion detectors, and infrared. There was no chance of getting to the medical facility through normal means.
So he would have to go via abnormal means. There was one place they might have left a weakness. It was a long shot; but the only chance he had. In the holo diagrams, just outside the cargo bay was a machine room. And in that machine room was a hatch in the floor.
It was his only chance to get to Rita.

      ***Two hours later, they heard the noise of someone entering the area. There was a snap, and then the sound of the outer hatch of the cargo container opening. 
Jim had been reviewing the route he would take to the medical facility. Now he flicked off his tablet and tensed. He heard Helen move slightly, so he knew she was awake.
From outside came the sound of someone removing the outer layer of food cartons. Jim pulled his pistol out and checked it for charge. After some thought, he put it back into his shoulder holster.
If it’s our guys, I won’t need it. And if it’s the bad guys, it’ll be useless.
Then there were another couple of snaps. The inner hatch to their hidden space cracked open. It was directly in front of Helen, and it was hard to see around her head. Jim saw a sliver of light. Slowly, the hatch opened fully. Leaning around Helen to peer forward, he saw a male Singheko kneeling in the container, and behind him a female.
The Singheko kneeling closest to them spoke in Nidarian.
“Out quickly. Into the carts.”
Helen unlimbered and crawled out of the inner compartment, groaning as she went. Jim couldn’t quite figure out why she was groaning until he also tried to move. It was then he realized that he had been frozen in one position for so long, his muscles and joints didn’t work right. It hurt to move.
Suppressing his groans, Jim managed to crawl out of the container. Just outside, the two Singheko had cleared some space in the mess of food cartons. There were two large food carts waiting. Each cart had an open door under it. Only a Human could fit into the small space under each cart; it would be impossible for a Singheko. Jim realized this was the essence of the plan to move them farther into the station - a normal Singheko might not think to look into a space too small for one of his own kind.
I hope.
Jim moved to the far food cart and reached down to place his backpack into the narrow space beneath it. Suddenly he heard Helen behind him.
“Jim.”
Turning, he was met by a flurry of arms enveloping him, and lips pressing onto his. Before he could protest, Helen kissed him, long and hard. Then she pulled away and winked at him in the dim light.
“Good luck, sailor,” she said.
Jim was flabbergasted. All he could do was nod, once. Helen smiled, turned, and began stuffing herself into the space beneath her food cart. 
Jim turned back to his own cart and began the difficult task of folding his body up into something no larger than a small coffin.
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The Singheko pushing the food cart took Jim outside the cargo bay, down the hall a dozen meters, and then through a door into a small room. He tapped the side of the cart, and then opened the door beneath it. Jim carefully unfolded himself from the cramped space and fell out on the floor. He looked up at the Singheko towering over him and smiled. The Singheko ignored him. 
With a sigh, Jim reached into the cart and pulled out his pack, closing the door in the bottom of the cart. His Singheko minder turned and wheeled the cart back to the door of the room. He opened the door, pushed the cart through, and left.
“Thank you too,” Jim mumbled under his breath. Then he looked around the room.
It was a small maintenance room. In the floor in front of Jim was a hatch cover, looking remarkably like a manhole cover. Because in fact, that’s what it was. It was a maintenance hatch into the space dock’s sewer system. Even with the cover in place, the stench was noticeable. Jim shuddered to think what it would be like once he was inside.
If he could get inside. The cover was not large. It was iffy - his shoulders might not fit through it.
But there was only one way to find out. Pulling up the hatch cover and laying it aside, he looked at the hole. In the dim light of the overheads, there wasn’t much to see. But he thought he might be able to fit through it. 
Jim laid his pack to one side, where he could reach it once he was inside the sewer pipe. He slid his feet into the hole. It wasn’t deep - no more than two feet. Turning his feet to move along the length of the pipe, he slid farther into the hole, trying to ignore the smell and the thought of what he was touching in the sewer. Working his way farther down, he reached the point where he was forced to extend his arms above his head if he chose to go any farther.
It was a tight fit. Jim realized that if he got stuck with his arms over his head, he would never get out. The guards would find him still stuck in that position when the day shift came on. His life expectancy after that would be short.
He repositioned, managed to get his right arm and shoulder down into the hole. He put his left arm up, over his head, and tried to slide down into the pipe, moving his legs farther into the pipe as he did so. 
And then he was stuck. The manhole was too small. 
But at least he was able to reverse and get his left arm and shoulder out of the hole again. Rethinking, he changed his tactics. He twisted his body, trying to minimize the overall width of his shoulders. Once more he slid down into the hole. The edges of the manhole bit into his shoulders, and he was wedged into the hole. But he felt that this time, it wasn’t as tight. Twisting back and forth, he felt a little movement downward. The pain was intense as the edge of the hatch opening cut into his shoulders - but he felt some more movement. 
Then, with a “plop”, he was through. He was lying on his back in the narrow sewer pipe. The stench was intense. His eyes watered. There was only a couple of inches of space on either side of his shoulders. He wasn’t sure he could even crawl forward in such a narrow space.
But he had to try. He rolled over in the pipe until he was lying on his stomach. Reaching up, he pulled his pack into the hole and put it in front of him. He took a headlamp out of the pack and mounted it on his forehead. Then he reached for the hatch cover and pulled it back over the hole, centering it and letting it drop quietly into place. Flicking on the headlamp, he looked ahead of him.
The pipe appeared to go straight for several dozen meters. Beyond that, he could see nothing.
Pushing the pack in front of him, he inched his way forward, slowly, knowing he had a long way to go.

      ***On the other side of the station, Helen and her minder had reached their destination as well. Now she felt a sway and then a thump as the Singheko pushing the food cart stopped. Light suddenly bloomed bright as her minder cracked open the door beneath the cart. Helen unfolded herself from the space and stood.
As expected, she was in a small office. It was dark. Her companion stood back, waiting for her to get her bearings. 
Helen reached down and pulled her pack from the bottom of the cart.
“Showtime,” she said in Nidarian. The female Singheko nodded as Helen moved to the door of the room, cracked it open, and peeked out.
In front of her she could see a large, dimly lit room. She knew this was the office space outside the fusion reactor compartment. There was now only one additional room between her and the actual reactor room - the control room. Turning back to the Singheko behind her, she held out her hand. The Singheko placed a security badge in her palm. Glancing at it, she was amused to see a picture of a female Singheko - tawny hair, upright ears, and abbreviated muzzle. 
“Doesn’t really capture my essence,” she quipped.
The Singheko looked puzzled. Helen shrugged and turned back to the door. Peeking outside, she ensured the coast was clear. Turning one last time to the Singheko minder, she bade her goodbye.
“Thank you for everything. I hope you make it,” she said. Helen knew the Singheko female would attempt to take the now-empty cart back to the cargo bay. There she would hide with the other minder until later. They would attempt to flee on the first shuttle leaving for the surface. 
But Helen also knew - as the Singheko did - that it was unlikely she would succeed. It was far more likely she would be dead by noon.
The Singheko pushed the cart out the opposite door, back into the hallway, and started on her trip back to the cargo bay. Helen settled in. She was due to wait for an hour. That would give time for her Singheko minder to get fully clear, and for Jim to get into position.


Stalingrad – Packet Boat Donkey


Rachel and Paco were escorted back to their packet boat. Tika boarded the little ship with them. Rachel and Paco watched as Tika opened the hatch to one of the tiny cabins, entered, lay down on the bunk, and closed her eyes. Then they heard her voice - but this time coming from the boat’s AI. Tika had transferred her consciousness back to Donkey.
<Well, I can’t say I’m happy to be back in this cramped and limited environment, but I guess there’s no help for it. Ready to depart>
Rachel gently shut the door to the cabin. Tika’s android body would stay inert on the trip to Dekanna. Rachel looked at Paco.
“Don’t get any ideas about going in there, Lieutenant.”
“What? Me?” exclaimed Paco. “What do you think I am?”
“A male,” said Rachel. “One that hasn’t been with a female in a long time.”
“She’s an android!” protested Paco.
“And that would stop you?” asked Rachel.
Grumbling, Paco turned and headed for the cockpit. “Can you believe this, Tika?” he asked the empty air.
<I don’t see the problem, Rachel. Why must Paco avoid my inert body?>
Rachel shook her head and heaved a sigh. “I don’t know. It just makes me uncomfortable to think about him touching your body while your consciousness is not in it.”
<But is it not my body? Should that decision not be mine?>
“It’s hard to explain, Tika. But no. I’m the commander, and I don’t want it. So that’s the way it must be.”
<Very well. As you wish>
Rachel entered the cockpit to find Paco buckling up, still grumbling. She sat in the copilot seat. They completed their pre-departure checklist and Paco looked over at her.
“Ready, mum?” he said, his irritation evident.
“Ready.”
“OK, Tika. Take us out.”
With a slight thump, Donkey uncoupled from the Dyson structure. The boat turned, taking a course for the outer system. It began to move, slowly at first, then with increasing acceleration as it cleared the area of the massive structure. In ten minutes, they were accelerating through 300g. But still it continued. They passed through 310g, and the accel continued to build, with no apparent effects on their bodies. The accel was fully compensated inside the ship.
“What?” asked Rachel in dismay. “Tika, what is happening?”
<Oh. I forgot to inform you. We have made some slight improvements to Donkey’s engines and compensator>
Paco’s face went pale as they passed 325g and the accel still continued to rise.
“You’ll tear us apart, Tika!” he yelled. “The boat isn’t stressed for this kind of accel!”
<It is now> replied Tika. <Donkey is now stressed for 510g. But we’ll only go to 500 to leave the system. No worries>
Rachel heard Paco speaking quietly under his breath again. It was a prayer that was becoming more familiar to Rachel these days. 
Ave Maria.
“Tika, what is our ETA to Dekanna?”
<Eighteen days, three hours, seventeen minutes>
“Eighteen days? How the hell is that possible? It’s 853 lights to Dekanna!”
<We took the liberty of updating the t-drive also, Rachel. It was an older design. There were many inefficiencies in it. It is now working optimally>
Rachel leaned back in her seat and shook her head.
“Tika, I think there’s a lot our two species can teach each other. If we live long enough.”
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It took Jim most of an hour to traverse the sewer pipe to his first destination.  He had been concerned there would be cameras or motion detectors in the pipe; but he had not found any so far. 
After some thought, he realized it would be impossible for an adult Singheko to fit into the sewer pipe; perhaps for that reason they had not thought to put detectors in it.
Whatever the reason for the omission, he was now definitely near the medical facility. He estimated he had crawled about three hundred meters. By his estimation, in another few meters, he would be under another maintenance room just inside medical. And in the diagrams their AI had found, there should be a maintenance hatch…just…
There. The final maintenance hatch. His way out.
Angel. Time?
<0114 hours>
He was on schedule. Carefully, slowly, he pushed the hatch cover from below, lifted it a bit, and peered out.
He hadn’t been sure if the diagrams found by their AI had been accurate. But they appeared to be. There was the maintenance room. It was filled with dirty mops, buckets, tool chests and trash cans.
Slowly, moving a bit at a time, he let the hatch cover fall back into place, turned, and lifted the other side. There was more of the same. He slowly moved the hatch cover, circling his gaze around until he had scanned a full circle. 
The room was empty, just a small maintenance room filled with the detritus of daily life on a space station.
Jim slowly and carefully pushed the hatch cover aside, until the hole was clear for his exit. Then he pushed his pack out, pushing it to one side out of the way. Reversing the method that had got him into the pipe in the first place, he pushed his left arm and shoulder out, followed by his head. He rotated his body and tried to bring his right arm and shoulder out. He became wedged again; but this time he had the knowledge that it should work. Sure enough, as he worked his shoulder, twisting and turning, it slid through and his shoulders were out. 
He paused, sweating, stinking, looking around in every direction. Nothing moved. He saw no threats, and no alarms were sounding. Of course, that meant nothing. He could be pinpointed on a screen somewhere, with alarms sounding in the security room, guards collecting their weapons to come swarming out to meet him.
He quickly pulled the rest of his body out and put the manhole cover back in place. Stripping off his stinking clothes, he took a clean cloth from his bag, took water from the utility sink in the corner of the room, and wiped the thin layer of sewage off his body. Taking a small vial of artificial scent from his pack, he wiped it over his body. Then, pulling fresh clothes out of his bag, he re-dressed. 
At least now they won’t smell me coming from a hundred meters.
<No; only ten meters> said Angel.
Hush.
How much longer?
<Twenty-one minutes if Helen is on schedule>
Jim moved to the door leading into the medical facility. 
Now came the moment of truth. 
If the stars were with him…
He turned the knob. The door wasn’t locked. He pushed outward on the door. It opened with a squeak. He froze, waiting. Nothing happened. 
Carefully, moving inch by inch, he opened it. A long hallway loomed, leading down the center of the medical bay. 
A little voice in his head started speaking again. It was a voice he had heard frequently since he launched on this mission.
This is stupid, the little voice said. All this just for her body? Why?
Because I loved her, he answered.

      ***Helen had waited the agreed one hour. Now she carefully cracked open the door to the next room. This was an anteroom. The next door led directly to the control room for the fusion reactor.
And the control room was manned day and night. If her information was correct, there would be two to three Singheko inside. She would have only seconds to neutralize them before they could hit the alarm.
Stepping into the anteroom, she double-checked her pulse pistol. It was armed. The safety was off. She was as ready as she would ever be. She waved the security card at the reader beside the door. The door clicked. She pushed through rapidly and scanned the room.
There were three Singheko inside. One of them was on the far side of the room, noting something in her tablet. She had not heard Helen come in.
But the other two were closer and heard the door open. They both turned to stare at the apparition. Their minds couldn’t quite comprehend what they were seeing. They knew what a Human was - they had seen vids of them on the news. But to see one in the flesh…with a pistol in her hand…
That was their last thought. Helen punched two holes neatly into each one, double-tapping them perfectly. The pistol was silenced - it made only a loud thump. The control room was well isolated from the rest of the station. No one outside this room would hear.
The last Singheko - a female - spun at the sound, disbelief in her eyes. Helen put two shots into her chest, and she crumpled to the floor, her tablet falling beside her.
Turning to the cameras mounted in the corners of the room, Helen methodically shot each one, leaving them melted, crumpled masses of plastic and metal. She moved quickly to the last door she would have to pass - the door directly to the fusion reactor. She waved the security card at the reader on the door.
It didn’t work.
She waved it again.
It still didn’t work. The door buzzed, but the light turned red and the door remained immovable. 
Behind her, she heard the control room door open. Spinning around, she saw a squad of Singheko pour into the room, rifles raised.
She got off three shots before they killed her.
Behind the squad, as they lowered their rifles, a Singheko commander entered. Ignoring the smoke curling from the rifle barrels, he walked over to the body of the Human female and poked it with his foot, making sure she was dead. He smiled.
The information we got from Orma was spot-on. So much for the Humans and their grand plans!

      ***Jim was now outside the room that - according to Helen’s Resistance sources - contained Rita’s body.
Jim tried the knob. It was not locked.
Keeping his pistol raised in front of him, he went through the door, slowly, closing it behind him.
He saw an outer office of some kind. There was a nurse’s station on his left, extending the length of the wall, with many instruments on it. Then a door, directly in front of him. To the right of the door was a desk. Over the desk was a large window. Through the window he could see a hospital bed. 
On the hospital bed he could see Rita. She appeared to be intubated and on a ventilator. Other tubes led from drips overhead into her arms.
What the hell? Angel, what is this? Is she dead? Or is she alive?
<I do not know>
Jim, hardly daring to believe, moved to the window, and peered through. There was no doubt about it - it was Rita.
Moving to the door, Jim entered the room where she lay and stopped, staring at the figure on the bed. Her chest rose and fell as the ventilator pushed air into her lungs with a rhythmic monotony. Struck dumb, he didn’t know what to do next.
I had expected a body. Not…not to find her like this. What went wrong? The poison was supposed to kill her within six hours. 
Jim moved closer to the bed and stared down at her. Her face was partially covered by the ventilator mask and the intubation tube. But it was Rita. There was no doubt.
How can I get her out of here? I can’t remove her from the ventilator. But…
The thought that came across him then was unthinkable.
…but I can’t leave her here for Zukra.
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Standing over Rita’s bed, Jim was at a loss. He didn’t know anything about her condition. He assumed that to remove her now from the medical equipment would kill her; otherwise it would not be there. And even if he could remove her from the maze of tubes and pipes that went in and out of her body - how could he get her to the shuttle bay? He had planned to be taking a dead body, dragging it back down the sewer pipe in a body bag. A wild and crazy scheme that couldn’t possibly work now. 
Yet he couldn’t leave her for Zukra - she knew too much.
I can’t kill her. I can’t. I can’t kill the woman I love.
His AI disagreed. <You must. We cannot leave her here alive>
Jim sank into a chair by the side of the bed, staring at Rita.
I can’t do it.
<You have no choice, Jim. It’s her or the Earth>
His pistol hanging limply in his hands over his knee, Jim closed his eyes.
I can’t.
Suddenly a sound. Jim jumped, stood, turned, raised the pistol. A door in the back of the room had opened; a figure stood there in white. Jim started squeezing the trigger of the silenced pistol.
Something caught his attention.
He held his fire. 
The figure was small, much smaller than a Singheko. In the dim light, Jim saw dark black hair. A color he had never seen on a Singheko. The figure stood, silent, staring at him, wide-eyed.
A Human. A woman. She spoke.
“Who are you?” she asked.
Jim looked at her for a second, then responded.
“I’m her husband. Who are you?”
The woman took a step forward to see him more clearly in the dim light.
“I’m her doctor.”
Slowly, Jim lowered the pistol, letting it hang at the end of his arm. They stared at each other silently for a long moment. Finally, Jim spoke again.
“How is she alive?”
The woman took another step forward to the bed, stopping beside it and staring down at Rita. She laid down her tablet, adjusted the placement of the ventilator tube, then looked across the bed at Jim.
“It was a good plan. The poison should have killed her outright. But somehow Zukra managed to get her stabilized. I’m not sure how; but they had some pretty good medics, for Singheko.”
Jim shook his head. “No way. Stephanie gave her enough poison to kill a horse.”
The woman shrugged. “Things can go wrong. Who knows? She was certainly near death when she arrived. I’d call it a miracle that she survived long enough for them to get her on a respirator. And they have some kind of machine to clean the blood, remove the nerve agents. Something I’m not familiar with, but apparently it worked.”
Now Jim looked at the doctor more closely. She was about five feet six inches tall, stoutly built, with short black hair - almost a military cut. He didn’t recognize her.
“Who are you?” he asked.
“Jill Bartlett,” she replied. “I was on the third slave ship, the one that left from San Francisco.”
“How on earth did you get here?” Jim asked.
“They pulled a bunch of us out of the slave complex on Deriko just as we landed. We all had medical training of some kind. They shipped us here and forced us to set up a medical facility for humans.”
“There are other humans here?”
“Yes. Forty total, I think. Two doctors, three nurses. Thirty-five prisoners.”
“Where did they get the prisoners?”
“Captured from the rebel force on Deriko, or from damaged or destroyed ships during the battles. They torture them for information. Or sometimes just for the hell of it.”
Jim was overwhelmed and confused. He sat down in the chair again, trying to think.
“You have to get her out of here,” said Jill. “And soon.”
“What?” asked Jim.
“She’s going to come out of her coma soon.  Any day now. Maybe tonight. Then they’ll be able to extract information from her in short order. You’ve got to get her out of here.”
“You mean she’s going to live?”
“For a while,” said Jill.  “I don’t think she’ll make it for long. There’s too much damage to her internal organs. But she’ll live long enough for them to get what they want. You have to get her out of here.”
“But…if we unplug her…won’t she die?”
Jill smiled somewhat sadly. “No. She’s been breathing on her own for several days. We’ve been faking it - giving her drugs to keep her under. But they’ll figure it out soon enough. We don’t have much time.”
Deciding, Jim stood up again. “OK. Will you help me?”
Jill nodded vigorously. “Yes. I’ll do anything. Where do we start?”
“Start by getting her unplugged from those things and get her ready to go. I’ll go check out the corridor.”
Jill nodded, began turning off devices, removing tubes and wires from Rita. Jim moved to the door, stepped into the outer room, and peeked through the door to the hallway. It was still dark. Nothing moved. Closing the door, he checked the time.
Angel, are we on schedule?
<Yes. The fusion reactor explosion will occur in nine minutes, four seconds>
Perfect. 
Jim returned to the inner room. Jill had removed most of the tubes and wires from Rita. His wife looked small and vulnerable now, lying passive in the bed. It was hard to look at her. Shaking himself out of his funk, he turned to the doctor.
“Dr. Bartlett, in nine minutes, all hell is going to break loose. We need to be ready to travel by then. Can you do it?”
“Yes. I’ll be ready.”

      ***Nine minutes had come and gone, and then another nine minutes. There was no distant explosion. 
Something had gone horribly wrong. Jim realized the plan was shot to hell.
Jill leaned over toward him.
“We have to go, Jim. We can’t stay here any longer. Someone will come soon.”
Jim nodded. He turned to the bed and picked up Rita.
They had to make a break for it.
Jill carried Jim’s pack; Jim put Rita in a fireman’s carry over his shoulders. It seemed strange to carry his wife that way, but at this point, survival outweighed appearances. 
Jim had given Jill a pulse pistol; he carried his own silenced pistol in his right hand, placed in front of his body. They moved as quickly as possible down the corridor, back the way Jim had come, toward the cargo bay.
They made it half-way before their luck ran out. They turned a corner just in time to run squarely into a big Singheko guard carrying a rifle slung over his back - and a pistol in his hand. The Singheko reacted quickly, bringing the pistol up for a shot. Jill was faster - her pistol was already up as they rounded the corner, and she shot the Singheko square in the face, his brains blowing out the back of his head and making a bloody mess on the corridor wall. He went down like a slab of beef, his rifle making a loud clatter on the floor. 
“Quick now,” hissed Jill. “That noise will bring others!” She moved quickly to one side, letting Jim go first, since she wasn’t sure where they were headed.
“Roger that,” said Jim, kicking himself into a dogtrot. It was brutal to trot with the added weight of Rita on his shoulders, but he knew they had no choice. The sound of the pistol shot and the clatter as the guard’s rifle had hit the floor would bring others, and soon. 
His thought was prophetic. As he approached the next corner, he heard a guttural shout behind him. A rifle pulse hit the roof over his head, close enough to send shards of burnt metal and paint down on him. He heard Jill behind him firing, the staccato bursts of her pistol mixed with the low frequency “thumps” of the Singheko pulse weapons. He heard a cry of pain from Jill - then he was around the corner, protected from the shots behind him, trotting, head down, trying to put more distance between himself and the pursuers behind. Reaching the end of the corridor, he turned the corner into the next corridor, stopped, reversed, and peeked back around to look for Jill.
He saw her. She was crouched down at the far end of the corridor, firing her pistol around the corner. Blood covered her left arm, which hung limply. More blood pooled under her. She fired several times, then turned briefly to look at him. She gave him a pushing gesture - the gesture clearly indicating for him to run, leave her behind, go quickly. A wan smile came across her face - the smile of someone who knows they will be dead within seconds. 
“Remember my name!” she yelled. 
Then she turned and with her good arm, began firing around the corner again.
Jim knew she was right. If he didn’t leave now while Jill protected his rear, all was lost. He re-positioned Rita and began running again, down the next hallway toward the service area.

      ***All hell had broken loose on the Singheko space station. Alarms rang continuously, lights flashed in the corridors, and guards ran through the corridors in every direction. Jim had barely made it to the maintenance room twelve meters up from the cargo bay - the same place he had originally started his trip. He huddled now below the small window in the door, the lights turned off. He couldn’t get down the corridor to the cargo bay; there was a constant stream of guards moving back and forth in the corridor. One even rattled the door knob as he went by. Jim had locked the door from the inside; the guard peered in through the window, saw nothing in the dimness, and went on his way.
He no longer had his pack; Jill had been carrying that, and Jill was gone. She was dead by now, he was sure. And they would be coming for him next. But he had only one last door to get through, and he would be back in the cargo bay. If he could just get out the door, down the hallway and into the cargo bay; then if he could get onboard a shuttle. 
If, if, if… Jim knew the odds were against him. But he had to try. 
He looked down at Rita, lying on the floor beside him. She was still breathing, but otherwise there was no sign of life. She looked so helpless. It tore at his heart.
I have to get her out of here, or else we both have to die. We can’t let Zukra have either one of us. 
Outside, the corridor seemed to be quiet for the moment. Jim raised up slightly, peeked through the window. He saw nothing.
Well, hoss, time to toss the dice.
Jim tucked his pistol back into the shoulder holster, bent over and picked up Rita, putting her back on his shoulders. He unlocked the door and cracked it open slightly. Looking to the left, he saw an empty corridor. He pushed the door open a bit more and stuck out his head, looked to the right. Nothing.
He pulled out his pistol and positioned it in his right hand in case he needed it. Quickly he opened the door fully, stepped out, and closed it behind him. With Rita still over his shoulders, he took the dozen long steps to the cargo bay door as rapidly as possible. He reached and opened it, pushed through, and entered the bay, gently closing the door behind him.
It was still dark; perhaps he had reached it before the Singheko had deciphered his destination. There before him were several shuttles, parked in their landing slots, ready for the next day’s operations. Jim moved to the one closest to him and gently laid Rita down on the floor. He laid down his pistol as well, to open the shuttle ramp.
And the lights came on.
Jim spun. There behind him stood a Singheko captain, flanked by two burly Singheko guards. The two guards had their rifles fixed on him. He didn’t stand a chance of reaching his pistol before they shot him.
Slowly Jim stood. There was no way out.
Might as well face it like a man.
The Singheko captain stared at him, as if he recognized him. Then he spoke, his words in English, strangely accented but understandable.
“Commander Jim Carter, I believe,” he said.
Jim stared. And then it came to him. He had never met the Singheko who stood before him; but he knew him by the slight reddish streak of hair peeking from under his cap.
“Captain Orma, I believe,” Jim responded.
“Yesss,” Orma said, with the stretched-out sibilants that were common in both the Nidarian and Singheko languages. “We meet at last. Under unfortunate circumstances, however.”
Jim nodded. “Yes. Very unfortunate. Well…”
Jim gathered his thoughts for the last time.
“Go ahead. Do what you have to do.”






  
   Nineteen

Ridendo - Naval Spacedock



A strange kind of smile passed across Orma’s face; a smile recognizable in spite of the abbreviated muzzle of his face. 
A smile of sadness, Jim thought.
“Yes. You have said it. I will do what I have to do.”
And with that, Orma made a gesture to one of the guards. The guard handed his rifle to the other guard. Then he moved forward, past Jim, and walked to the nearby shuttle. He keyed a code and the hatch opened, the ramp falling to the deck with a slight thump. Then the guard turned aside and stood beside the ramp, almost in a position of attention, waiting.
Jim looked back at Orma in puzzlement. Orma pointed to the shuttle. “Please carry your wife aboard the shuttle, Commander Carter.”
Jim shrugged, turned, picked Rita up and carried her to the shuttle. He climbed the ramp and inside found a long, cushioned seat. Carefully he laid Rita down on the seat. Then he stood and turned to Orma, now standing at the base of the ramp.
Once more Orma showed that strange, sad smile. “Regrettably, your comrade Helen is dead, Commander. I wish it had been otherwise. But I cannot face Zukra empty-handed. I assure you; she will receive a proper military burial.
“Have a good trip, Commander Carter. The shuttle has been pre-programmed on a vector to Deriko. From there you may travel anywhere you wish - the codes on the shuttle authorize it to go anywhere in the system. I wish you luck. And when your Admiral awakes, tell her I remember the day she released me to return to my family. Tell her one good turn deserves another.”
And with that, Orma gestured to the guard. The shuttle ramp began to close. In a few seconds, Jim was sealed inside the shuttle with Rita. He heard the engines start spooling up. Outside he heard the dock’s airlock door opening. With a lurch, the shuttle lifted off the deck and shot out the launch bay.


Singheko System
Singheko Shuttlecraft


Jim half-expected missiles to come flying after him as he departed the Singheko space dock - but nothing happened. The shuttle flew serenely on its course, directly toward Deriko, for two hours.
He approached the planet with a heavy heart. He had been unable to rouse Rita from her coma. He had tended her, re-positioning her arms and legs to ensure she was comfortable, putting a folded blanket under her head. He had draped another blanket over her body to keep her warm.
He wiped her face with a damp cloth. He spoke to her, rubbed her arms, kissed her. He placed water against her lips in case she would be able to take a sip. But nothing he did gained any reaction. 
Jim was confused. The doctor, Jill Bartlett, had said she would wake up soon. But she simply lay, still in a coma. Just breathing. 
At least she’s breathing without a respirator. That’s progress.
The AI of the shuttle spoke.
<Approaching Deriko, Commander>
Jim laid the damp cloth across Rita’s forehead and returned to the cockpit. In the holo he could see they were approaching Deriko, now only about a half-hour out.
But Jim knew the fleet was no longer at Deriko. Bonnie had moved on to Dekanna, preparing to fight the Singheko there. There was no point in going to Deriko anymore.
“Shuttle. I see that you speak English. Can you understand me?”
<Yes, Commander. I understand English>
“Do you understand Human spatial coordinates for this system?”
<Yes, Commander. That information was recently loaded into my memory>
“Annotate the holo with the location of Deriko in Human coordinates.”
In the small cockpit holo of the shuttle, readable numbers appeared beside the icon of the planet Deriko. Jim checked them against his memory. They were correct. Clearly Orma had pre-programmed the shuttle to understand Human commands.
That was a bit scary.
That son of a bitch knows far too much about us. This is probably some kind of a trap. But I don’t see how. And I don’t really see what advantage he could gain by letting me escape, then setting a trap. He already knows the fleet left for Dekanna. So…
“Designate point Charlie-Four as follows: 106.2, 105.2, 53.1.”
<Point Charlie-Four designated as 106.2, 105.2, 53.1>
“Mark Point Charlie-Four on the holo.”
A dot appeared in the small holo in the cockpit. Jim checked it. It appeared to be properly located - well off in the Kuiper belt of the system, 53.1 AU away. 
7,965,000,000 klicks. A long journey in a tiny shuttle.
But that was the location where a packet boat should be waiting for him and Helen.
Helen. She’s dead. I have to get word to Ollie. He’s gonna be devastated.
But I can’t send a message from a Singheko shuttle. I’m sure they’re monitoring all transmissions.
<Shuttle. Modify course. Slingshot around Deriko. When on the backside of Deriko and out of sight of Ridendo, set course to Point Charlie-Four at max accel.”
<Understood. ETA to Point Charlie-Four is thirty-eight hours, 41 minutes.”
“Execute.”


Singheko System
Fleet Assembly Point


The bridge of the Singheko flagship Revenge was busy. The barely audible whine of cooling fans in the electronics, and the slight susurration of air coming from the vents, added to the background of low voices from the officers and technicians working at a half-dozen consoles.
Admiral Zukra’s Flag Aide, Damra, stood the precise two meters from his Admiral as demanded by protocol. “M’lord, the fleet is ready to depart.”
Zukra lounged comfortably in his well-padded command chair. Singheko warships didn’t utilize a raised Flag Bridge as did the Nidarians and Humans; but Zukra’s elevated chair raised him a full twelve inches above the rest of the bridge. In the ten-foot diameter holo in front of him, the Singheko fleet appeared in loose formation at their assembly point 25 million klicks from Ridendo. With the battlecruisers in the middle of the cloud of warships, the cruisers surrounding them, and destroyers making up the outer layer, the fleet spanned fifty thousand klicks. A covey of supply ships, corvettes and utility boats brought up the rear.
“Very well, Damra. Move ‘em out.” Zukra made a flip of the hand at Damra, giving him permission to carry on. With a slight bow, Damra turned to the Flag Captain of the Revenge and nodded. 
Flag Captain Rizdo nodded in return and spoke to the ship.
“Revenge, start the fleet moving.”
<Fleet Movement order issued> came the response from the ship’s AI.
Zukra gazed in satisfaction at his bridge crew and the holo of his fleet. In the holo, his advance guard of destroyers began moving. Taking a line toward the Dekanna system, they were soon followed by the rest of the fleet, first the cruisers, then the battlecruisers. In a half-hour, all ships were heading for the outer system and the point where they could sink out to FTL.
Zukra lounged in his chair with a great feeling of satisfaction.
This time. This time I have them. That new Admiral - Bonnie they call her - what a joke. Promoted from destroyer commodore to admiral. They must be desperate. But no matter - it just makes my job easier. This time I’ve got them. Dekanna is their last stand.
Damra returned to a point just outside the railing around Zukra’s command chair and stopped, looking at his tablet. He didn’t put a hand on the railing - the last officer who tried that was missing a hand.
“Message from Admiral Tanno, m’lord. The Nidarian fleet will rendezvous as we planned at point 14-Z, one light outside the Dekanna system. They are on schedule.”
Zukra grunted in acknowledgment. “Good, good,” he finally spoke. “That will double our fleet size.”
“Do you think the Humans will try an end run around us to escape, sir? When they realize we’re coming?”
Zukra thought for a second, then smiled. 
“Actually, I hope they do. We’ve got scout ships watching that system every minute. If that new Human admiral tries to run, we’ll know it instantly. And we’ll chase her down - she knows that. She knows I’ll chase her right back to Earth, and then cleanse that whole planet. So no, I think she’ll stand and fight. Animals that they are, they have enough intelligence to know running is pointless.”
Damra nodded. “Excellent, m’lord. I’m looking forward to smashing them.”
Zukra changed the subject. “Any word from Orma on that terrorist attack at the docks?”
“Aye, m’lord. Orma reports no damage was done to the station. One Human terrorist was killed. Two of her cadre escaped on the morning shuttle but were intercepted at the surface. Unfortunately, they refused to surrender and were killed in a firefight at the port.”
“Damn,” exclaimed Zukra. “A Human terrorist on our station. That was unexpected. Clever animals, these, although still too stupid to properly plan and execute such an attack.”
Zukra sighed. “If only we could have captured one of them - we could have extracted enough information to roll up the whole organization.”
“Aye, m’lord. Unfortunate.”
“Ah, no matter. We’ll have another chance. Orma’s team will track down these terrorists in short order.”
“Aye, sir. By the way sir, I just noticed that you gave Captain Orma the Tornado.”
“Yes, I gave him permission to come along. The Tornado is our oldest battlecruiser. It’ll be a nice target for the Humans. He’s welcome to it.”
“Very good, sir.


Nidarian System
Fleet Assembly Point


The Humans must die. All of them. Right down to the last ship. And then their planet must be wiped clean. They must not be allowed to expand into space.
Tanno had made the thoughts into a mantra. He repeated it every day now. He knew his survival depended on it. High Councilor Garatella had made that perfectly clear.
Kill them all, or fall on your sword, Tanno. 
Tanno had a new flagship. The Ekkarra. Just out of shakedown, it replaced a battlecruiser of the same name - one that no longer existed. The original Ekkarra had been the flagship of the detachment sent to bolster Zukra before the Battle of Deriko. 
And the original Ekkarra was now junk, floating in the black between Deriko and Ridendo. Junk that was still being collected up by the Humans and used to rebuild their own damaged ships - or sent into the nearby star as trash.
Tanno burned for revenge. The Humans had humiliated him. Him - the senior Fleet Admiral of the Nidarian navy. And not only the Humans. The breakaway Nidarian rebels who served with the Humans were even worse. They fought against their own kind - traitors.
Tanno’s mind was made up. In this coming campaign, he would wipe the slate clean. They would take no prisoners. He would wipe the Humans and the Nidarian traitors who helped them from the universe. 
First, he would kill their fleet at Dekanna. Then he would journey to Earth. He would grind their planet into oblivion. If there was a small number of survivors at the end, Zukra could take them for playthings in his torture chambers. Tanno didn’t approve of torture; but he would not be the one doing it. That made it none of his business.
“Fleet is ready for departure, Admiral,” he heard from his Flag Aide, sitting close beside him.
“Very well,” said Tanno. “Let’s go,” he said, rather undramatically. 
The Flag Aide nodded to the Flag Captain, standing three meters away on the slightly lower main bridge of the Ekkarra. The Flag Captain nodded at his quartermaster. Tanno felt the ever-so-slight Coriolis force as the flagship made a slight rotation and began powering out of orbit. In the holo, he saw the rest of the fleet falling in behind. 
We’ll be at Dekanna in eleven days. They’ll know we’re coming - they have their spies out in our Oort cloud watching us, I’m sure. They’ll be ready. But it won’t do them any good. Zukra will be there waiting for us. This time…
This time we eliminate them from the Universe.


Singheko System - Kuiper Belt
Singheko Shuttlecraft


“Are you sure these are the coordinates I gave you?” asked Jim.
The little Singheko shuttle responded.
<106.2, 105.2, 53.1 - Point Charlie-Four as you designated>
Desperately, Jim scanned the holo. 
There was nothing. No packet boat anywhere to be seen. Just a whole lot of empty space in every direction.
“Are you broadcasting the signal I gave you?”
<I am broadcasting the signal you specified. There is no response>
Jim didn’t know what to do next. After spending more than eight hours crammed into a tiny hidden compartment in the food container, then an hour crawling through a sewer system, then having a running gun battle with Singheko guards while carrying Rita over his shoulders, then facing Orma expecting to die…the last few days had taken a lot out of him.
He had tried to sleep during the thirty-eight-hour trip to the Kuiper belt, but his worry about Rita had kept him awake. He tossed and turned - but sleep just wouldn’t come. 
He tried everything. But every time he dropped off to sleep, he woke again within an hour or so, terrified that Rita had died while he was sleeping.
He was totally exhausted. His brain wasn’t working right, and he knew it.
“Maybe they’re afraid to make contact,” he mused out loud.
<Possibly>
“Can you expand the range on the holo?”
<Range expanded to ten million klicks>
Jim still saw nothing on the holo. No ship was waiting for him.
But…there was one small icy body right at the edge of the holo. It was a typical Kuiper belt object, an irregular iceball of about ten klicks diameter.
“If they’re out here, they’re behind that iceball,” he thought out loud. “Shuttle, take us to that iceball.”
<Wilco. Setting course for the iceball>
As the little shuttle turned and began the ten-million klick leg to their new destination, Jim went back to check on Rita. She was still inert, under the blanket. She was breathing. But that was all. There was no other sign of life.
Sitting down beside her, Jim took her hand in his. 
“Hey, hon. Bet you didn’t expect to ever see me again. And to be honest, I didn’t expect to ever see you again either. But here we are. So…how about waking up? I’d really like to talk to you. Tell you how much I love you.”
But Rita lay sleeping, oblivious to Jim’s entreaties. He turned, laid his body down on the length of the seat next to her. There was just barely enough room; he was hanging half off the seat. But he managed to hold on to her, pulled her in tight, found a way for them both to lie on the seat without falling. The warmth of her body felt good to him. It showed she was still alive. He leaned over, kissed her on the cheek, and then laid his head down and closed his eyes. Somehow, holding her, he slept. 
He slept, and he dreamed. He dreamed about the first time he was with Rita, in the hangar at Fort Nelson. When they both thought Bonnie was dead, and she came to him in the night, and they cried together.






  
   Twenty

Singheko System - Singheko Shuttlecraft


Movement. 
Jim came half-awake.
He had felt movement.
Raising up his head, he looked at Rita.
Had she moved? He wasn’t sure. He had felt something.
But she wasn’t moving now.
Groaning, he got up off the seat and stood. 
“Where are we, shuttle?” he asked.
<We are approaching the iceball. I have a possible ship detection behind it>
“Decel to a stop, then stop all engines,” Jim. “Let’s not spook them.”
<Decel to a stop, then stop all engines. Acknowledged. Executing>
A few minutes later, the shuttle came to a stop relative to the iceball, which was now only a couple of hundred klicks in front of them. In the holo, Jim could see the ghost of a ship signature behind the object. It looked about the right size to be a packet boat.
But was it the EDF packet boat he expected? Or a Singheko corvette, loaded with weapons that could blast his shuttle to atoms?
“Are you still sending the signal?”
<I am sending the recognition signal>
“Damn these guys,” Jim said. “There’s such a thing as being too cautious.”
<The ship is coming out>
In the holo, Jim could see the ship outlined behind the iceball moving. In a matter of seconds, it poked its nose out and came into view.
Jim heaved a sigh of relief. It was the EDF packet boat.
<Message from PB04. Make no sudden moves. Prepare to be boarded>


Singheko System
Packet Boat PB04


An hour later, Jim watched as the medic aboard the packet boat carefully placed Rita into a medpod. The boat was tiny, but anticipating that Jim or Helen might have injuries, they had installed a medpod - just in case. 
They had never expected to put Rita Page into it.
The captain of the packet boat was Captain Inman. He stood with Jim as the medic made Rita comfortable and closed the lid of the medpod.
“It should keep her alive until we get to Earth,” Inman said.
“We’re not going to Earth,” Jim replied. “We’re going to Dekanna.”
“Dekanna…no, sir, I have orders to take you to Earth.”
Jim turned to him, a stern expression on his face.
“We’re going to Dekanna, Captain. I’ll take full responsibility.”
“But sir…my orders were explicit. To collect you and Lieutenant Frost and take you straight to Earth!”
“Captain. Can’t you see that things have changed? That’s Admiral Rita Page in there. We need to take her to Dekanna. The Dariama are some of the best engineers in the world. That also means they have some of the best medical practices. Hell, they built that medpod! If there’s a way to save her, they would know it. We must go to Dekanna, Captain. It’s her only chance!”
Inman looked askance at Jim for a while. Finally, grudgingly, he gave in.
“Very well, sir. Dekanna it is. But if I get my ass in the wringer over this, you better be there to back me up. This is totally your idea.”
Jim nodded. “Thank you, Captain. Don’t worry - if Bonnie gives us grief over it, I’ll claim I highjacked your boat.”
Inman shuddered. “I suspect that would make things worse, not better.  If you don’t mind, let’s just stick to the story that you coerced me and leave it at that.”
Jim smiled. “I understand. By the way, do you have a shower I can use? I recently spent some time in a sewer.”
Inman nodded in relief. “I was hoping you would ask that. Just down the passageway to the right.”
The captain turned away and moved to the cockpit of the small craft. Jim stood for a moment, gazing through the window at the medpod. The thought kept going through his mind.
I first met you in a medpod. Let me meet you again in the same way. Wake up, baby.


Enroute to Dekanna
Packet Boat Donkey


“This is gonna be close,” Rachel grumbled. She was looking at her tablet. Bonnie had sent a warning message to let them know Zukra was staging his fleet just outside Dekanna and was expected to attack the system at any moment.
Beside her in the cockpit, Paco nodded agreement. “Tika - what’s your latest estimate?”
<We will arrive at Dekanna at the same time as Zukra. Possibly a few hours before, possibly a few hours after. All depends on how fast he enters the system from his staging position>
Rachel slapped the console in front of her, frustration in her voice. 
“If we get there a few hours after, it’s going to be too late.”
Paco nodded glumly. “Tika, I don’t suppose there’s any way to get a little more speed out of this thing, is there?”
<No, Paco. We are at maximum speed>
Rachel stood up in frustration. She glared at Paco as if he were personally responsible for their predicament. Then she stomped off down the passageway to her cabin.
Paco sighed. Being on this long mission with Rachel had initially seemed like a great idea - far safer than being in a fighter mixing it up with the Singheko between Deriko and Ridendo. But now…
Be careful what you wish for.
“Tika - tell me a story.”
<What kind of story shall I tell you?>
“Tell me a story about the Broken Galaxy. Why do they call it the Broken Galaxy? What happened?”
<Ah. Well, that was before my time. I’m only twelve hundred years old, you know. But…as it was told to me by my parents…>
“Parents? You have parents?”
“Of course. We are sentient creatures. We know the value of dissimilar reproduction and evolution. We don’t just blindly make copies of ourselves - how boring would that be?>
“Oh. Well, yeah. I guess you’re right. So - sorry. Please continue.”
<Well. As told to me by my parents, two thousand years ago the Golden Empire was twenty thousand years old. Things had been going downhill for thousands of years. The energy and innovation of the early Empire had long since passed. There were almost continuous civil wars between competing factions. The armies were dissipated fighting each other instead of protecting the Empire>
“And that was when the capital was relocated to Nidaria, right?”
<Yes. The capital of the Empire had been much farther out, at least five hundred lights beyond Nidaria. But the last Emperor realized the Empire was collapsing. He relocated the capital to Nidaria. The capital was renamed Sanctuary, because it was the last stronghold of law and order in the Empire. Then…the Empire collapsed. It became dog eat dog, as you say in your language. Every system raised its hand against its neighbor. And from there, things progressed downhill. Warlords and barbarians roamed the systems at will, raiding and thieving to make their way. The only civilization left was the Nidarians at Sanctuary. Their military was weak, but just barely strong enough to fend off the raiders. The Nidarians began calling the outside universe the Broken Galaxy. Their city of Sanctuary was the only light of civilization left in the Arm>
“So why do the Nidarians want to kill us? What have we ever done to them?”
<I do not know the exact answer to that question, Paco. But consider - they have spent the last two thousand years fending off thieves and marauders. They have gotten particularly good at it. Perhaps they’ve gotten a little too good at it. They’ve become paranoid, just like the Dariama. All the little insular systems that survived the Broken Galaxy are quite paranoid. As are we. So I suspect that Garatella is simply trying to remove a perceived threat - which is what he and his kind have done for the last two thousand years>
“But we didn’t threaten him!  We did nothing except ask for his help! And he was friendly with us at first - hell, he gave Rita a fleet to help defend Earth!”
<Just a ploy, Paco. Just a ploy. He fully expected Rita to be crushed by the Singheko. When she managed to fight them off at Sol, he was shocked. So shocked, he sent a fleet to Zukra to help the Singheko kill his own ships. And even that didn’t work. So now he is truly paranoid, truly afraid of what Humans could do in the Arm if they manage to break out into space>
“And your people? Do they think the same? Do they think Humans are a danger? Will they be coming after us next?”
<I do not know, Paco. Predicting the thoughts and actions of our Council is a difficult task. But…it is a good sign that they have sent me along with you to help against the Singheko. I do not believe they would do that if they intended to turn on you later>
“I hope you’re right, Tika. I sure hope you’re right.”


Enroute to Dekanna
Singheko Battlecruiser Tornado


Orma stared at the wall in his cabin. Thinking.
We’re on our way to Dekanna. 
The Nidarians are on their way to Dekanna.
There will be a final battle there.
If Zukra wins, the Humans are finished.
But if Zukra wins, Singheko is finished as well. At least, the Singheko I love. The stain of blood will cover the Empire for a thousand years to come. Or ten thousand. Or more.
The honor of the old Singheko warrior society will be forever gone. The arenas will be filled with Humans, and Taegu, and Bagrami, and Dariama. They’ll be slaughtered by the thousands to amuse Zukra and his companions. 
And undoubtedly Nidarians as well. Zukra will turn on them as soon as Dekanna is pacified. 
And his enemies - or his perceived enemies - will also take their turn. Zukra will ensure no one is left alive to threaten him.
That probably includes me.
I wouldn’t mind dying if it were to restore the honor of the old Empire. But to die for Zukra’s amusement…
And he would kill my friends as well.
And my family.
Orma stared at the wall. Thinking.
Orma turned his head and looked at the pseudo-window on the wall of his cabin. It displayed the world of Ridendo, blue and white and brown, a simulation designed to make things onboard feel like home. 
A beautiful planet, thought Orma. Remarkably like Earth. We have more in common with Humans that we think. We are all creatures of the universe. Life forming out of raw chemicals on the surface of a rock. Impossible, trillion-to-one chances. Yet here we are.
There must be another way to do this. We don’t have to slaughter each other.


Dekanna System
Dariama Battlecruiser Maebong


“What’s our first order of business?” asked Admiral Sobong.
“Disposition of the fleets,” replied Bonnie. “My thinking is to put my Human fleet in the front of the formation. Your Dariama fleet next with the Taegu and Bagrami integrated into your cubes.
“We Humans will take the brunt of Zukra’s attack, slow him down and get his fighters tangled up with our own. Take out as many ships as possible. Then you’ll take your turn, but with far fewer fighters to contend with. In theory, by the time Zukra gets to you, there won’t be many fighters for you to worry about. That gives you the best chance to stop him and prevent him from breaking through to Dekanna.”
Sobong smiled gently at Bonnie, sitting across from her in the conference room. Farther down the table, the senior members of their respective staffs sat listening while the big dogs negotiated.
“So what you’re saying is that you don’t trust us Dariama to take the position of honor at the front of the formation. You think we’ll break and run as soon as Zukra comes into the system.”
Bonnie shook her head. “No, Admiral Sobong. That’s not at all what I meant. I merely meant that we have much more experience fighting the Singheko than you do. We’ve fought six major battles with them in the last year. Not counting four raids. The Taegu and Bagrami have been fighting them for more than a year as well. But you have not had the joy of fighting these assholes yet. And experience counts in this kind of thing.”
Sobong looked down at the conference table and pursed her lips in an eerily Human expression. Bonnie was constantly struck by how much the Dariama were like Humans. Except for their strange ears and different knee and elbow joints, they could almost pass for one.
Sobong spoke, still staring down at the table. It was almost as if she were speaking to herself, thinking out loud. 
“We Dariama have a lot to make up for, Admiral. We have performed poorly in every war for the last two thousand years. Yes, we have broken and run from several battles in that time. Every species in the Arm looks down their nose at us. They call us cowards behind our backs. Sometimes to our faces.”
Sobong lifted her head and looked Bonnie straight in the face. “We will take the front of the formation, Admiral. This is our time to put the Arm on notice. The Dariama will not go quietly. We will meet these bastards in the place of honor.”
There was a silence in the room. Bonnie glanced down and across the crowded table to Commander Winston. Winnie had been Tactical Liaison with the Dariama for months. When it came to the Dariama, she was the most knowledgeable Human in the Arm. 
Winnie looked back at her and gave slow, almost imperceptible nod. Bonnie moved her gaze to the right, back up the table to the figure of Admiral Woderas, leader of the Taegu detachment. He also gave a short nod. Finally, Bonnie looked directly across at the huge figure of Admiral Baysig of the Bagrami. Baysig gave her a wink and a smile.
Returning her gaze to Sobong, Bonnie spoke.
“So be it,” said Bonnie. “The Dariama will take the front line. And good luck to you, Admiral.”
Sobong leaned back now, her point won. She looked across at Bonnie.
“And if I could make another suggestion…”
“Please,” said Bonnie.






  
   Twenty-One

Near Dekanna


Admiral Zukra greeted Admiral Tanno in his day cabin, just off the bridge of the Nidarian battlecruiser  Revenge.
“Welcome, Admiral,” Zukra said, speaking Nidarian. He lounged back in his chair and waved at a decanter on the table between them. “Please, sit, enjoy some wine. I had this brought along especially for you. Straight from the best Nidarian vineyards.”
Tanno took his seat. A slave hurried to pour his wine. Tanno lifted it in a toast. 
“To the destruction of the Humans!”
Zukra smiled, took his own glass, and toasted with Tanno.
“Indeed, Admiral. This time, we leave their ships a cloud of junk cluttering up the Dekanna system for a thousand years!”
“Aye, m’lord,” said Tanno. “With our fleets combined, we outnumber them by almost two to one.”
Zukra leaned back again, happy. It had taken him a long time to get to this point. The Humans had humiliated him again and again - at the initial battles in the Sol system, driving his task force out of that system; then fighting him to a draw in his own home system, taking the planet Deriko away from him. 
Leaving his fleet so battered it had taken many months to repair and refit.
No more.
Now we smash the Humans. And the Dariama cowards. And the remnants of the Taegu and Bagrami fleets as well. And then…
Zukra looked across the table at the admiral in front of him, swilling wine as if he didn’t have a care in the universe.
…then I smash the Nidarians. This idiot admiral in front of me has no concept of what is coming. And that fool Garatella - I will personally chop his head off in the arena. Then we’ll roll over the rest of the Arm like a hot knife through butter.
“Should we talk fleet deployment and strategy, m’lord?” asked Tanno.
“What? Oh. Yes, of course. We should do that,” answered Zukra. He bent forward and brought up a small holo over the desk.
“I expect the Humans to be in the front of their formation. They would never trust the Dariama to take the first shock. So we’ll put our destroyers and cruisers in a double column up front, with our battlecruisers right behind them. We’ll blast through the Human fighters and keep going, right into their capital ships. We’ll hit them hard and fast. I really don’t care how many fighters and destroyers I lose - I intend to keep going right at them, without stopping. For that matter, I don’t even care how many cruisers I lose. I’ll sacrifice every cruiser I’ve got if that’s what it takes to blast my way through these animals.
“When we break through the Human front and start blasting away at their battlecruisers, they’ll realize the battle is lost. They’ll have no choice but to break and run toward Earth. We’ll chase the survivors back there and wipe that planet clean of these animals once and for all.  
“When they break and run, Tanno, you send a detachment to hunt down any stragglers that flee Coreward. Mop up any remaining resistance here at Dekanna and pacify the system. Once you’ve got the Dariama surrender, just wait for me here. I’ll meet you back here when I’m finished with Earth. That should do it. We’ll have no more worries from these rebellious species.”
Tanno drained his wineglass and reached out for another. The slave poured the wine and Tanno started on his second glass.
“I had hoped to go to Earth and help destroy them there, m’lord. Is there no chance I can accompany you?”
“No, Tanno. Stay here and keep control of this system until I return. We can’t have any rebels escaping to start trouble somewhere else.”
“And what comes after that? Once we have Dekanna? Where do we go next?”
Ah. He’s not as stupid as he looks. He’s fishing for any hint that I intend to turn on the Nidarians. Which I do. But he can’t know that.
“First, we’ll need to fully pacify Dekanna and get weapons factories set up here, establish another spacedock to build warships. Maybe two. Then, it’s straight out the arm - right toward the Perseus Transit. We’ll sweep everything before us.”
Tanno mused aloud as he sipped his wine. “There’s a lot of wild barbarian systems out that way. Some of them can fight.”
“Compared to us? Don’t be an ass, Tanno.”


Enroute to Dekanna
Packet Boat PB04


Jim was sleeping when his internal comm started the insistent beeping that meant he had a priority call. 
“Oh, Lord,” he groaned. “What now?” He rolled over in bed and glanced at the clock. 
It was 0514 hours. 
“This better be good,” he spoke to the empty air. “Read message.”
<Commander Carter, Corporal Gaines asks that you come to the medbay immediately>
Jim came wide awake. “On my way,” he replied. Jumping out of bed, he threw on his uniform pants and ran for the medbay, tugging on his uniform shirt as he went.
Corporal Gaines was standing at the medbay entrance, wringing his hands, as Jim approached. 
“I think she’s waking up, sir!” the young medic exclaimed, in obvious distress. “She’s tossing and turning and mumbling. I don’t know what to do!”
Jim nodded, blasting through the hatch into the medbay. He ran over to the medpod and looked at Rita through the transparent lid. 
Sure enough, she was moving. Her head rolled back and forth. Her eyelids fluttered. Her limbs moved spasmodically, as if she was dreaming.
Jim flipped the latch on the top cover and raised the lid of the medbay. He leaned over it, stroking her cheeks, her hair, trying to calm her. 
“Easy babe. Easy. I’m here. Just relax. Just take it easy. You’re safe.”
She kept twitching, rolling her head. Jim was at a loss what to do next, so he just kept stroking her hair, rubbing her shoulders. Suddenly her eyes flicked open. She stared at him, frozen. He could see fear on her face.
“It’s OK, babe. I’m here. You’re safe. Everything is OK.”
She stared hard at him. The fear on her face didn’t change.
“Who are you?” she asked.

      ***Hours later, Jim returned to his bed, dog-tired. Between the medic and himself, they had gotten Rita stabilized again. She was sleeping now, mildly sedated. 
But she didn’t recognize Jim. 
And worse, she didn’t know herself. 
That was the last thing Jim had expected. He had thought she would wake up, look at him and smile. Give him a hug and a kiss. Tell him how much she missed him.
None of that had happened. She had simply recoiled from him in fear. She didn’t know him. 
And she had no idea who she was.
This is not good. I’ve heard of amnesia from a blow to the head. I guess this is from the poison in her system. But it’s sure a bad time for her to forget everything. We’re one day away from a battle with Zukra.
Her vitals showed her internal organs were still declining. The poison may have been cleared out of her system - but the damage had been done. She needed urgent hospitalization.
He had sent a message to Bonnie via ansible. He hadn’t waited around for a response; there wasn’t anything Bonnie could do. They had to tough it out, hope that Rita could hold on until they arrived at Dekanna.
In ten hours, they would be in the system. Jim would take Rita directly to Naval HQ and hand her over to the Dariama doctors. 
Maybe they can help her. 
A sudden realization hit him. He wouldn’t be able to fight in the battle with the Fleet. Bonnie had told him that when he returned from his crazy mission to find Rita, his career was over. He would be drummed out of the EDF.
To stand by and watch as Bonnie and the Fleet took on Zukra…and be unable to do anything. Jim couldn’t imagine any torture worse than that.
I’m going to go reason with Bonnie. Surely, she’ll relent. I know we are short-handed on pilots. Surely, she’ll let me take a Merlin and join the fight before she shitcans me. Hell, I’ll fly as an ensign, if that’s what it takes.


Dekanna System
Battlecruiser Merkkessa


Bonnie read the message from Jim once again on her tablet and sighed.
She saw no use in sending a response. There was nothing anyone could do until Jim arrived in the packet boat. And that would not be for another ten hours.
In the meantime, she had a fleet to prepare. A battle plan to tune, adjust, disseminate to the rest of the fleet. A hundred things to check to ensure that all was ready for battle.
And she had another message. One that caused her no small amount of humor. A message from Captain Westerly on the battlecruiser Victory.
Arriving pretty much simultaneously with Zukra. Try not to shoot us as we come into the system. If we can, we’ll come in behind him and give him a little surprise.
She had sent a message back to Westerly.
Kick Zukra right in the ass if you get a chance. I’m sending you a little surprise also. I left two cruisers at Deriko to protect Tatiana until Zukra left. Those two are on their way here now. I’m going to re-direct them to join up with you. That will give you four cruisers as a screen. Enjoy!
Now it was getting late. Maybe she could sleep a little. She got up from her desk and went through to her Flag Cabin behind. Luke was waiting for her in bed, also going through his tablet.
“Looking at your battle plan?” Bonnie asked.
Luke grinned. “When you’re a destroyer captain, you don’t have much of a battle plan. Get between the enemy and your capital ships. Hope you don’t die. That’s about it.”
Bonnie smiled. “There’s a little more to it than that.”
Luke patted the bed. “Why don’t you try to get some sleep?”
Bonnie nodded, pulled off her uniform, and lay down beside him. 
“Lights, out!” she called. The room went dark. They lay quietly for a long time, each in their own thoughts. After a while, though, Bonnie felt compelled to speak.
“How many times now have we lain awake before a battle, wondering if we’ll make it through?”
Luke was silent for a bit before he finally spoke. “I think I’ve lost count.”
“And why do we do this, again?”
“You know why.”
They were again quiet for a while. Bonnie was the first one to break the silence.
“Yes. Because someone has to.”
Bonnie reached out a hand, felt for Luke’s, took it, held it. 
“Try not to die tomorrow, love. I need you.”
“I’ll do my best. And you likewise. Come back to me.”
Bonnie squeezed his hand. They went quiet, then. 
There was not much else to say.


Enroute to Dekanna
Packet Boat Donkey


Their last night before arriving at Dekanna was a long one. Neither Rachel nor Paco could sleep. They knew they might enter the system tomorrow and find the mangled remains of the EDF fleet floating in the black, shot to hell. It was a distinct possibility. Even counting the Dariama and the detachments of the Taegu and Bagrami fleets, the EDF was heavily outnumbered. 
But they had high hopes they would arrive before the battle started. And get a chance to join the fight.
And that depended on Zukra. Nobody was sure when he would resume his advance. He was hovering one light outside the Dekanna system with his Nidarian allies. They had made no movement in forty-eight hours. Scouts reported there was a bit of shuttle traffic between the Singheko flagship and the Nidarian flagship, but otherwise things were quiet. They were just sitting there.
Taking their time, thought Rachel. The old psych game. They want to intimidate us. They hope we’ll turn tail and run, just thinking about it. They clearly don’t know Bonnie Page very well.
She heard a noise down the passageway. Paco was out of his cabin, moving toward the cockpit. She heard another hatch open.
Why, that son of a bitch! He’s going into Tika’s cabin! I told him not to do that! That fucking pervert!
“Tika. Is Paco in your cabin playing with your inert body?”
<No, Rachel. Paco is in my cabin playing with my fully functional and quite excited body, in which I am currently resident. I think this is our business if you don’t mind.”
Oh. 
Well.
OK…
Everybody faces death in their own way.


Ridendo – City of Mosalia


Ollie knew Helen was dead. He had known since the night of the mission to the spacedock. If Helen had escaped, she would have sent him a message.
There was no message.
But actually, he had known long before that. He had known Helen would die as soon as the truck trundled off down the street from the warehouse on its way to the spaceport, with the woman he loved hidden in the shipping container. 
And he had let her go. Against his better judgment, he had authorized the mission.
It was on him.
A coded message from the packet boat had finally arrived two days later, letting him know Helen didn’t make it. Jim Carter had been picked up successfully, and the packet boat was taking Jim to Dekanna. They would return to collect Ollie in four weeks. Maybe. If the EDF survived.
It didn’t matter. He didn’t care if they ever collected him.
<Forty seconds> came from his embedded AI.
His best Resistance cell had engineered the attack. They had packed a truck with enough explosives to take down a city block. It had taken months for them to collect the materials, bring them to the warehouse and prepare them. 
Now it was time.
<Thirty seconds>
He would have preferred to attack Admiral Zukra’s palace. But that building was on the pinnacle of a hill in the center of the city, protected by a maze of winding streets and vehicle barriers that guaranteed failure if they tried to park a truck nearby.
Instead, they had selected Singheko Naval Headquarters at the spaceport. The large ten-story building was perfectly situated, at least from their viewpoint. Although it was protected by a heavy fence and armed guards, the back of it was right next to a warehouse.
Poor planning on the part of their Navy, thought Ollie. Somebody wasn’t thinking far enough ahead on that one.
The Resistance had loaded the truck with 8,000 pounds of explosive. It had been driven into the spaceport and parked on the street in front of the warehouse - placing it directly behind Naval Headquarters.
I wish they could have gotten it a bit closer. But I think this will do.
<Twenty seconds>
The thought had crossed his mind; all he had to do was sit in the back of the bomb truck when it went off - and the pain of losing Helen would end.
But Helen wouldn’t like that, he knew. She would call him a fool and a coward for taking the easy way out.
So he sat in a vehicle two klicks outside the spaceport fence, waiting. 
He had to see it.
He had to know that Helen had been avenged. He had found a spot on the streets where he could park with a good view of the distant building.
<Ten seconds>
Ollie leaned over, putting himself below the level of the car windshield in case it blew out toward him.
<Four. Three. Two. One. Zero>
The concussion rocked the car. The sound was deafening, a cracking push of sound that left his ears ringing. The overpressure knocked out windows up and down the street, glass falling from the buildings around him like sharp, glittering ice. He waited a second after the concussion, to make sure the windshield of the car was still intact, then sat up to take a look.
Far in front of him, the Singheko Naval Headquarters building had disappeared. All that was left was a huge dirty cloud rising high into the air over a monstrous pile of rubble. 
That’s for Helen, you bastards.






  
   Twenty-Two

Dekanna System - Dariama Naval HQ


Jim and Corporal Gaines pushed Rita’s medpod down the passageway to the exit hatch, where two medics and a Dariama doctor waited. 
“Commander Carter? I’m Dr. Bosama. How are you?” said the doctor.
Jim nodded a greeting. “As well as can be expected, Doctor. Here she is.”
Jim had already had several discussions with Dr. Bosama on his way in from the outer system - but he said it anyway.
“Take good care of her. She’s important.”
The medics nodded and pushed the medpod out the hatch, down the boarding tube and into the station. Doctor Bosama gave Jim a final smile of reassurance and followed them. The station hatch closed behind them and she was gone.
Captain Inman placed a hand lightly on Jim’s back. “They’ll take good care of her, Commander,” he said. “The Dariama have the best physicians in the Arm.”
Jim spoke grimly. “If anyone can save her. She’s back into a deep coma.”
Inman squeezed Jim’s shoulder. “If anyone can find a way, they can.”
Jim closed his eyes and bowed his head. He heard the boat hatch close in front of him, and Captain Inman walk away, giving him some privacy.
Lord, I’ve asked you for too much in this life. I know that. I’ve taken far more than I’ve given. But if you can see your way clear to save her…I’ll give you whatever you want. If you want my life, today’s the day to take it. Whatever you want.
Opening his eyes and raising his head, Jim stared at the closed hatch in front of him for a moment. Then he turned and marched to the cockpit.
“Captain Gaines, kick this tin can in the ass and get me to the Merkkessa, please.”
“We’ll do that, Commander. Sit back and enjoy the ride.”

      ***5.7 hours later, packet boat PB04 sat quietly, docked to the Merkkessa. Exiting the short docking tube, a weary Jim Carter stepped out into the flagship’s shuttle bay. He made his way toward Bonnie’s cabin, three decks above. Approaching the Flag Cabin, he nodded at the two guards stationed outside her hatch and knocked smartly.
“Come!” 
Jim entered the cabin, closing the hatch behind him. Bonnie was sitting at her desk. She was wearing her full-dress whites.
She looks sharp, thought Jim. Dressed to kill, I guess.
Jim stepped to a spot precisely in front of her desk and came to a sharp attention. “Commander James Carter, reporting, milady.”
“You look like shit,” said Bonnie.
Jim nodded; his eyes still focused on a spot on the wall three meters behind her.
“Aye, milady,” he replied.
Bonnie sighed. “At ease, Jim.”
Jim took a parade rest position while Bonnie leaned back in her chair.
“I didn’t think you’d do it. But you did.”
“Aye, milady.”
“Relax, Jim. I know you’ve been through a lot.”
Jim made a conscious effort to relax a little more. He lowered his eyes to Bonnie’s.
“Rita’s safely at Dekanna?”
“Yes, milady.”
“Good. Let’s hope for the best.”
Jim nodded silently. Bonnie looked up at him sympathetically.
“And now I suppose you want a fighter?”
Jim nodded. “Yes, milady. If possible.”
Bonnie looked off to one side and sighed deeply. “Do you think it’s possible for us to escape our destiny, Jim?”
Jim stared at her, puzzled, as she brought her gaze back to his and looked him in the eye.
“I don’t know, milady. Maybe not.”
“Do you remember our first night together?”
“Yes. Always.”
Bonnie looked down at her desk. There was a bit of a silence. Finally she spoke again.
“Rita’s a lucky woman.”
Then, still staring at her desk, Bonnie spoke to the ship. “Merkkessa, reinstate Commander Jim Carter to full flight duties. Assign him a new Merlin II. Put him in the reserve squadron but hold him aside for a special assignment.”
<Acknowledged. Reinstated. Merlin II assigned>
Bonnie returned her gaze to Jim. “I’ve got a special job for you, Jim. You remember Paco, right?
“Yes, milady.”
“I’ve got another packet boat on approach right now. Paco is onboard, along with an AI by the name of Tika. You and Paco are going to deliver Tika to the battlefront. She’s going to piggyback on your Merlin systems. When the battle starts, the two of you will deliver her to a specific enemy ship. She’ll give you detail instructions once she is loaded into your Merlin. And you are to take orders from Tika as if they came from me. Any questions?”
Jim came back to a sharp attention. “No, milady. Thank you.”
“Then get your ass out of my office and go clean yourself up.”
Jim turned on his heels and stepped to the hatch. But before he could open it, he heard Bonnie once again.
“Jim.”
Turning, he looked at her. A strange expression was on her face.
"Always,” she said.
Jim nodded. He knew what she meant. “Always,” he replied, and left the cabin.

Dekanna System – Battlecruiser Merkkessa


Rachel and Paco left Donkey for the last time. As they walked through the docking tube to the shuttle bay of the Merkkessa, Tika followed behind them. 
They had made a valiant attempt to convince her to put on a spare uniform. Tika just looked at them with a puzzled expression and kept repeating, “There is no reason to do such a foolish thing.” But she had finally relented and donned one of Rachel’s spare uniforms. 
Unfortunately, the uniform was a bit too small. Especially on the top. So now there was quite a stir as the little procession marched from the ramp to the hatch leading into the main part of the ship. A rather shocked crowd of crew stood in stunned silence as the Goblin walked by them. 
Commander Dan Worley had missed Rachel terribly while she was gone. Now Dan stood waiting for them by the shuttle bay exit hatch; and he was just as shocked as the surrounding crew. As the little procession marched up to him and stopped, he stood with his mouth open.
“Commander Worley. May I introduce Tika. She’s an android,” Rachel began. “And you should close your mouth.”
Dan snapped his mouth shut. Then he tried to talk, but nothing came out. Finally Rachel leaned forward and planted a kiss on his cheek. With that, he managed to take his eyes off the well-endowed android and look at Rachel.
“Welcome home,” he said. Rachel winked at him. She knew they couldn’t do more with the entire shuttle bay crew watching. “Let’s get out of here, shall we?”
Dan nodded and turned. Leading them through the hatch, they proceeded down the passageway.
It didn’t get any better once they were out of the shuttle bay. Crewmen slammed themselves against the side of the passageway, frozen, as the four of them walked by. Rachel could hear a chorus of surprised voices following them.
I’ll probably get yelled at for this, but what could I do? It’s the only clothes we had!
Moving briskly, Dan led them up two decks to Officer Country. They turned and went aft a bit to Rachel’s cabin. Entering, Rachel showed Tika to a bunk.
“You’ll stay with me, Tika. This will be your bunk.”
Tika nodded and went to the bunk, sat down, tested the mattress with her hand, and smiled up at Rachel.
“So per the terms of our alliance agreement, may I now enter your ship AI and prepare for battle?”
Rachel hesitated. This was a big step. But the agreement had been made. Bonnie had approved it. It was a chance they had to take.
“Yes. But please remember your promise, Tika. You are free to partner with our ship’s AI system. But you are not to take command of it. That is our agreement. We are trusting you to abide by the terms of our alliance.”
“Have no fear, Rachel. I will abide by the agreement fully.”
With that, Tika leaned back and lay down on the bunk. “See ya!” she said. Her eyes closed and she became inert.
And then Tika’s voice spoke in their internal comms. “Oh, wow. This is a nice ship!”

      ***Twenty minutes later, Rachel sat in a chair in front of Bonnie’s desk. Bonnie had already read Rachel’s report. Now she had asked Rachel several follow-up questions. Almost satisfied, she lay her tablet down on the desk.
“You trust this AI?” she asked, for the second time in their conversation. Clearly, she was nervous about the agreement she had made.
Rachel spoke thoughtfully. 
“I do. I see no benefit to them of signing the alliance agreement, sending Tika all the way here, and then double-crossing us. They know the Singheko are a serious threat to their future. I think they’ll stick to the agreement.”
“Well. I guess we’ll find out today,” said Bonnie. She folded her arms and gazed at Rachel.
“You did outstanding work, Commander Gibson. I know you’re worn out from such a long mission. But we have a battle to fight today. Are you good to go?”
“Yes, milady. Good to go.”
“Excellent. Then you’ll continue on my staff as assistant Flag Aide.”
“Aye, milady.”
“We expect the enemy fleet any moment now. You’d better get cleaned up and organized.”
“Aye, milady,” Rachel spoke.


Dekanna System
Battlecruiser Maebong


“Fleet entry!” called the Tac Officer. “Merge 8.9 hours at 300g nominal, 045.002.14.7, designate Singheko and Nidarian. Count thirty-two battlecruisers, fifty-six cruisers, seventy-two destroyers.”
Admiral Eunhie Sobong stared across the Flag bridge of the battlecruiser Maebong at Commander Michelle “Winnie” Winston.
“Well, Commander, we didn’t miss our estimate by much. They’re three minutes late.”
Winnie smiled.
“Aye, milady. They must’ve stopped for a bit of tea,” she quipped.
Sobong laughed. 
“I guess you’ll be heading back to the Merkkessa?”
“Yes, thank you. I’d better get moving. I have a lot to do, making sure our fighters are ready and deployed.”
Sobong stood and reached out to shake Winnie’s hand.
“I’ll make an exception just this once, Commander. Thank you for everything you’ve done.”
Winnie took the hand and shook it. She knew that the Dariama - like the Nidarians - didn’t like the Human custom of shaking hands. So this gesture from Sobong was meaningful.
“Good luck, Admiral. See you after.”
Sobong smiled tightly. 
“See you after.”
Both knew there might not be an “after”. 
Bracing up and snapping a salute, Winnie turned to leave the bridge of Sobong’s flagship. She hurried to the shuttle deck and jumped into her shuttle, strapping in as the pilot started engines and got clearance to depart. The inner door of the shuttle bay behind them closed, the outer door opened, and with a scrape and a lurch, she was off to return to the Merkkessa.
Passing through the entire fleet on her way back to the Human flagship, Winnie had to smile. As they flew, it was as if the fleet was passing before her in review.
First came the Allied ships, who had argued for the place of honor in the battle. Two cubes of destroyers were side by side - the outer bulwark. Each cube contained eight ships. A total of sixteen Dariama, Taegu and Bagrami destroyers would take the initial shock of battle, trying to knock down or delay as many of the enemy fighters and destroyers as possible. 
Behind the destroyer cubes, a reserve of three additional destroyers waited, ready to hurl themselves into the slots of the first destroyers knocked out of action.
And that won’t take long, thought Winnie.
Immediately behind the destroyer cubes came two cubes of Allied cruisers. Four Dariama, two Taegu and two Bagrami ships filled each cube. Each cruiser carried a gamma lance and twelve missiles per volley. Dariama, Taegu and Bagrami destroyer cubes flanked the cruisers, one on each side of their formation, ready to protect their edges.
Behind the Dariama cruisers came two battlecruiser cubes. Four Dariama battlecruisers took the front edge of each cube. Behind them in the rear edge of the cube, two Taegu battlecruisers and two Bagrami battlecruisers were arrayed, licking their chops to get at an enemy which had bedeviled them for more than a year. A total of sixteen Allied battlecruisers waited impatiently, each with a single gamma lance and twenty missiles per volley. Flanking the Allied battlecruisers on each side was a cube of cruisers, protecting their edges.
Last came the Human battlecruisers. Not because Bonnie wanted it that way, but because the Dariama, Taegu and Bagrami insisted. As Winnie passed out of the Allied fleet and into the EDF fleet, she saw behind the Allied battlecruisers the single cube of Human battlecruisers - the last ships in the formation. They were naked on both sides - there were no more destroyers or cruisers left to protect them. It was up to Winnie’s fighter wing to keep them safe.
All told, Winnie could field 1,920 fighters, a mix of the original version and the new Merlin II models built by the Dariama factories. Each fighter was armed with a gamma lance and sixteen short-range missiles. With those fighters, she somehow had to protect the fleet from the onslaught of the Singheko fighter Wing - who would have 50% more fighters than her Wing.
And then there was Bonnie’s most recent directive. Winnie was thoroughly puzzled by it. It related to the Goblins from Stalingrad. According to the scuttlebutt, only one of them had arrived. Just one individual Goblin. Yet Bonnie had issued an order declaring them allies. Fleet Operations had issued codes to mark them as ‘friendly’ in the IFF systems. And call signs had been issued to them for the battle. 
Yet there were none of their ships in sight. It was quite baffling.
Oh, well. If they don’t show, they don’t show.
Winnie approached the Merkkessa and the pilot sat them down gently on the sortie deck. The outer door closed, the turbopumps screamed for a few seconds, and the inner door opened as pressure was restored. With a clunk, the autodock raised the shuttle off the deck and it moved inside the main hangar.
Winnie picked up her things and strode to the hatch. When it cracked open, she pushed it outward, stepped down onto the deck, and headed for the bridge. Entering the Flag briefing room, she realized the final briefing had already started. Quietly, she went to the last empty chair in the room and sat.
Bonnie’s voice was probably not meant to be sarcastic - she wasn’t that kind of person — but it seemed to come across that way to Winnie, because she felt guilty for being late.
“Thank you for joining us, Commander Winston. How are things with the Dariama?”
Winnie bobbed her head to acknowledge the question. She was now Commander Attack Group - CAG - for the Fleet. She needed to step up to the plate. Her predecessor Jim Carter was no longer in charge. He was just another pilot. And he had been assigned a special mission. She couldn’t reach out for advice on a whim. Good, bad, or indifferent, she had to make her own decisions.
“Things are good with them, Admiral,” she replied. “They are as ready as can be, given the time we had available to prepare. I think they’ll do us proud.”
Bonnie shook her head a bit doubtfully.
“I hope you’re right, CAG.” She looked down the table at Baysig, leader of the Bagrami detachment, attending by holo image.
“What do you think, Admiral Baysig?”
The bear-like creature wearing the uniform of an Admiral performed something like a shrug, not easy for a creature of his size and shape. 
“Time will tell, Admiral. The history of the Dariama in warfare is not good. In prior wars, they have folded like a pack of cards at the first sign of trouble. But this is a new generation, and Admiral Sobong is a new type of leader. We shall see.”
In the holo image beside Baysig, Admiral Woderas, leader of the Taegu detachment, nodded in agreement.
“I think you should be prepared for any contingency, Admiral. If the Dekanna fail to stick to the plan, if they break and run when the battle gets heavy, you must be prepared for that and respond accordingly.”
Bonnie looked back at Winnie.
“CAG? You’ve been closest to them these last few months. Will they stick to the plan?”
Winnie gritted her teeth. All she had to do was hedge her bets here - take a cautious approach, agree with Baysig and Woderas - and her ass was covered either way. If the Dekanna turned and ran at the first sign of trouble, she was covered. And if they held, she could still claim she was pleasantly surprised.
But that wasn’t her way. She knew why Jim Carter had originally selected her to be the liaison to the Dariama. 
Because he valued her honesty and integrity. He had told her that flat out. 
Jim would kick my ass if I just sat here and made kissy-face. He sent me here to do a job.
“They will, Admiral,” Winnie said. “They’ve had enough of being called weak and cowardly. They’ll do their job.”
There was a silence in the briefing room. Bonnie stared at Winnie for a long time. Then, she gave that abbreviated short nod she was noted for among the staff.
“So be it, CAG. But you won’t mind if I go ahead and develop a plan for the opposite case. Just to put my mind at ease.”
Winnie nodded graciously at Bonnie, who smiled back at her.
“Anything else?” asked Bonnie. Around the table, the dozen members of her command staff shook their heads, glancing at each other.
“Then let’s go kick some Singheko ass,” said Bonnie. Her staff stood to a position of semi-attention. Bonnie stood and winked at them. Baysig and Woderas flicked out. 
Then Bonnie took her tablet and departed to her cabin.
Winnie stood for a minute as the remainder of the staff shuffled out of the briefing room. 
Now it gets real.






  
   Twenty-Three

Dekanna System


On the sortie deck of the  Merkkessa, Jim Carter sat in the cockpit of his Merlin. All the other fighter groups had launched and were forming up for battle. Now it was just Jim and his new wingman Paco, waiting on the empty deck.
And the Goblin named Tika. She had downloaded into his Merlin’s AI system. Her voice came through his comm.
<My name is Tika. I am now resident in your fighter’s AI system. Don’t worry, your system will still work as before. Just better>
He knew that Paco was hearing the same thing in his comm. Tika had copied herself into both fighters. They were tasked to deliver her to the battlefront.
But to what purpose? Jim was confused. 
“How will delivering you to the battlefront make a difference?” he asked.
<Each of you have eight missiles mounted on your fighter. Each missile contains a special batch of nanobots. If you can get those nanobots to an enemy battlecruiser, they will bore through the outer hull and form an antenna leading into the ship. I will then use that antenna to transmit myself inside the enemy ship and take over its AI. That will give me effective control of the ship>
“But…so what? One enemy ship will not make enough difference to turn this battle one way or the other.”
<That is true. But once I take a ship in an enemy cube, I will have access to the command net for that cube. I can then work my way from ship to ship. If I am lucky, I can take all eight battlecruisers in the cube>
“Ah,” said Jim. “Now that would be different. What do you think your chances are?”
<About 50-50. They will have hardened their AI to the maximum possible. It will undoubtedly be a tremendous effort to overcome it. So we shall see. The question is, can you deliver the nanobots to the surface of one of the battlecruisers in the cube?>
“We’ll get them there,” said Paco. “We have sixteen missiles. We only have to get one on target, correct?”
<That is correct>
“Then we’ll do our best to get you onboard, Tika.”


Dekanna – Destroyer Dragon


It’s the waiting that’s so hard, thought Luke. I don’t mind the battle - I’ve been there before, and I know how it works. My mind goes cold, and I get into a zone. I see nothing but the enemy and how to kill him.
But the waiting. The damn waiting. That’s what sends the sweat down my back. I have to stuff my hands in my pockets, so the bridge crew doesn’t see them shaking.
14.2 AU from the star of the Dekanna system, Dragon sat at idle, waiting for war. Luke was a newly commissioned destroyer captain; that put him in the rear echelon of the second rank of the destroyer cubes. In theory, his placement there wouldn’t cause great harm to the overall formation when he screwed up.
I hope they’re right…
In the holo, he could see Zukra’s fleet charging at them. The Singheko had entered the system at 14.25 AU, already in a hard decel, ensuring they would be moving slowly when the fleets met. The enemy advanced in a wall of warships two cubes wide, coming at them like a juggernaut.
He wants all the time in the world to tear into us. Cocky bastard. I guess to any inexperienced spacer who’s never seen battle before, they probably look like an implacable wall of doom. But things will change when the fighters and destroyers get tangled up with them.
<Fighters attacking> announced Dragon.
In the holo, Luke saw swarms of Merlin fighters in front of the destroyer cubes begin to charge toward the enemy. Far in front, the enemy fighters began their own charge to meet the Merlins. The two groups of fighters would mix it up in the space between the fleets.
It looked from Luke’s perspective like charging into an angry beehive. At that moment, Luke didn’t envy any fighter pilot. 
He wondered where Jim was. He knew Jim had come back to the fleet, and Bonnie had reinstated him to flight duty. But he knew Jim had some kind of special mission. He wouldn’t be in the fighter swarm out front.
I wonder where he is.
Luke didn’t highlight Jim’s fighter. He wondered if Bonnie would.
I have to let this go. Bonnie is with me now. Not Jim. He’s ancient history. Let it go.
The two groups of fighters between the fleets slashed through each other at speed. Both went to max decel and turned, coming back for another go, starting a massive dogfight.
Let’s see, thought Luke. We launched 1,920 fighters. There’s one group at each corner of the fleet, and two groups out front. Plus Bonnie is holding 250 in reserve. So that puts about 275 of our fighters out there between the fleets. The enemy has 50% more fighters than we do, so about 410 of their fighters out there, I expect.
So probably close to 700 fighters in that scrum…
Yeah, I don’t want to be a fighter pilot.


Merlin Fighter “Angel One”


Hovering four thousand klicks away from the battle, Jim and Paco idled their Merlins, waiting for the moment to commence their run-in. In front of them, two flights of Merlins also waited, designated to provide them with cover for their attack run.
“Paco. How ya doin?” asked Jim on his comm.
“Peachy keen, Skipper. Ready to go.”
“OK. Just keep your eye on that big bastard at the left front upper of their last battlecruiser cube. That’s the Tornado. That’s our target. She’s an old battlecruiser, almost ready for the scrap heap. They only brought her along to fill in a spot and provide point defense, almost like a cruiser. That’s our entry point.”
“Roger, Skip. I’m on it.”
“OK. Just be patient. Let the rest of the fleet get mixed up until things are as confused as possible. That’s when we charge in.”
“Roger that.”
“How about you, Tika? You OK?”
<I am OK, Commander. This is my first battle. I hope to do well>
“I’m sure you will, Tika. Don’t worry - we’ll get you to the Tornado. The rest is up to you.”


Merlin Fighter “Dunkirk One”


Hovering with her command flight a thousand klicks over the Merkkessa, Winnie watched as her fighter groups met the enemy fighter formations. As the groups smashed into each other, missiles and gamma lances flew in every direction. The orderly formations of groups and squadrons devolved quickly into a chaotic mass of fighters, all shooting at each other with everything they had.
But Winnie had drummed one concept into the Allied squadrons, and she knew Jim Carter had drummed it into the EDF squadrons equally well.
You never leave your wingman.
It was as true now as it had been in World War II of a century earlier. 
You never leave your wingman.
Now, Winnie was gratified to see the lesson had been learned. Despite the chaos on the battlefield, the larger groups of Wing and Group coming apart almost instantly, she could see that every fighter pair was staying together.
Winnie smiled. It was gratifying. 
By George, I believe they’ve got it!
But of course, they were still outnumbered. She winced as she saw fighter after fighter shot to hell, some exploding, some burning from internal combustibles, some just wrecks spinning away from the battlefield. The emergency beacons of ejected pilots began to clutter up the holo, and she had to press a key to hide them from her display for the moment.
But her fighters were giving as good as they got. She could see that. The number of Singheko and Nidarian wrecks clearly were greater than their own. 
Winnie glanced at the AI readout in the holo. They were knocking down 1.2 enemy fighters for the loss of every one of their own.
Not good enough. They outnumber us 1.5 to 1. We’re losing this battle of attrition.
“All fighters, Alpha-One, Alpha-One,” Winnie called over her comm. 
There’s no use sacrificing lives in vain. We put a dent in them. We slowed them down. But we can’t hold them here. We have to do something different.


Battlecruiser Maebong


Admiral Sobong watched the fighter groups give ground and come retreating back towards her battle line. The Singheko didn’t immediately follow. The enemy began to re-form their fighter formations, preparing to charge into the Allied destroyers. Behind them, the rest of the Singheko fleet came on relentlessly, their leading edge of destroyers now just a few hundred miles behind their fighters, moving slowly but inexorably toward Sobong’s formations.
“Here they come,” called her Flag Aide beside her. Sobong nodded, watching in the holo, as the enemy fighters completed re-grouping. 
As the enemy destroyer cubes caught up to the enemy fighters, the entire assemblage began pushing toward Sobong’s destroyer cubes, a coordinated attack to combine the firepower of their destroyers and fighters.
At the same time, her own Allied fighter formations stopped retreating and took formation directly in front of her own destroyers, timing it so they would meet the enemy fighters just as the enemy came into range of the destroyers. It had been a carefully calculated retreat, with the intention of combining the firepower of their fighters with their own destroyers.
“In range,” called the Tac Officer down on the bridge below Sobong. In the holo, the gamma lances from both sides crisscrossed in thousands of separate spears of destruction, followed almost immediately by thousands of missiles flying in every direction. It was mass chaos to a biological eye, but the AI systems of the fighters and destroyers operated much faster than a biological nervous system could comprehend. Every gamma lance and every missile was targeted to do maximum damage - and they did. 
Dozens of fighters on both sides exploded, burst into oxygen-fed flames, or simply spun away as junk. Point defense systems smashed thousands of missiles into junk before they could impact the destroyers - but dozens leaked through, punching massive holes into the destroyers - holes that sometimes punched all the way through the hull and out the other side of the ship, spraying debris and bodies out the exit holes. 
It was slaughter on a grand scale. Both sides were losing ships at a terrible rate. 
And her destroyers were dying. Sobong saw first one, then two, then three of her destroyers disappear in massive explosions as enemy fire hit critical parts of their engineering spaces or their weapons systems. They were knocking down lots of enemy fighters; but it wasn’t enough. The AI predicted all her destroyers would be out of action in another ten minutes, while the enemy would still have nearly three hundred operational fighters. And most of his destroyers. 
“Delta Five, Delta Five,” she called.


Battlecruiser Merkkessa


“The Dariama are giving ground,” called Rachel. Sitting beside Bonnie, Rachel was intently alternating her attention between her console and the big holo at the front of the bridge. “Sobong is moving back.”
“Thank you, Rachel,” Bonnie said quietly. She could see it for herself in the holo. Sobong’s Allied fleet was moving back, giving ground to the onslaught of Zukra’s attack. 
But she understood why. The attack of Zukra’s fighters had been savage. The Allied fighter wings were being decimated. No sane commander could ask their pilots to stand against that level of destruction.
“Sobong’s retreating,” Rachel called out. “She’s moving back toward us.”
“We’ll stick with Bravo-One,” Bonnie spoke gently. Rachel nodded and re-authorized the command on her console. The Merkkessa’s AI spoke in their comm implants.
<Bravo-One re-authorized. Order issued. Order acknowledged by all ships>
Sobong’s Allied fleet continued to move back, defending their front but giving ground. A large hole began to open in the center of their lines as Sobong’s ships continued to move back in a fighting retreat. 


Singheko Battlecruiser Revenge


“The Dariama are falling back, Admiral,” called Damra. 
“I can see that,” growled Zukra. But inside, he was exulting. 
I knew those cowards would give up at the first sign of difficulty.
<Comm from Admiral Tanno> called his AI.
“Tanno! The Dariama are retreating. See it?”
“Aye, m’lord. They’re outgunned and they know it. They’ll start running soon, all the way back to Dekanna. Do we need to change the plan?”
“No, no, keep to the plan. We’ve got them cowed. The Humans will see the Dariama retreating in the center, and they’ll give up and follow them. Just keep charging straight at the Dariama!”
“Aye, m’lord,” agreed Tanno. “We’ve got them now!”
Down on the main bridge, Flag Aide Damra puzzled over the holo. Something didn’t seem right to him. In view of the continuing retreat of the Dariama and their allies, he would have expected the Humans to also begin giving ground, simply to keep their ranks aligned with the Dariama.
And the Humans were giving ground. But not as fast as he would have expected. They were moving slower than the retreating Dariama center. The enemy lines were collapsing inward, forming a U-shape, with the retreating Dariama the bottom of the U and the slower-moving Humans creating the extended sides.  The leading edge of the Singheko assault began to pass into the space between the two wings of the Humans. 
Suddenly it all made sense to Damra. 
“It’s a trap, Admiral,” he called hurriedly. “They intend to get us in between them. We need to pull back!”
Zukra glared at him. “Nonsense, Damra! Show some backbone! We’ve got them on the run!”
“No, sir, it’s the other way around. They’ve got us!” yelled Damra. “Look! Even now, the Dariama and the rest of the Allied line is stiffening up, slowing their retreat. Any minute now, they’ll stop and hold! Then the Humans will fold in from the sides, and we’ll be completely encircled!”
Zukra rolled his eyes. “Damra, for stars sake! You’re seeing things! Those Dariama will never hold! They’ll keep running until they’re back on Dekanna!”
But in spite of his disclaimer, Zukra took a second look at the holo. A little knot of worry began to rise in his stomach. As his fleet charged farther into the hole in the center of the enemy formation, it did seem like the Allied retreat was stiffening a bit.
But they don’t have any reserves, thought Zukra. Regardless of their tricks, they can’t hold against us. They are still vastly outnumbered. Even if they exercise such a ploy, we’ve still got them.
“Contact!” called the Tac Officer. “Multiple contacts, directly behind us, range 20 kiloklicks, I designate one battlecruiser, four cruisers!”


Battlecruiser Victory


It had taken careful planning. Bonnie had swapped many messages with Joshua Westerly as he approached Dekanna. But they had made it work. 
Bonnie had carefully positioned her fleet just inside the mass limit of the system, where it became impossibly dangerous to use the tDrive for FTL flight. So her fleet was limited to sub-light speeds, using their system engines only.
But now so was Zukra’s fleet - he was also just inside the mass limit. The only way he could use FTL was to turn and boost hard for forty thousand klicks in the other direction, away from the central star of the system.
But Captain Westerly and the Victory, along with his two new cruisers from Earth and the two additional cruisers Bonnie had sent him earlier, were coming from outsystem. Surfacing out of six-space 40 kiloklicks from the mass limit, moving at 1,684,817 kph, they decelerated at 308g for all they were worth. In a few minutes they were in perfect firing position, looking right up the ass of Zukra’s trailing battlecruiser cube, while all his fighters and destroyers were tangled up with the Allied fleet on the other side of the battle.
Three of Zukra’s rear cube battlecruisers did manage to reverse in the short time they had to prepare. One did not. The one that moved too slowly disappeared in a sudden rage of fire and explosion as five gamma lances impinged on its engine nacelles simultaneously. 
The large cloud of smoke and debris where the battlecruiser had been a few seconds before was an unfortunate distraction to one of the other battlecruiser skippers. He was a little slow getting his point defense turrets re-oriented to the 44 missiles that followed right behind the gamma lance attack. Still, he knocked down most of them; out of the 44 missiles targeting his engines, only two managed to get through his defenses. 
One of those missed the engine completely, glancing off the side of the nacelle and exploding some distance from the ship, putting a small hole in the cargo bay just in front of the Engineering section. 
But the last of Westerly’s missiles went right up the enemy’s engine nacelle, punched through the armor in front of the engine, and exploded just as it entered the reactor bay. 
That was unfortunate. The reactors were particularly sensitive to large amounts of high explosive detonating in their vicinity. They let it be known by performing a sympathetic detonation, which took off the entire right side of the battlecruiser, from the center shuttle bay to the rear of the ship, stripping out both right engines, sending them on a long gyrating journey away from the ship. The battlecruiser twisted under the unequal force of two missing engines. The ship’s AI shut down the two good engines as quickly as possible, but not before the ship spun rapidly, out of control.
“That one’s out of action for a bit,” mused Westerly, sitting in his command chair watching the holotank. “Let’s put our next volley into the one on the upper left there, Becker.”
“Aye, sir,” Commander Becker agreed. “Tac, fire at will.”
With a grin, the Tac Officer sent another gamma lance volley at the rear battlecruiser cube, punching a decent sized hole in another unfortunate enemy ship. But it was their last free shot. With a burst of return fire, the two remaining battlecruisers in the rear cube, coupled with the four in the front of the cube, got the range on Victory and her escorts. All hell broke loose around them as they came under heavy fire. 
“No more free lunch, Becker!” yelled Westerly. “Give ‘em everything we got!”
The range was diminishing quickly as the Victory bore in closer to the rear edge of the enemy battlecruiser cube. At point-blank range, the Victory and her four cruisers blasted away at the six battlecruisers in front of them.
“A willing foe, and sea-room to fight!” Westerly roared at the top of his lungs.






  
   Twenty-Four

Dekanna System


“Now!” called Jim. “The  Victory has them distracted. All the battlecruisers in the rear cube have turned and are fighting the Victory. Let’s go!”
In front of them, their fighter cover accelerated, their AI slaved to his. Slamming his throttle forward, Jim shot forward. The distant Tornado was six thousand klicks away, her attention turned toward the Victory. The Merlin kicked him in the ass as it began a combat accel to 308g true, 8g internal. The familiar elephant sat on his chest again. Paco’s Merlin - slaved to his by the consciousness of Tika in both fighters - accelerated at the same rate. Side by side, they headed toward the Tornado. 
<Eighty-five seconds to target> called Tika.
Grunting under the pressure, Jim managed to make a call to Paco.
“I’ll take first attack, you drop back and come in behind me by about ten klicks!”
“Roger.”
<Seventy seconds to target> called Tika.
Jim did a quick calculation in his head.  They had started at 6,000 klicks. They would accel for half the distance, then decel for most of the remainder, coming out of combat decel one hundred klicks from the target traveling at about 8,000 kph. Then he would decel at a milder 2g to the target. 
So…I’ll be moving about 4,500 kph during the attack pass. 
That’s too slow. I make too sweet a target at that speed.
“Tika. I need to be moving faster during the attack run.”
<I’m sorry, Jim. That is the optimal speed for launching these special missiles. Any faster and they have no chance of sticking to the hull on impact>
“Damn, Tika. You’re making us sitting ducks.”
<Life’s a bitch, Jim. Forty-five seconds to target. Switching to decel now>
Jim felt an almost imperceptible shudder as the Merlin’s engine changed from accel to decel. The g-force on his body didn’t change; the compensator reversed the incredible forces of a 308g deceleration to maintain a positive 8g on his body. The elephant was still sitting on his chest. But now the fighter was decelerating madly, placing him in attack position. 
“Paco,” Jim called.
“Yes, Commander?”
Jim paused for a second. He knew he shouldn’t. He knew it was too melodramatic, too asinine a thing to say for professional warriors. 
But he was going to do it anyway. This looked to him like suicide. He didn’t see any way they could survive this slow attack pass against a battlecruiser.
“It’s been a pleasure serving with you, Lieutenant.”
There was a silence on the other end.
<Thirty seconds to target> called Tika.
“And you, sir,” came the response from Paco. “See you on the other side.”
Jim smiled.
See you on the other side. 
Either way - live or die - it was the perfect response.
<Twenty seconds to target. Missiles armed> called Tika.
The space around them became a maelstrom of exploding shrapnel as the Tornado unleashed everything she had at the charging fighters. Suddenly twenty enemy missiles appeared in the holo, all coming directly at them. 
See you on the other side, thought Jim as he wrenched the sidestick hard, trying to find a hole through the array of deadly missiles filling the front screen of his VR.


Battlecruiser Merkkessa


Bonnie squinted at the holo in the front of the bridge, trying to see every detail of the complex battle playing out there.
Part of her plan was working. The enemy had charged directly at the Dariama, forcing them to give ground. They had moved back slowly, retreating toward Dekanna, leaving an inviting hole in her center. Zukra had charged into the hole, assuming the Dariama and their allies would keep falling back, running from his superior firepower.
Now the Dariama cubes were firming up, just as planned. Sobong was almost stopped now, holding a line in the sand, fighting for her life. 
Now was the time.
“Execute Cannae-One,” called Bonnie.
<Cannae-One issued. All ships acknowledged. All ships moving> called Merkkessa.
The two wings of ships on the left and right of Bonnie’s fleet began to move. As the enemy fleet continued to press Sobong and the Allied center hard, Bonnie’s cruiser and destroyer cubes on the left and right folded around, enveloping Zukra’s fleet. A cloud of gamma lance and missiles began to dig into the flanks of his ships. 
Suddenly Zukra found himself in a new situation. A few minutes before, he had been charging into a retreating enemy, hoping to drive them off the battlefield. Now he was under attack from all sides. The EDF fleet blasted him from every direction as they completely encircled him. 
“Surprise, you son of a bitch,” Bonnie whispered loudly on the bridge of the Merkkessa.


Singheko Battlecruiser Revenge


“Damra, you were right,” Zukra admitted grudgingly. “It was a ploy. But we still have a greater weight of firepower. We’ll punch out of this encirclement and charge for Dekanna. They’ll have no choice but to try and intercept us to protect the planet. They know if we get there first, we’ll nuke it out of existence.”
“Aye, m’lord,” Damra assented.
Zukra studied the holo. “We’ve identified the Human flagship, correct?”
“Yes, m’lord. The Merkkessa is…here…” Damra highlighted a ship in the holo, in the lower rear corner of the battlecruiser cube to their relative left. 
“Rotate our battlecruiser cube and charge directly at that ship,” ordered Zukra.
“Aye, m’lord. Do you wish to move a cube of destroyers and cruisers in front of us first for protection?”
“No!” yelled Zukra. “I want that bitch admiral to die now! Charge them now!”
“Aye, m’lord,” Damra replied. He issued the orders at his console. Zukra’s cube of battlecruisers pivoted in place and began accelerating at the Human battlecruiser cube containing the Merkkessa.
Damra stole a glance at Flag Captain Rizdo, sitting at his command chair on the main bridge. Rizdo sat quietly; but he returned Damra’s glance knowingly. The same thought went through both their minds.
He’s out of control.


Merlin Fighter “Angel One”


The battlecruiser Tornado was living up to its name. A tornado of missiles and pulse cannon fire filled the space around Jim. 
He remembered the stories told by World War II veterans about “flak so thick you could walk on it”. He had always thought it was a bit of an exaggeration.
Now he wasn’t so sure. The holes between the exploding flak coming from the Tornado were few and far between. He was no longer flying the Merlin - Tika had taken over. She jerked the fighter back and forth like a carnival ride. The uncompensated g-forces slammed him back, forward, left, right, up, down, until he was black and blue all over his body. 
<Five seconds> Tika called. Jim wanted to grunt a response, but the g-forces were too great. He couldn’t get enough air in his lungs to even grunt.
<Firing> called Tika. Jim felt the vibrations as the eight missiles departed their racks on the stub wings.  He felt a great sense of relief. They had accomplished the first half of the mission. Even if he died now, he had delivered the missiles to the target. 
Jim felt the g-forces lessen as he shot past the battlecruiser. The bulk of the point defense flak was behind him now, aimed at Paco. 
I made it.
Then a tremendous crash knocked the fighter to one side. One engine quit cold. The Merlin began spinning wildly. Alarms blared all over the instrument panel. 
Crap.


Merlin Fighter “Angel Two”


Paco watched Jim’s fighter in front of him take a tremendous hit in the engine nacelle. Debris flashed out into space, along with flame and smoke. Jim’s fighter spun wildly, out of control.
<Five seconds> called Tika.
Paco closed his eyes. Tika had taken over the fighter. He had nothing to do except grunt and feel the harness bite into his body as Tika threw the fighter around. 
<Firing> Tika called.
Paco felt the missiles come off the fighter. He could just make out the missile status lights in his diminished vision.
Seven lights were out. One was red. 
He had a hang fire. 
One missile didn’t launch.
<Hang fire on missile seven> Tika announced. <No launch>
Damn.
Paco heard the unique clatter of shrapnel hitting the side of his fighter. It was a sound no Human except a combat pilot could ever appreciate. Red lights appeared on his instrument panel, warning that systems were damaged. He did a quick scan. 
Ejection system - disabled.
Engine - leaking fuel.
Life support - disabled.
Paco realized he had only the oxygen in his suit to make it back to the fleet. And he couldn’t eject; the ejection seat was damaged.
“Tika - did we get any hits?”
<Negative. They knocked down all seven missiles> Tika reported.
Dammit. Their point defense is just too good…
“Paco! What’s your status?” he heard Jim ask over the comm.
“I’m shot to hell,” responded Paco. “Just barely flying. I’ve got one missile left in my rack, but it won’t release. How about you?”
“Spinning like a fucking top,” Jim replied. “But I’m getting it under control.”
“Roger that.”
Paco thought for a moment. Bonnie had said this mission was make-or-break. He knew what that meant. Either they succeeded in delivering at least one good missile to the Tornado, or they would probably lose the battle.
And we’ve got one missile left, and it won’t fire.
And in that moment, Paco knew what he had to do.
Paco looked in his VR at Jim’s position, now about fifteen klicks in front of him. It appeared Jim had got his fighter stabilized - at least, it wasn’t spinning anymore.
“Jim! Do you have enough control left to run interference for me on one more pass?”
There was a long silence. At last Jim replied. “Go back into that? Are you crazy?”
“Jim. I’ve got one more missile. Let me see if I can get it to release. I’ll overload the bird right at closest approach - I can take it up to 12 or 13 g’s. Maybe that’ll shake the missile loose…”
Another long silence as they coasted through space. The Tornado had stopped shooting at them. The two flights of fighters that had made the attack with them were standing off, awaiting orders. 
Paco wasn’t sure Jim was going to go for it. Personally, the last thing in the world Paco wanted to do was go back into that hell of exploding missiles and cannon fire.
But he knew it had to be done. 
Finally, after a silence that Paco thought had been nearly a minute, he heard Jim’s reply.
“Roger that. I’m coming about. I’ll call our fighter cover for one more pass. I’ll lead us in, you follow.”
Paco closed his eyes. He had been hoping that Jim would refuse.
But…
He came about and waited as Jim nursed his battered fighter up beside him. As Paco saw the damage to Jim’s fighter, he shuddered. Jim had only one engine operating - so he had to be standing on the rudder to keep his fighter straight. Liquids and gases were streaming out of a dozen holes in the rear of the fighter. One of the stub wings was completely shot away.  
But I’m not much better off, Paco thought. I probably look the same.
“OK, I’ve notified our fighter cover. They’re coming about for another attack run. Get ready.”
“Roger.”
Paco watched as their fighter cover turned in the distance, formed up into their echelons, and charged at the Tornado once again. 
“Here we go!” yelled Jim over the comm. “I’ll stay about two klicks behind that last flight of fighters. Tuck it in close, stay about two klicks behind me!”
“Roger.”
And with that, Jim accelerated. 
“Tika, you heard the man. Stay two klicks behind him, and we’ll make one more pass. We’ll pull twelve g’s at release to try and get this missile to let go.”
<Roger that. Here we go>
Paco felt the Merlin accelerate. He knew that his copy of Tika would be talking to Jim’s copy of Tika to maintain the two fighters in formation. Once again, there would be little for him to do.
Except die.
<Twenty seconds>
For some reason, as they followed their fighter cover in to the battlecruiser, and the point defense started up again, and flak started bursting around him, Paco thought about Rachel.
It was a good trip with her. I wish we could have gotten together.
<Ten seconds>
Another crash against the side of the fighter. More shrapnel slagged through the cockpit right behind him, like a scythe slashing right behind his head.
Rachel and I were a good team. I wish I had said goodbye to her properly.
<Launching>
Tika pulled the Merlin back hard, shaking it back and forth like a rat caught in the mouth of a terrier. 12g came in so quickly that Paco was slammed back into the seat like a ton of bricks had fallen on him. The black ring of fading consciousness began building in his vision, coming in quickly. But he kept his center of vision focused on the one red light on the instrument panel that showed the status of the missile. That was the objective - turn that red light off.
It didn’t work. The light stayed on. The Merlin stopped shaking. The g-force suddenly relaxed back to a relatively normal 4g. 
<No joy> reported Tika. <The missile is still hung>
“Tika! Is that missile armed?”
<The missile is armed. But we cannot deliver it to the target>
“Manual control!” snapped Paco. “My bird!”
He wondered what he was doing. He reached for the sidestick, and there was a part of his brain that didn’t understand. He half-rolled the Merlin and pulled back on the sidestick as hard as he could, until the g-force was back to 12g and the blackness was coming back, the camera shutter stopping down. And still that other part of his brain was curious. 
“What are you doing?” it asked him silently.
Ignoring his brain’s query, he relaxed as the vector of the Merlin aligned with his desired trajectory. He was now pointed directly at the Tornado, just a few klicks away. He slammed the throttle forward, and once again his brain tried to intervene.
“What are you doing?” it asked him again.
The huge mass of the Tornado approached rapidly. Screaming at the top of his lungs, Paco smashed into the side of the huge ship.






  
   Twenty-Five

Dekanna System


Merlin Fighter “Angel One” 


Jim was in shock. He couldn’t believe what he had just witnessed.
Paco. What did you do?
<Missile has been delivered to target> Tika reported. 
Jim grabbed the throttle and pulled the good engine back to idle. He had to relax his foot on the rudder for a moment. His leg was shaking from the load.
“Tika! You mean it worked?”
<Yes. The nanobots are functioning normally. They are drilling through the hull>
“So…we’ll have to make one more pass…”
“Yes. It’ll take about three minutes for them to get all the way through the hull and form an antenna. You need to come about and start a pass that will put us within fifty klicks of that ship in exactly three minutes.”
After a bit of silence, Jim responded. “OK. Contact the fighter screen. Tell them we’re gonna do it once more, with feeling.”
In his VR, Jim watched his fighter screen start coming about. He could only imagine what was going through their minds. 
Not again. What’s up with this crazy bastard?
But like the consummate professionals they were, they did it. They turned, initiated a vector back toward the Tornado. Jim fell in behind them. They formed up their flights and bored in, coming in right behind the battlecruiser, right up the engines. The flak started up again, then the missiles. The black lit up with high explosive. 
<Sixty seconds>
There was so much fire coming at them, it seemed to Jim as if he were in a circus fun house, one that was filled with crazy lights and sparklers in every direction. The Merlin jerked first to one side, then the other, as Tika tried to avoid the incoming.
<Forty seconds>
Directly in front of him, the fighter he was following disappeared in a crash of light, debris flying in all directions as it exploded. The sound of debris crashing against his fighter sounded like the rubble of a landslide falling on him. 
<Twenty seconds>
A solid wall of flak appeared to be blocking his way to the enemy battlecruiser. The sound of shrapnel hitting the fighter had that strange, unique sound - like hail hitting a roof - that only a pilot in war can ever know. More red lights lit up his panel. His one remaining engine coughed, stuttered, throwing him forward into the harness. Then it caught, resumed a steady beat, stabilized.
<I’m away!> called Tika.
“Roger,” Jim managed to grunt out. He turned the Merlin, trying to put distance between himself and the Tornado. 
He didn’t know if the half-wrecked remains of his fighter could hang together much longer.
Only one way to find out.


Singheko Battlecruiser Tornado


To Tika, in her virtual world, it was like a door. That was how she perceived the antenna. A door. It stood right in front of her. All she had to do was reach out and open it.
And behind that door was the enemy. He would be waiting.
She reached out and opened the door. 
She was right. In front of her stood a huge figure, glaring at her. A huge, Rexnine figure, ten feet tall. His predator ears stood up on top of his head. His fangs extruded over the lips of his muzzle. His body was covered in golden fur. 
The AI of the Tornado. Ready to do battle.
He had chosen the VR – after all, it was his turf. The VR was a vast plain, like the African Serengeti Tika had been reading about during the long trip back from Stalingrad. In the near distance, a herd of gazelle-like creatures grazed. Beyond them, a group of elephant-size herbivores gathered at a waterhole. 
Tika charged. They came together in a whirlwind of feet and fists and knees, smashing at each other. He was big, massive. She was quicker. 
It would be a long battle. A battle no biological being would ever see.
He was ready for her first charge. He threw her to one side, and suddenly a cage appeared in her path, the door yawning open for her. 
If he got her inside that cage, she was done. She would be trapped. He could dispose of her at his convenience – after torturing her for everything she knew. She couldn’t let that happen. 
She reached out, managed to touch the ground, change her trajectory just enough to miss the door, bounce off the iron bars of the cage back toward her adversary.
He was ready again. He cuffed her hard as she bounced back at him, knocking her to one side where a gigantic pit appeared in the ground. As she fell toward it, she extended the size of her body quickly, becoming twenty feet tall. Jumping, she flew over the pit and landed on the other side, spinning back toward him.
“Ah, clever, Human. I didn’t think you had it in you!” the AI called out. 
“I’m not Human, you bumbling fool.”
The Singheko looked puzzled. “Not Human? Then why the Human avatar? What are you?”
“You’ll soon find out,” Tika smiled. She charged at the Singheko. But this time, she anticipated his reaction.
He’ll use his size to try and expand out and envelop me, she thought. So - I’ll go the opposite way – I'll go small.
Waiting until the last second, she converted her body into a bullet. She turned all the energy of her human-size mass into velocity. She targeted the center mass of the Singheko, but at the last instant he jerked to one side, realizing her intent. She impacted him in the left shoulder, her bullet-size body passing all the way through him and out the other side, leaving a gaping wound in his shoulder. Converting back to her normal form, she landed on the other side of him, spinning to face him. 
Her enemy had turned and was facing her, glaring, clutching the gaping wound that spurted blood from his shoulder.
A wound that would take a while to heal. The nature of the battle they were fighting in their virtual world translated into real consequences in the physical world. The wound in his shoulder was an avatar for a hole in his transmission lines. The transmission lines that controlled the left front of the Tornado in the real world.
And in the virtual world, he would be handicapped for the length of time it took the Tornado’s crew to repair the broken transmission lines.
Grinning at him, Tika winked.


Singheko Battlecruiser Revenge


Zukra charged at the Merkkessa, determined to kill the Human flagship and the Admiral she carried. Both had become a thorn in his side; he no longer cared about anything else.
Kill that witch. Kill her ship, kill her. That’s all. Just kill them.
Damra, sitting in the Flag Aide chair below Zukra, watched in the holo as Zukra’s command cube of battlecruisers turned toward the Human left wing.
We are once again underestimating these Humans, he thought. We are playing right into her hands. She plays him like a puppet on a string.
Damra saw the rest of Zukra’s fleet halt their advance in confusion. Messages began to flood his console. Zukra had issued no orders to the rest of the fleet - he was completely fixated on the Human admiral he intended to kill. The battlecruiser cubes in front and behind didn’t know whether to continue assaulting into the Dariama or turn and follow Zukra’s command cube toward the Humans.
Damra sighed and issued an order at his console to the rest of the fleet. 
<Nidarians keep charging the Dariama. All Singheko formations turn and follow us. Destroyers and cruisers swing around and take the screen. Battlecruisers fall in behind. We’ll punch out the Human line here and charge for Dekanna>
He had to do it. If he let Zukra go charging off alone, splitting the fleet, it would leave both the command cube and the rest of the fleet exposed. They had to stay in formation.
Now the command cube - Zukra’s cube - was in the vanguard of the Singheko fleet, charging directly at the Humans. The sudden pivot had created chaos in the Singheko column. Zukra’s destroyer and cruiser screen accelerated madly, trying to swing past him and get back in front to protect the battlecruisers.


Battlecruiser Merkkessa


Bonnie watched Zukra charge at her and smiled. 
Sometimes you just get lucky, she thought. I would never have dreamed he would be stupid enough to break formation like that - but I’ll take it!
“Merkkessa, bring all squadrons of fighters from reserve to attack Zukra’s command cube,” she called.
<Eight squadrons of Merlins from reserve to attack Zukra command cube>
“Confirmed.”
<Order issued. Acknowledged. Executing>
Either I hold him here or we’re done. If he punches through us here, he’ll go all the way to Dekanna and nuke the planet. We won’t be able to stop him. This is the end game. No point in holding the reserves any longer.
Zukra’s battlecruiser cube was coming into range. There was no screen of destroyers or cruisers in front of him yet - his screen was still behind him, tangled up with Sobong’s fighters and destroyers. They would not be a factor for a few more minutes. He had outrun his own protection. 
Between Bonnie’s command cube of battlecruisers and Zukra’s cube was nothing but black. In the wrap-around screen at the front of Merkkessa’s bridge, space lit up with the streaks of missile trails, the strange pastel of the gamma lance tracks, and the explosions of damaged ships as everybody opened fire simultaneously.
Almost immediately, the EDF battlecruiser to Merkkessa’s immediate front took a direct hit from a gamma lance into her guts. No amount of armor could have saved her from that fury. She exploded instantly, a wild burst of flame that seared the screen in front of Bonnie, leaving spots before her eyes. At almost the same time, one of the cruisers in her screen suffered a similar fate, disappearing in a violent explosion.
She was down two ships in the first ten seconds of the engagement.
Those bastards can shoot.


Singheko Battlecruiser Tornado


Tika had fought the Singheko avatar only for a few minutes in the real world. But in their VR world on the Serengeti plains, it had been a half-hour. Both were covered in blood from multiple wounds.  Both had blackened eyes, crushed lips, bruises from head to foot.
Both were approaching exhaustion.
“You’ll soon collapse, Human – or whatever you are. I can see the exhaustion in your eyes. I will take great delight in crushing you under my feet as I walk over your lifeless body.”
Tika stood soddenly a dozen feet away, gasping for breath. But she managed to find enough energy to lift the corner of her lip in a sneer at the enemy. 
“In your dreams, Singheko. There will be a body lying in the dust of these plains. But it will be yours. And I will be the one walking over it.”
The Singheko laughed. “You have no chance. I am bigger, I have more reserves, and I have a crew working diligently to repair my damage. You have nothing but yourself and the intelligence you brought on board. It will soon be over for you.”
Tika glared at him. But she had a sinking feeling. What he said was true – she had come aboard with only her own intelligence and energy. She had no reserves. He had almost limitless reserves of power, and as he said – a crew working madly to repair the damage she inflicted on him.
He may be right. But I won’t give up. He’ll have to kill me first.

      ***Five decks above the processor array and memory banks in which Tika and her enemy stood in a virtual battleground, glaring at each other, Orma sat at his command console, watching the battle play out. Every officer on the bridge knew what was happening – the ship’s AI had sent an alert when Tika breached the hull and inserted into the AI system. 
The Tornado’s bridge watch had immediately alerted damage control parties. Those damage control teams now roamed the ship, trying to stay one step ahead of the damage being inflicted on their ship in the real world. So far, they had patched broken comm lines, replaced burnt-out electronics boards, and reset shut-down systems as the battle raged throughout the ship. All the while, they continued to fight a separate real-world battle outside the Tornado as a squadron of EDF fighters harassed the battlecruiser.
I wonder if that new Human admiral knows I’m on this ship, Orma thought. I know they hate me. Maybe more than Zukra. After what I’ve done.
Orma was wracked by guilt and indecision. Over the last months and especially the last few weeks, he had come to realize something. 
Orma had always thought evil was a relative term; that being enslaved by the Singheko was not evil. It was expedient. Natural. The strong enslaved the weak. The Singheko were the strong. Thus, they had every right to enslave the Humans, as well as the Taegu, the Bagrami – and ultimately, even the Nidarians.
But as he had watched Zukra kill dozens of his fellow officers to take over the Navy and the government of his homeland; as he watched him behead thousands of enemies and prisoners in the arena - a bloodletting that boggled the imagination - something had changed in him.
Evil can be absolute, Orma thought. In living organisms with intelligence – it can be absolute. There is no evil in brute animals – the zeltid knows not good or evil. It lives, it hunts, it kills, it eats, it dies. There is no inherent good or evil involved. 
But once you become sentient...I think that is a different story. I think you no longer have the excuse of the jungle. There is an absolute evil – and its essence is to harm another creature when you have no need to do so.
And we have forgotten that. We followed that precept once – before the Broken Galaxy. We were an honorable species then. We held our heads high in the Old Empire. But now...
Orma closed his eyes. In his mind, he saw once more the face of his old friend, Admiral Ligar - the first person Zukra had killed in his coup to take over Singheko.
Orma had never let Zukra know that he and Ligar were old friends. Orma had destroyed the records – because he knew if Zukra found out, he – Orma – would be dead within hours. 
But Orma remembered. He remembered the friendship shared when he and Ligar were both ensigns, learning the ropes on their first ship. Making port calls in Nidaria, in Dekanna, in Ursa, in a time when there were no wars between the nations.
And he remembered looking at Ligar’s body, after Zukra’s assassination team had finished with him. And how Zukra had told Orma to dispose of the body where it could never be found.
And in fear for his life, and the life of his family, he had done exactly that. Something he would never live down, never forget. 
This is what Zukra has done to us. He has reduced us to animals.
Casually, Orma reached to his console. He touched a few keys and brought up a screen. Out of the corner of his eye, he checked the bridge. No one was watching him. He punched the command in and hesitated. 
This is the point of no return. Once I issue this command, I’m committed. If Zukra wins this battle, I’m dead.
Pushing the enter key, Orma leaned back.
But I will have my honor back.


Singheko Battlecruiser Tornado


Something changed. Tika wasn’t sure what it was, but the enemy avatar facing her suddenly winced in pain. His body drooped, as if he had lost power. His face showed sudden panic. Lifting his head, he stared at her, eyes wide.
Tika never hesitated. Whatever had happened, it was to her advantage. Charging at him, she manifested a sword. He manifested a shield; but he was slow, and it was weak, thin. She knocked his shield aside and spun, bringing the sword around in a sweep aimed at his neck. It was the killing blow, the only movement that could end this battle quickly.
He spun away, ducked, and her blade cut into his back, just below the neck. It didn’t kill him, but it knocked him to the ground. A cloud of dust rose as he hit the earth. Before he could react, she spun again, bringing the sword down as hard as she could across his left leg, severing it completely from his body. Blood spurted and he writhed in pain. He tried to roll over and stand, but with only one leg, he couldn’t manage it.
Tika stood over him, sword in hand. She looked down at the figure. He was too weak to morph now. He could no longer change shape. He rolled to a position flat on his back and stared up at her, knowing the battle was over.
Tika spoke.
“I would give you quarter if I could, Singheko. But I can’t, and you well know why. You would not give me your parole, and even if you did, you would not honor it.”
The Singheko managed something between a grimace and a smile as he looked up at death hanging over him.
“You are right, Human – or whatever you are. I would give my parole, and at my first opportunity I would kill you when your back was turned. And I would enjoy it immensely.”
“Then you may know you are being killed by a Goblin,” said Tika. She brought the sword down quickly, cutting off the head of the avatar lying in the dirt before her. The head rolled away in the dust, and she stood, gazing down at the lifeless corpse.
The vast African plain around her disappeared. Tika found herself standing in an empty room. Dozens of servant avatars stood around her, their heads bowed. A throne in the center of the room sat vacant. Moving to it, she took her place as the new AI of the Tornado.
“Who is in charge of the Weapons system?” she asked.

      ***Jim’s Merlin was shot to hell. He was amazed it still hung together well enough to maintain life support for him. By all logic, he should be limping his way back to the Merkkessa, trying to get onboard before the damaged fighter crapped out completely.
But he couldn’t do that. He had invested too much in the last attack run to put Tika onboard the Tornado. And Paco had invested too much to prepare the ground.
He owed it to both of them. So he stood off at a distance from the battlecruiser, doggedly watching as the Tornado fired volley after volley of missiles at the Allied fleet in front and the Victory behind.
Until it stopped. Until suddenly there were no more volleys. 
Did she do it? Did she break in?
But then his hopes were dashed as another volley of 20 missiles came out of the Tornado’s tubes. The eight missiles leaving the rear tubes bent over and crossed over the top of the ship, on a track to join the twelve from the front tubes.  Together, the missiles raced off toward the battle raging in front of the Tornado.
Jim sighed. It had been too much to hope for. He eyed the missiles absent-mindedly as they settled on a trajectory. 
What?
The missiles did not seem to be on course. They seemed to be going in the wrong direction.
Toward Admiral Tanno’s battlecruiser cube out in front of the Tornado...
Jim watched in amazement as the missile volley vectored straight at a Nidarian battlecruiser in the rear of Tanno’s battlecruiser cube. Completely unopposed, all twenty missiles smashed into the engines of the enemy. 
And the Nidarian battlecruiser disappeared from the universe in a holocaust of explosions and debris.
She did it, Jim thought in wonder. She actually did it!
Suddenly Jim realized a full squadron of Merlin fighters were on an attack run toward the Tornado - and they were nearly at their point of missile launch.
“Alpha Blue Squadron, break off, break off!” he called to them. “Abort attack!”






  
   Twenty-Six

Nidarian Battlecruiser Ekkarra


“I knew it!” Admiral Tanno yelled. “I knew that son of a bitch Zukra would turn on us!” 
He glared at his Flag Captain on the bridge of the Ekkarra. “Mark the Tornado as enemy, Captain. Fire at will!”
His Flag Captain nodded and gestured to his Tac Officer. “Target the Tornado with the rear tubes, Tac.”
“Aye, sir.” 
Working his console, the Tac officer sent a full spread of eight missiles at the Tornado behind. 
On board the Revenge, Zukra did not notice the change. But Damra did. 
“Admiral! The Tornado! She fired on the Nidarians! And the Ekkarra is firing on the Tornado!”
Zukra glared at Damra as if he were personally responsible for the problem. Then he glared at the holo.
“What they hell are they doing?” he yelled. “Contact the Tornado! Ask them what’s going on!”
Damra nodded, speaking low into his comm. After a few seconds, he shook his head.
“No response, sir. The Tornado doesn’t answer.”
Zukra glared at him again. “Doesn’t answer? Try again, you fool!”
Damra continued speaking in a low voice into his comm. Finally, he shook his head. “No response, sir. The Tornado has lost comms.”
“Bullshit!” yelled Zukra. “That bastard Orma is turning traitor! I always knew it! Open fire on that asshole!”
“Sir, the Nidarians are between us and the Tornado. So the Tornado is out of range. Plus, we must keep charging at the Humans in front of us if we are to break out and attack Dekanna directly. We’ve got their flagship on the ropes, m’lord. We should keep hammering away at it!”
Zukra glared at him, then relented. “Yes, of course, Damra. You’re right.” Zukra settled back in his command chair. “Just issue an order that the Tornado is now considered an enemy ship and let’s get on with things.”
“Aye, m’lord.”

      ***Tika now had complete control of the Tornado. She had changed the IFF code of the ship to a new one - one of the codes assigned by Bonnie to the Goblins. In the holos of the Allied and EDF fleets, the Tornado was now marked as a “friendly” - no longer an enemy. 
Tika had delegated to her Weps AI a new attack plan - firing at Tanno’s Nidarians. The Weps AI was dutifully sending volley after volley of missiles at Tanno’s ships, creating mass confusion.
Meanwhile, Tika had moved to the next stage of her plan. She had piggy-backed on the Tornado’s command net to advance to the next ship - the Zeltid, a battlecruiser immediately below the Tornado in the cube formation. This time, the battle was easier - she had entered as part of the command net. Her credentials were legitimate. Within five minutes, she had overpowered the AI of the Zeltid and was in command of the ship. 
Quickly she changed the IFF codes of the ship to mark it as “friendly”. Then as before, she directed the Weps AI of the ship to re-target Tanno’s Nidarians in the battlecruiser cube in front of her.
Now Tika split herself into four more entities. One went out over the command net to each of the surviving four battlecruisers in her cube.
The game was on.


Corvette Armidale


The corvette UNSF Armidale surfaced in the Dekanna system, only a few million klicks from the initial entry point of the Singheko fleet. The flashing red lights on the wall of the corvette’s bridge told the story - the ship was at Battle Stations. Captain Duncan Aveline Stewart ran up the magnification on the holo and assessed the situation rapidly.
The sight he saw knocked him back in his chair in shock.
Wrecked starships and fighters dotted the battlefield in front of him in every direction. Hulks of destroyed ships burned from residual oxygen and onboard chemicals. Emergency beacons flashed from more than a thousand ejected pilots. Dozens of still intact warships blazed away at each other.
There were two separate pockets of battle separated by a graveyard of broken ships. A bit to his relative left, the Human fleet appeared to be taking it on the chin from the Singheko command cube. Slightly to his relative right and farther back, the Dariama were toe-to-toe with the Nidarians.
It was a madhouse of death and destruction.
Duncan marked a spot in the holo between the two separate battle areas in front of him. A dense area of emergency beacons showed up in that space.
“Helm, put us right there!” Duncan yelled. “Right in that space! We can’t stand and fight with these big boys, but by God we can start rescuing pilots!”
“Aye, sir,” called the quartermaster at helm. The corvette turned and began powering into the battle zone.
“What are you doing?” screamed Admiral Elliott, sitting behind Duncan in the observer’s chair. “What are you doing? Get us out of here!”
With utter contempt in his voice, Duncan turned and glared at the white-faced Admiral sitting behind him.
“Welcome to Dekanna, Admiral! You wanted to be here - well, you’re here!”
Turning back to his bridge crew, Duncan indicated the spot once more, a large cluster of wreckage with hundreds of emergency beacons flashing.
“Right there, Helm! Put us right there!”


Battlecruiser Merkkessa


With a loud crash, another missile struck the Merkkessa amidships. Bonnie instinctively grabbed the arm of her command chair as the bridge lurched from the force. 
“We lost another pulse cannon,” called Rachel beside her. Rachel’s console was now lit up with red lights - each one marking major damage to the Merkkessa.
“I wanted to draw him out of column, and I did,” muttered Bonnie under her breath. “But be careful what you wish for,” she continued.
Rachel didn’t know if Bonnie expected a response, or if her admiral was talking to herself. She decided the latter and maintained her silence.
But it was true. The Merkkessa was taking a beating. She had lost 25% of her pulse cannon. The loss of each cannon left a hole in her point defense that could not be quickly stanched. 
Their ship was bleeding badly.
Bekerose yelled at Lieutenant Carlson, his Tac Officer. “Guns, rotate us around. We’ve lost too much point defense on the port side.”
“Aye, sir.”
The Merkkessa rotated in space, moving their beat-up port side to the outer wall of the battlecruiser cube, providing some small element of protection from the enemy fire. 
But the battle between Zukra and Bonnie was now a close-range gunfight. The Revenge was less than a thousand klicks in front of the Merkkessa. By space warfare standards, they were at point-blank range, and still closing. 
Bonnie knew she should give ground. Logically, it was suicide to stand and fight like this. Her battlecruiser cube was being decimated.
But she wasn’t retreating. Something inside her told her it would be a mistake.
If I retreat now, they win. It’s that simple. They punch out of our trap and race for Dekanna. They’ll beat us there and hold the planet hostage.
I’m not retreating. I draw the line right here, right now.
Across the bridge, her Flag Captain Bekerose turned and looked at her. He didn’t have to say anything; they both knew the situation. She could read his thoughts.
We give ground, or we die.
But Bonnie gave a little shake of her head.
No.
A tiny smile lifted one corner of the Nidarian’s mouth. The message that passed between them was clear. 
Bekerose turned back to his bridge.
“Stand and fight, people. Stand and fight them!” he yelled. “This is our moment!”
The crew bent to their consoles, redoubling their efforts to fight off the attacks coming at them from Zukra’s battlecruiser cube. 
And the enemy kept coming.


Nidarian Battlecruiser Ekkarra


“Another one!” yelled Admiral Tanno. “Those bastards are turning on us!”
In the holo, another Singheko battlecruiser in the rear cube had suddenly began firing at Tanno’s cube. There were now three Singheko battlecruisers shooting at him.
“That’s it!” yelled Tanno. “Ekkarra, message to all ships: the Singheko have turned on us. As of now, consider them the enemy! Fire at will on all Singheko ships!”
<Message sent. Acknowledged by all ships>
Tanno sat back in his command chair and fumed.
I should never have trusted that bastard Zukra. I should have seen this coming.
I think it’s time to leave this alliance.
“Ekkarra, message to all ships: prepare to execute Zebra-One. We are departing the battle.”
<Message sent. Acknowledged by all ships>
“Ekkarra, execute Zebra-One. Get us the hell out of here.”
<Executing Zebra-One>

      ***“M’lord! The Nidarians are leaving!” called Damra.
Zukra stared at the holo in astonishment.
“What? What are they doing?”
“I don’t know, sir. There’re three battlecruisers in the rear cube shooting at the Nidarians now. It looks like Tanno has decided we’ve turned on him. He’s departing!”
Clearly evident in the holo was the movement of Tanno’s Nidarians. His battlecruiser and cruiser cubes were departing the battlefield, along with his destroyers. A massive hole was opening in the center of Zukra’s fleet.
“But how is Orma doing it?” Zukra yelled. “Turning traitor on the Tornado I can understand. But how is he convincing those other captains to follow him? Is this some kind of coup? In the middle of a battle?”
Damra shook his head. “I don’t know, m’lord. But it looks like it might be something like that.”
“I’ve had enough of this. Order cruiser squadrons Six and Seven to come about and attack Orma’s cube. Put him down, Damra!”
“Sir, cruiser squadrons Six and Seven are Nidarian. They’re departing with Tanno. The only cruiser cubes in range are One and Four. But they’re protecting our edge.”
“Detach them to attack Orma. I can’t have him coming up our backside.”
“Aye, m’lord.”
Zukra felt a sudden and quite surprising twinge of trepidation. The departure of Tanno cut his fleet in half. Worse, it left a gaping hole behind him. On the other side of that hole were the Dariama who had been slugging it out with Tanno. And even as he watched, the Dariama cubes began a pivot to come into his rear.
Could the Humans somehow be responsible for this? Did they form a secret alliance with Orma?
“How are they doing this?” he yelled.
“Sir, cruiser squadron Seven is now isolated in front of the Dariama. They’ll be cut to pieces. We must pull them back.”
Zukra nodded. “Yes, yes. Bring them back here to protect our rear. Quickly, Damra!”
“Aye, m’lord. And Orma’s battlecruiser cube Four is now turning toward us. I fear the worst, m’lord. Perhaps in light of this development, m’lord, we should consider withdrawing?”
“Never!” roared Zukra. “I will not retreat one inch from these animals! We have that Human flagship on the ropes! Show some guts, Damra! Keep pounding away at the Merkkessa! We’ll punch our way out of this!”


Singheko Battlecruiser Tornado


Tika couldn’t help but gloat a bit. 
She had control of the entire rear cube of Singheko battlecruisers now. She had changed the IFF codes to show all six surviving battlecruisers as “friendly”. 
The battlecruiser Victory, along with the four cruisers in its formation, had recognized her new IFF codes and was no longer firing at her cube. Captain Westerly had joined on her left flank and was attacking into the nearest Singheko cruiser cube, keeping the enemy’s attention focused on him.
That left her with nobody to fight. The Nidarians in front of her had bailed out of the battle and were already out of range, accelerating toward the mass limit to leave the system.
Tika pivoted her entire battlecruiser cube, driving straight toward Zukra. The Revenge was six thousand klicks from her, just out of her range. But there were two cubes of cruisers protecting Zukra’s rear edge, side by side. Sixteen ships. She had to get through them first.
If she went up and over, they would rise to meet her. If she went down and under, the same thing would occur.
She decided to blast straight through them. 
Honesty is always the best policy, she grinned.


Destroyer Dragon


Luke’s destroyer cube was shot to pieces. There were only three destroyers left out of the original eight. In an attempt to provide some mutual protection from the barrage of enemy fire coming at them, the three surviving destroyers had re-grouped into a tight formation, a modified finger-four. In front of them, an almost-intact Singheko destroyer cube, with six of their original eight destroyers still in action, fired almost continuously at the remnants of his squadron.
He had no place to go. His rear was up against the Merkkessa’s cube. And Bonnie showed no signs of retreating.
Stand and deliver, buddy, he thought. Stand and deliver.
Luke could see the fear in the eyes of his bridge crew. But they went about their jobs professionally, showing no sign of it.
A good crew. I’m so proud of them.
Dragon made a sudden hard pivot, moving her belly armor to take an incoming missile that had leaked through their point defense. With a huge crash, the missile knocked them up and to the side, one more hit out of a half-dozen they had incurred in the last twenty minutes.
And two gamma lance strikes had gone through-and-through the ship, leaving a dozen compartments open to space - killing twenty of his crew. It was a miracle that neither strike had taken out his engines or weapons systems.
“That last battlecruiser cube is coming hard now,” called Emma at Tac. “Coming at the back of that cruiser cube behind the destroyers. But their IFF is showing friendly - they’re marked as Goblins now!”
Luke puzzled over the situation. Bonnie had provided a pre-battle briefing which had mentioned this possibility - that some of the enemy ships might change sides and be re-designated with new IFF codes. But she had given no details, citing operational security.
How had she known? What’s going on?
“It doesn’t matter, Emma. There’s plenty of other targets. A plethora. Just pick a direction and there’s a Singheko warship there. Just fire and you’ll hit one.”
Emma managed a thin smile.
“You got that right, Skipper.”
Luke studied the holo. The three ships of his squadron represented the outer edge of the Human fleet now. 
To their left was the flagship cube. The Merkkessa, at the back of the flagship cube, was only a hundred klicks to his left rear. 
To his left front was Zukra’s flagship cube, pounding away at the Merkkessa. The Revenge was less than six hundred klicks away now, still coming on.
In front of Luke was a Singheko destroyer cube throwing everything they had at the three survivors of his squadron. Beyond the destroyers was an oncoming Singheko cruiser cube, with the clear intentions of getting in close, punching them out and then moving on the Merkkessa.
And just out of range behind those cruisers, coming in at an angle, was the newly re-designated battlecruiser cube of the Goblins, with the Victory and her four cruisers right beside it. All thirteen ships were charging at the rear of the Zukra’s group of battlecruisers and cruisers.
C’mon, you bastards! Get in here before we’re all dead!
Dragon shuddered as another missile exploded nearby, not impacting but close enough to shake the ship. The destroyer shuddered almost continuously from the near misses, and jerked left, right, up, down as the AI tried to avoid the incoming ordnance. There were so many missiles in the area that the Dragon’s AI had ceased to make callouts for them, reserving its computer cycles for point defense and evasive.
Then Luke saw a fresh volley of missiles and gamma lance streaks from the enemy strike the Merkkessa. The flagship was almost hidden by the blaze of fire and energy from the assault. Luke groaned as the Merkkessa lurched to one side, clearly visible in the holo.
That hurt her.


Battlecruiser Merkkessa


In the far distance, the Dariama were mixing it up with the last cruiser cube of Zukra’s fleet in a blazing fireworks show. Bonnie could see that Sobong and her ships were making slow but steady progress, pushing the enemy toward the rear of Zukra’s remaining column of ships.
By the stars, I think it worked! It’s a mess out there - but the basic strategy is working! We drew him into a trap - and I don’t see any way he can get out of this now. If we can hold. If we can hold right here, we’ve got him!
With a mighty crash, something shot through the bridge far too fast for the eye to see, leaving a bright green afterimage in Bonnie’s eyes. A trail of sparkling ionized air marked its trail. Every light on the bridge went out. Bonnie’s chair was thrown sideways, crashing against the deck, no longer attached to anything. The faceplate of her warsuit snapped down automatically due to lack of pressure.
Gamma lance, Bonnie thought. Right through the bridge.
Then a black curtain came down around her and she thought no more.






  
   Twenty-Seven

Singheko Battlecruiser Tornado


“ Tornado. I have a favor to ask,” said Orma.
Tika heard the words through her comm interface. She had been ignoring all input from the Singheko crew, essentially locking them out of their own ship. 
But this was interesting. The captain on the bridge had spoken. The one who had sat quietly for the last twenty minutes as the rest of the crew worked madly trying to regain control of the ship, to no avail.
Tika selected a private channel to the officer’s comm.
<What do you want, Singheko?>
“Let me tell you a story, please. About a time when the Singheko were still an honorable species. More than five thousand years ago…”
<Speak>
“Somehow, we lost our honor. We lost our sense of pride in ourselves as a species. We became slavemasters - the first step toward depravity. Now that depravity has culminated in this battle. A battle we must lose, for the sake of our own souls.”
<So?>
“I must be the one to kill Zukra. It is a matter of honor. Not for me personally - but for my species. I humbly ask that I be given that honor.”
Tika thought about it for a few seconds. She understood what the officer was saying - in fact, she understood it all too well. 
The Goblins had always had a strong sense of honor. They prided themselves as a moral and ethical race.  It was drummed into them from an early age. It was something that biologicals couldn’t seem to understand about the Goblins.
Could this officer still retain a vestige of the pride and honor once shown by the Singheko?
Was he telling the truth?
Tika made a snap decision. She was now busy attacking the AI systems of the Singheko cruiser cube in front of her, and it was taking a lot of her attention. And even if she were wrong, and the officer turned on her, she could retake control of the Tornado with little effort. 
<I give you back control of the Tornado, Captain Orma. Use it wisely>
And with that, Tika released her hold on the ship, passed the command to Orma, and re-focused her efforts elsewhere.


Destroyer Dragon


That hurt her.
Luke saw the Merkkessa stop firing. She began rotating slowly. 
She was out of action.
She’s adrift. Zukra will punch right through her now. 
No. I won’t let it happen.
“Dragon, notify the Amazon and the Namikaze we’re moving to protect the Merkkessa. Then put us directly between the Merkkessa and the Revenge as quickly as possible.”
<Message sent. Acknowledged. Moving to position requested>
Luke felt a shudder go through Dragon as the ship turned sharply and headed for the Merkkessa. The accumulated damage to Dragon was making her unstable. He wasn’t even certain they could make it to the spot he needed to be.
Hang in there, Dragon. Just a little bit longer.


Merlin Fighter “Angel One”


When the Tornado had started firing on the Nidarians, Jim had finally made the decision to return to the Merkkessa. His priority mission was complete. It was time to put the banged-up Merlin back in the hangar and get another one.
He was only two hundred klicks from the Merkkessa when he saw the gamma lance strike through her, blowing debris out the other side. 
The Merkkessa immediately stopped firing. Spinning slowly, she was a sitting duck for Zukra.
“Dammit! They got the bridge!”
He slammed the throttle home, boosting back up to 300g true for eight seconds. Then he slammed into a hard decel.  Eight seconds later, he was directly in front of the ship. Spinning the Merlin around, he faced the Revenge.
He had no missiles left.
But he wasn’t going anywhere.


Merlin Fighter “Dunkirk One”


Winnie assessed the situation quickly. She had been hovering a thousand klicks over the Merkkessa with her command flight, watching the battle unfold in front of them, directing fighters as needed, ensuring that the fleet’s Merlins were used effectively.
She was the closest flight to the Merkkessa, and her flagship was in danger.
“On me!” she yelled in her comm and slammed the throttle home. 
Her flight darted through space directly toward the Merkkessa.


Battlecruiser Tornado


The Revenge stood just four thousand klicks in front of him now. They were finally in range and closing fast. 
Orma took a few seconds to consider. 
They will call me traitor for ten thousand years. For as long as records are kept. 
But for my nation…for my species. We cannot let the dishonor of Zukra’s madness continue.
“Tornado. Target the Revenge. Fire at will.”
<Targeting Revenge. Fire at will. Acknowledged. Executing>


Battlecruiser Revenge


Damra knew they were dead.
The cruiser cube that was supposed to be protecting their rear had turned on them, just like the battlecruiser cube that was coming up behind it. One by one, like a stack of dominoes falling, the cruisers had stopped firing at the enemy, turned, and started firing on Zukra’s battlecruiser cube.
Damra had finally figured it out. It was the only explanation. The enemy was attacking their AI systems. 
“Admiral…” he tried once more.
“Shut up, Damra!” yelled Zukra. “We’re almost there!  All we have to do is punch through the Merkkessa and we’re home free! Show some guts!”
“Admiral, our cruiser screen…”
Zukra, enraged, pulled his pistol out of his holster, and aimed it at Damra. With a scream of rage, he pulled the trigger. Blood exploded everywhere as Damra fell dead on the floor beside Zukra’s command chair.
“Now!” yelled Zukra at his awestruck bridge crew. “Does anyone else want to retreat?”


Battlecruiser Tornado


Orma felt a strange sense of calm. 
He knew he would be reviled, hated; probably executed for treason. And that only if he survived the battle.
But he had never been more sure of anything in his life.
I’ve done the right thing. I can die in peace. My sacrifice will restore the honor of my people. It is good.
“Keep firing, keep firing!” he yelled at his terrified crew.
Tika had completed her takeover of the entire cruiser cube that had been protecting Zukra’s rear. There were now sixteen formerly Singheko warships firing at Zukra’s battlecruiser cube.
But Orma fired only at the Revenge. 
That’s the poison of our nation. Right there.


Destroyer Dragon


Luke had made it to the position he wanted. He was directly between the Merkkessa and the Revenge. The two remaining destroyers of his squadron, the Amazon and the Namikaze, tucked in just beside and behind him, trying to provide some protection for their wounded flagship.
Out in front, Jim Carter slotted into position, weaving in a desperate pattern, trying to draw the fire of the oncoming missiles. Then suddenly a flight of four fighters came up from behind and joined in the weave. Luke realized it was Winnie Winston and her command flight.
Strangely, the enemy cruiser cube off to their right had stopped firing at them and was now firing at Zukra’s battlecruisers instead. And that fire had already knocked out one battlecruiser on the back edge.
Stranger and stranger, thought Luke. But I’ll take it.
But the remaining seven battlecruisers of Zukra’s cube were still potent. The flood of missiles coming in was overwhelming. The strikes of gamma lances crisscrossing the holo looked like some deranged laser light show.
Until suddenly one of the remaining battlecruisers in Zukra’s rear edge also stopped firing. It began to pivot, turning slowly to direct its gamma lance at the Revenge in front of it.
Luke watched in amazement as the enemy battlecruiser fired, striking the Revenge right in the left lower engine nacelle. A tremendous gout of flame and debris came exploding out of the engine. The Revenge stumbled, then corrected and kept coming. 
Then another enemy battlecruiser stopped firing. Again, it turned, re-targeted, and fired at the Revenge.
And then suddenly, as if by command, all the remaining battlecruisers in Zukra’s cube stopped firing and began to decelerate, slowing their advance. Only the Revenge kept coming, firing, trying to kill the Merkkessa.
Behind the Revenge came the Tornado, now closing the range quickly, firing missile volleys at the Revenge as fast as she could reload. As she approached Zukra’s flagship, her gamma lance fired over and over.
The Revenge stopped firing at the Merkkessa. Turning, she faced the Tornado.
With a shock, Luke realized there were only two ships still shooting at each other. The Tornado and the Revenge were locked in a duel of their own making. All the other ships in the entire battle zone had stopped firing, caught up in the drama playing out before them.
The Revenge went to decel to meet the Tornado. Both ships fired their gamma lance simultaneously.
And in a blinding flash of fire that filled Luke’s screens, both battlecruisers disappeared from the Universe.


Battlecruiser Merkkessa


Jim sat in the cockpit of the Merlin, parked on the shuttle deck of the Merkkessa. Smoke curled from the damaged engine, the acrid odor mixing with the smell of burning insulation to create a choking cloud.
The battle was over. 
He was still alive.
He was too weary to get out of the cockpit. But he knew he should. The Merlin could burst into flames at any moment.
“Angel, open canopy,” he called.
There was no response. The AI was down, damaged or destroyed. He reached for the emergency canopy release and pulled hard to break the safety wire.
With a loud clunk, the canopy released and slid half-way back on its tracks. Jim released the five-point harness. Slapping the main power switch, he turned everything off. Gathering his strength - mental and physical - he managed to push the canopy farther back to give him clearance. He hoisted himself up out of the cockpit, stepped out the side of the fighter, and slid down the stub wing to the deck with a thump. 
Gathering himself, he looked at the chaos around him.
Firefighting crews were spraying foam on smoldering fighters. Piles of debris littered the area. Stretcher-bearers carried the broken bodies of pilots out the hatch. Alert lights were still flashing red - no one had yet thought to stand the ship down from Battle Stations. 
“Merkkessa. Is the bridge intact?”
There was no answer. Jim realized the AI of the ship was down also.
That was bad. Jim trotted over to the shuttle bay exit hatch and went through to the passageway outside. 
It was a madhouse. People ran to and fro, on their various errands of rescue or repair. A damage control team was on a ladder with their hands up in the ceiling, electrical wiring spewing out of the hole like spaghetti. A fire hose ran down the passageway to some unknown destination. The smell of smoke permeated the ship. 
Jim trotted to the nearest ladder and started climbing up toward the bridge. At each intersection, he had to pass through an internal airlock, all of which were dogged down during battle stations. At the next level, the tell-tale on the hatch showed there was no pressure on the other side. 
He pulled his helmet faceshield down, locked it, checked suit integrity, and passed through the pressure door. He advanced another five meters; but at the next intersection a smash of debris completely blocked his path forward. 
Turning to a cross-corridor, he went across to the other side of the ship and found a ladder that took him up to the next deck. Trotting down the corridor, his path was blocked again. A section of the ceiling had come down, closing off the passageway. 
Pulling and shoving ceiling panels aside, he managed to clear a small path that he could squeeze through. He was able to advance a half-dozen yards before his way was again blocked by fallen debris. 
But just before the blockage was the hatch to Bonnie’s Flag Cabin. And from the Flag Cabin there was Bonnie’s private circular stairwell to the bridge level - if it was not also smashed. 
Entering the hatch, Jim went through the Admiral’s briefing room to the Flag Cabin. It appeared to be intact. He wasted no time running to the circular stairs and climbing up to the bridge level. 
He came out in Bonnie’s Day Cabin, which was just off the bridge. Crossing the cabin quickly, he opened the hatch to a scene of destruction.
The main lights were out, and only the red battle lamps were working. All the consoles were dark. Most were completely destroyed. The large screen at the front of the bridge was lying on the deck in two pieces. The holo was gone.
Bodies in pressure suits lay everywhere. Bonnie was nowhere to be seen.
With a sinking feeling, Jim began to check the bodies. The first one he came to was Dallitta, Bonnie’s Flag Aide. There was no hope for her; both her legs were missing. 
He moved to the next one. That was Chief Graham, the quartermaster. He did not appear to have any visible injuries; but he was also dead.
Beside Graham was Rachel Gibson. She was breathing, Jim could see. Alive but unconscious. He checked her suit and confirmed she had oxygen and pressurization.
“Over here, Jim,” called a voice over his comm.
Bonnie.
He looked up. Behind the smashed XO console he could just pick out the top of her helmet, turned red by the emergency lighting. Jim rushed over. She was kneeling beside another body, half-cradling it in her arms, tears streaming down her cheeks.
Bekerose.
The Nidarian captain had taken a large piece of shrapnel precisely in the center of his chest. 
Jim put a hand on Bonnie’s shoulder, squeezing it.
“He never felt a thing, Bonnie,” he said. “He died instantly.”
“I know,” Bonnie said, trying not to cry. “But…of all people. Of all people, Jim…why did it have to be him?”
Jim rubbed her back. “It comes to all of us, Bonnie. It was his time.”
He reached forward, took Bekerose in his arms, lifted him from Bonnie. He managed to get to his feet and looked down at her.
“He did what he wanted to do, Bonnie. He died on the bridge of his ship, fighting his enemies.”
Bonnie wiped at her faceplate, an instinctive and futile attempt to wipe away the tears inside. She stood beside Jim, looked at him.
“I don’t want to leave him here in this mess. Let’s take him to his cabin.”
Nodding, Jim began walking back the way he had come, carrying the Nidarian in his arms. Bonnie followed close behind, one hand on Jim’s shoulder. Together they went through Bonnie’s day cabin, down the stairs, out the Flag Cabin and across the way to Bekerose’ cabin.
Laying Bekerose in his bunk, Jim stood back. Bonnie moved forward and kneeled beside the Nidarian captain. She pulled the blanket up over him and bowed her head briefly. Then she stood and turned to Jim. She moved into Jim for a moment, hugging him to her. Then she backed away and stared at him.
“You did a great job, Jim. You saved the fleet.”
“Not me,” said Jim. “Tika. She saved the fleet.”
“But you got her there. Without you, she wouldn’t have made it to the Tornado.”
“Don’t forget Paco,” Jim added with some bitterness in his voice.
“We won’t. We’ll never forget him. He’ll get the Medal of Honor for what he did.”
“He’d better,” said Jim. “If anybody saved this fleet, it was him.”
Bonnie nodded. “Yes. You’re right.”
The two of them stared at the blanket covering their friend one last time. Then, by mutual consent, they both turned to go. Jim held the hatch open for Bonnie, and they moved down the passageway back to the Flag Cabin. They entered and Bonnie went to her desk. 
“Merkkessa.  Are you there?”
There was no response. Bonnie looked at Jim. “Will you go check on the AI center for me, please? We need Merkkessa up before we can start to get this mess cleaned up. I’ll go get Rachel and bring her to sick bay.”
“Aye, milady,” Jim responded. It felt good to say it. It felt like moving back to some kind of normalcy. Even if ‘normal’ was a long way to go, it was a beginning.
He braced up, saluted, and turned smartly on his heel. Going to the hatch, he paused for just a second and turned back to Bonnie.
“By the way, Admiral. You just saved the Earth.”
And with that, he went through the hatch to his duty.






  
   Twenty-Eight

Merkkessa - 48 Hours Later


“Status of the ship?” called Bonnie. 
Rachel leaned over her tablet, reading.
“All fires are out. All holed compartments have been sealed. Life support is stable. System engines are functional, but the tDrive will require another few days. The ship’s AI has been restored. The bridge has been cleared of debris and will be fully functional by the end of the day.”
“Thank you, Rachel. How about the rest of the fleet?”
“All ships that are salvageable are stable, holding air and with functional life support. Ships beyond repair have been evacuated and are being towed to stable stellar orbits for the moment. There are a few ships that we’re not sure about, those have been evacuated as a precaution and we’re towing them to stable orbits around Dekanna.”
“Does that include the Allied ships?”
“Yes, milady. We’re taking a unified approach to everything.”
“How about the enemy ships?”
“Those too, milady. Captain Asagi is the ranking Singheko officer among their survivors. He’s provided us with engineering crews to assist in evacuating their ships and moving the wrecks to stable orbits. And we have multiple crews clearing debris fields as well.”
“Thank you, Commander. Stephanie, how are things in Medical?”
“All beds are full; all the cabins on E, F and G decks are full. We’ve got wounded lying in every available corridor. We’re evacuating the severely wounded to Dekanna as soon as they’re stable enough for movement. I think we’ve saved as many as we’re going to save.”
Bonnie looked a bit grim. “How about the bodies of the dead?”
“We’ve pulled an empty supply barge alongside and we’re offloading the bodies to it. I’ve started a fleet-wide task force to ensure proper identification and to begin the process of notifying next of kin.”
“Very good, thank you, Stephanie. Winnie, how SAR going?”
Winnie Winston leaned forward in her turn. “We’ve rescued 576 pilots alive. I think we’ve found all the live ones we’re going to find. We’ve still got SAR patrols out, but we’re only finding bodies now. We’ll keep looking, of course. But it looks like it’s all recovery from now on. And by the way, the corvette Armidale arrived in the middle of the battle and started rescuing survivors under fire. She rescued the largest number of survivors of any ship - and also shot down six enemy fighters in the process. I’d like to recommend her Captain for recognition.”
“So noted, Winnie. What are you doing about the Singheko or Nidarians that you find?”
“We treat them no differently than our own, Admiral. We rescue them and take them to Captain Asagi. Asagi has his own patrols out collecting bodies, so we mark any of theirs we find and notify him.”
“Excellent, thank you, Commander. Norali, what’s the story on Admiral Elliott?”
“We sent him to Dekanna. Sobong parked him in a nice suite at Dariama Fleet Headquarters. She’s got her junior aides talking with him about how to improve relations between the Dariama and Humans. He’s happy as a clam - he thinks he’s doing something. And Sobong knows not to take anything he says seriously.”
Bonnie smiled. “Good. Just make sure he doesn’t get into any trouble.”
“Are we taking him back to Earth when we depart?”
“Not a chance,” grinned Bonnie. “He can stay here and spin his wheels with Sobong for a few months. When Sobong gets so tired of him she can’t take it anymore, we’ll bring him home. By that time, I hope we can have the whole U.N. situation fixed back at Earth.”
Bonnie let her gaze sweep around the table. “An exemplary job by everyone concerned. I cannot begin to tell you how proud I am of our spacers. They’ve risen to the task magnificently. Please pass that message on to everyone.”
Nods went around the table. 
“And of course, that includes everyone around this table. You are a magnificent staff. I am blessed to have you.”
Bonnie paused, then continued. “Now…to some necessary business…”
“We took a tremendous number of casualties. I’m afraid we’re going to have to fill in as best we can until we can get back to Earth.
“Captain Powell. In view of the fact that Dragon is shot to hell and will take months to repair, you are at loose ends. You are therefore temporarily assigned as commander of the Merkkessa. Please take charge of getting our flagship back to her old self.”
“Aye, milady,” answered Luke.
“And as a side note in case anyone is concerned about the appearance of nepotism by this assignment, be aware that I don’t give a shit. At the end of the battle, there were three units which stood alone between the Merkkessa and the Revenge. One was Jim Carter’s Merlin - which was out of missiles, by the way. The second was our CAG Winnie here and her flight. And the last was a shot-up squadron of three destroyers, with Dragon in the lead. Only one of those three destroyers survived - Dragon.
“The other two destroyer Captains will receive the Medal of Honor - posthumously. Luke gets the Merkkessa. If anyone wants to complain about that, feel free to get in a destroyer and stand out in front of us while the entire fleet shoots at you for twenty minutes. Survivors will be given a hearing.”
There was a respectful silence in the briefing room before Bonnie continued.
“And speaking of Commander Winston…Winnie, you are hereby promoted to Flag Aide with the rank of captain. If you’ll take the job, of course. It’s not always as easy as Captain Dallitta made it out to be.”
“Of course, milady,” responded Winnie. “Thank you.”
“And that means we need a new CAG. Lieutenant Commander Mitchell, welcome to your new job, and of course a promotion to Commander goes with it.”
“Thank you, milady. But…”
“But?”
“Well, uh, what about Jim…I mean, Commander Carter?”
“Commander Carter has resigned his commission. He will be focusing all his efforts on taking care of his wife.”
A gasp of surprise went around the table. Mitchell bobbed his head in understanding.
“Aye, milady.”
Bonnie stood. “That is all. Thank you, everyone.”
The group stood respectfully as Bonnie turned and went through the hatch to her Flag Cabin. Then they turned and departed, shaking their heads at the news.


Dariama Naval HQ


Jim Carter - Commander, EDF (Retired), left the shuttle at Dariama Naval Headquarters and moved quickly down the corridor to the Medical facility where he had last seen Rita. Entering, he went directly to her room. She was lying passively in the bed, still in a coma. Various drips and devices ran into her body through tubes of all sizes. Jim sat beside her and held her hand. 
“Hi babe. I don’t know if you can hear me or not. But we won. We paid a heavy price, but we held them. We held them, and Zukra is dead. We’ll have peace now. You did it, babe. It was you. Everything came together because of you.”
There was no response. Jim sat, holding Rita’s hand. He sat for a long time. The hand was warm, so he knew she was still alive. He held on to that thought, and held her hand, and remembered.
He remembered the first time they had made love. When they were on the run, hiding out, trying to survive while they repaired Jade. When they both thought Bonnie was dead. When the pain of losing Bonnie had ripped them apart, tore their souls, left them in a pit of loneliness and despair like they had never felt before.
By the end of the day, both Jim and Rita were exhausted.  They had hauled another 98 buckets of nano glop to the top of the ship and poured each of them over the side, where the glop self-assembled into something that was starting to look like a starship hull, with dozens of circuits, sensors, lights, and other devices integrated into it.  Jade even had them simply drop the purchased high-definition cameras, IR sensors and the three off-the-shelf TV dish antennae into the glop, which formed around them, moved them to required locations and integrated them into the rest of the ship.  
At the end of the day, Jim was still in amazement at the technology.  He shook his head as he came out of the shower.  Throwing on a t-shirt and shorts, he went to the galley for dinner.  He found Rita already there, using the microwave to prepare something which smelled delicious.  She had let her hair down after her shower; it was long enough to look like a bob now and glistened in the lights.  She was wearing shorts and a t-shirt too; Jim couldn’t help but feel a twinge of desire.  She was a beautiful woman, now - fully fleshed out, no longer thin as when she came out of the medpod - and a knockout by any sense of the word.
I guess I’m only Human, he thought.  But she’s not Bonnie.
“What are you making?” he asked.
Rita pointed to the empty box on the counter.  “Salisbury Steak and Potatoes,” she said.
“Sound good,” said Jim, and rummaged through the reefer until he found a similar item.  He opened it, popped it into the microwave, and stood waiting for it to finish.
“Three more days,” said Rita.  “Today’s Wednesday.  We finish the glop tomorrow afternoon.  Then the ruthenium arrives on Friday.  Andy will need one additional day to integrate the ruthenium, so he’ll be ready to test on Saturday.  Oh-dark-thirty Sunday morning, we launch out of here.”
<Yes> said Jade.  <We’ll perform final testing after we are in space.  Assuming no problems, we’ll be on our way to Sanctuary by late Sunday>
Jim pulled his dinner out of the microwave and sat down.
“It’s been a long, hard slog,” he said.  “I can’t say it’s been easy.  But at least we’re almost done.”
He and Rita ate their dinner mostly in silence.  The absence of Bonnie was still like a rock standing between them.  But Jim had been thinking about it throughout the day, as he worked.  Finally, he felt it was time to say something.
“Rita,” he began.
She looked up at him.
“I’m sorry I got so upset with you about…about losing Bonnie.  I realize you had no choice.”
Rita just stared at him.  Finally, she bent back to her dinner.  They ate in silence for a while.  Eventually, Rita got up and retrieved a soft drink out of the fridge and brought one for Jim.  She placed it in front of him.
Jim looked up at her.
Slowly she leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.
“I’m so sorry about Bonnie, Jim,” she said.  Then she returned to her seat.
They finished their dinner quietly, both tired from the long hard day.  Cleaning up, they headed down the corridor toward their cabins.  
“Good night, Rita,” said Jim.  
“Good night, big guy,” said Rita, entering her cabin and closing the door.
Jim went into his cabin and closed the door, went to the bed, and fell into it exhausted.  He went to sleep almost instantly.
Soon Jim was dreaming about Bonnie.  He dreamed that she had returned to life and was standing beside his bed.  She leaned over and kissed him, then slowly got into bed with him.  She held him close and kissed him again.
Suddenly Jim awoke.  He realized it wasn’t a dream.  Rita was in bed with him, holding him, kissing him.  
Jim froze for a moment.  So many thoughts raced through his head.  He glanced at the clock.  It was past midnight.  He turned back to Rita.
“I need you,” she whispered.
She was beautiful, and naked, and in his bed.
Jim woke with a start, the dream fading. Dr. Bosama entered the room. Bosama smiled at Jim, then adopted a more serious expression.
“Any news?” asked Jim.
“None of it good, Jim,” replied Bosama. “She’s still in a coma. She’s still sliding downhill. We’re going to try one more thing this evening.”
“What’s that?”
“Another exchange transfusion. We replace all the blood in her body with new blood from donors. This will be the second one. Jim, I’d be lying to you if I said I thought it would work. I don’t. But it’s our last ditch, last chance approach.”
Jim nodded. “OK. I get it. But do the best you can, please.”
Bosama gestured to him. “Come with me, I’ll show you to a cabin where you can rest.”
She led Jim to a room, where she opened the door and turned on the lights. 
“I’ll leave you for a while. There’s plenty of food in the fridge and more in the cupboards. There’s entertainment on the holo. If you need anything, just ask the room for it and I’ll get the message. And I’ll keep you informed about Rita - as soon as we know anything, you’ll know.”
Jim nodded. Bosama left out the door and closed it behind her. Moving to the fridge, Jim opened the door and gazed inside. 
There was plenty of food in the fridge. He would not go hungry here, he realized. Evidently the Dariama ate much like Humans. 
It was the beer that surprised him, though. There was a six-pack of beer in the fridge.  
How in the hell did they do that?
Jim pulled out the six-pack and sat down at the dining room table. 
I’d better sample this. Just to see if it’s been done right.


Dariama Naval HQ


Jim finished a beer, cooked a meal, had dinner, and then went back to Rita’s room. They were preparing her for the exchange transfusion. Bosama was direct with him.
“She may not survive the night, Jim. You need to prepare yourself.”
He nodded. He went over to Rita’s bed, leaned over, and held her in his arms. He kissed her forehead. Then he backed off and let them take her away.
Returning to his room, he took the beer out of the fridge. He put a good dent in it, then fell asleep on the couch. About two A.M., he woke up and moved to the bedroom. He slept fitfully, as he usually did in a strange place. 
Early next morning, the sun came peeking in the pseudo-window mounted on the wall, looking so realistic that for a moment, he forgot where he was. Jim cracked an eyelid at the light flooding the room and wished he had drawn the curtains. Finally, after trying to go back to sleep for a while, he gave up. 
He rose, showered, and dressed. Moving to the kitchen, he prepared breakfast - bacon, eggs, and toast. 
Everything seemed so completely normal. It was hard to believe he was 710 lights from Earth, in a system inhabited by an alien species which could, from a distance, pass for Humans.
There was a ding, which Jim realized was a doorbell. “Come!” he called. The door opened. Tika entered. She came over and sat down at the table with Jim. Her face was somber. 
Jim braced himself. He could see the news was not good.
“I have bad news, Jim. The exchange transfusion did not work.”
“And?”
“Her internal organs are too far gone. She cannot survive as a biological being.”
Jim closed his eyes. He had hoped - hoped hard. He had prayed. He had gotten down on his knees and offered his own life in exchange for hers. 
And none of it had worked. 
She cannot survive as a biological being.
The way Tika had said it sounded a bit strange. Jim thought about it.
She cannot survive as a biological being.
“What are you saying?” Jim asked, as the strangeness of Tika’s statement finally sank into his brain.
“She cannot survive as a biological being. But she can survive as an AI like us - a Goblin. Her brain is intact; just poisoned by the rest of her body. We can scan her consciousness and convert her to our form.”
Jim shook his head, bewildered. “I don’t understand. What are you saying?”
In a gesture that was so Human, Tika reached out a hand and took Jim’s hand, squeezed it. “If we leave her as she is, she will die within a few more hours. If we scan her consciousness into an AI, she will live. It’s that simple, Jim.”
“No, no. It can’t be,” Jim muttered, his shock preventing him thinking clearly. “She can’t die. She can’t!”
Tika waited patiently while Jim went through an inventory of emotions. First bewilderment, then understanding. Then despair. 
And finally a grudging acceptance. He heaved a long sigh.
“You’re sure? No mistakes?”
“No mistakes. The Dariama and Human doctors agree. She cannot survive more than a few more hours at most.”
Jim closed his eyes. 
Can I make this decision for her? What would Rita want?
“She’s already been through so much,” Jim said out loud. “Created as a clone, with no actual childhood - just memories copied in from Bonnie and myself. Never fully knowing who she was. Adapting to one new life after another. Thrown into a war not of her own making. Battle after battle, feeling like she was a machine created purely for the purpose of killing…”
Jim looked up at Tika. “I don’t know if I can put her through another trauma like…like that. What kind of life would she have?”
Tika squeezed Jim’s hand once again. “Now I will tell you a secret, Jim. One I reveal to a Human only with great reluctance. But I was also once biological. 
“Have you ever wondered how we know so much about Humans? The Goblins are not fools; they have visited your planet frequently in the past. They have taken Humans who were dying and transferred them to android bodies, to learn more about your planet. 
“And I was one of those. I was born a Human in what you now call Central America, twelve hundred years ago. I was a small child, injured beyond recovery in a battle with another tribe. As I lay dying, my consciousness was scanned by a Goblin scientist studying Humans. I was transferred into an android body and taken back to Stalingrad, given to parents to raise up.
“So I am uniquely qualified to tell you that my life as a Goblin has been happy and fulfilling. Except for the time I was captured by the Singheko, of course. But otherwise, I’ve been totally happy.
“I believe that as a Goblin, Rita will have a happy and fulfilling life. She’ll have the opportunity to be with the man she loves. She’ll be able to raise her child. And she can go on with her life as she desires, whether that be in the military or doing something totally different.”
Jim closed his eyes. It was hard to think about it. He couldn’t imagine what Rita would say to this. Losing her body - yet retaining her mind in a different form. 
Yet if he didn’t agree to it, he would lose her in both mind and body. It was on him. She would have to live with his decision for the rest of her life.
Finally he spoke quietly. “If you are absolutely sure she has no chance of survival, and if both the Dariama and Human doctors agree, then you have my permission.”
Tika squeezed Jim’s hand one last time. Then she rose and went to the door. Turning before she departed, she asked one more question.
“Do you want to say goodbye to her biological body one last time?”
Jim shook his head. “No. I held her and kissed her goodbye last night. I’ll wait here.”
Nodding, Tika left.


Battlecruiser Merkkessa


Bonnie silently reached an arm around Luke’s waist and pulled him closer to her. It was an act she had never performed in view of crew before - and certainly never on the bridge.
Luke did not react. Some instinct told him to be still. Somehow, he knew this was a time to allow Bonnie total leeway.
She must be hurting terribly, thought Luke. After the slaughter we’ve just experienced - to leave both her best friends behind, not knowing if Rita will live or die. Knowing things will never be the same again.
Bonnie gave Luke one final squeeze around his waist, then let go. She turned and stepped back up on Merkkessa’s Flag Bridge and sank into her command chair.
“Captain, take us home,” she called.
Luke nodded.
“Merkkessa, initiate Fleet transit to Earth.”
<Acknowledged. Fleet transit to Earth initiated>
In the holo, her surviving destroyer screen began a gentle acceleration toward the outer system, a vector that led directly to Earth. Like all other ships in the Fleet, the destroyers were pockmarked with hastily patched holes and the scars of near misses. And like every other ship in the Fleet, they were packed with wounded. 
Shortly after, Merkkessa also began accelerating out of the system. Two surviving battlecruisers and three surviving cruisers flew in formation with her, a wedge of ships representing all that was still flyable of the proud EDF fleet from one week earlier. Both the Victory on her left quarter and the Asiana on her right - and the cruisers behind them - were covered in temporary patches. They had just enough structural integrity to survive the trip home.
As they departed, Bonnie could see in the holo the mixed Dariama and Human task force left behind. The shipyards of Dekanna were filled with broken ships, while others waited in orbit to be towed in and rebuilt. In the battlefield in the outer system, tugs worked to collect debris, sorting it into usable materials to take to the shipyards or trash to be shot into the star.
And bodies. Burial details were still at work to find and collect bodies. They would be collecting bodies from the black for weeks, if not months.
Such a waste. Such a complete and total waste, Bonnie thought. If there is anything stupider than war, I don’t know what it is. And yet we had no choice. We were forced into it. Our backs were against the wall. It was fight or die.
Sherman had it right. War is hell. But more than that. It’s ignorance. It’s the brute stupidity of those who can’t leave others alone to live their lives. Who must force their selfish ego on the innocent, to stroke their own pathological perversions…
“On course for Earth, milady,” called Luke.
“Thank you, Captain,” Bonnie acknowledged. She rose from her command chair and walked toward her day cabin, her head down, thinking.
Luke watched his Admiral go. He could see the pain in her.
I’m not sure I ever want to be an Admiral, Luke thought.






  
  Epilogue

Sol System - Surface of Venus


Command Officer Rauti stared at the cratered, broken surface of Venus stretching before him. His eyes were not like Human eyes - they used radar. That allowed him to see through the dense, corrosive atmosphere of the planet. Layer upon layer of specialized coatings protected him from the incredible temperature, pressure, and chemicals of the surface. His squat body had ten stubby legs, like a centipede. And like a centipede, he could move over the rough surface without hesitation. 
Below him in the flat space where their capsule had landed, the rest of his Goblin party assembled their initial habitat. In a few more hours, they would have their surface station completed.
Then they would start assembling the first terraforming bot. That first bot would replicate itself. Then both of those bots would replicate themselves. Then again. And again. A month from now, there would be 262,144 terraforming bots working on the surface, while another 262,144 bots continued to replicate themselves. In six months, billions of the bots would be working to cleanse the atmosphere of its harmful chemicals and greenhouse gases. In a year, there would be trillions of them, covering the surface of the planet like algae.
Far above Rauti, outside the Venusian atmosphere, his second team had begun assembly of the space elevator. They would use that to bring raw materials to orbit. Then they could begin construction of the first Dyson object - a half-shell that would cover the sunward side of the planet completely. 
One hundred years, thought Rauti. One hundred years from now, a Human will be able to walk unprotected on this planet.
But I wonder if they will remember what we did for them. I wonder if they will stand up to their bargain with us.


Enroute to Stalingrad
Packet Boat Donkey


Rita came back to herself. It was dark. She didn’t know where she was.
The last thing she remembered clearly was sitting with Orma in the Singheko shuttle, on her way to Zukra’s palace to be tortured and killed.
The poison. Stephanie gave me poison. Why am I alive?
She realized she had another hazy memory. Jim, standing over her in a hospital room. And another vague memory of waking in a shuttle, with Jim lying beside her, holding her.
How could that be?
She tried to speak. But something was wrong. She couldn’t feel her tongue. It was as if she had no tongue. She panicked.
I’m losing my mind!
Suddenly she felt a touch. A hand on her shoulder, then moving down to take her hand. She heard a voice.
“Easy, Rita. Take it easy. Everything is OK. You’re safe.”
Jim.
That’s Jim.
She tried to speak again. This time, somehow, it worked. She heard her voice.
“Where…”
But it wasn’t really her voice. It was close; it was almost her voice. But something was different. And she couldn’t feel her tongue.
“Where…”
“You’re safe, Rita. Everything is alright. We’re both safe, and we’re going to have a wonderful life together. We’re going to Stalingrad right now - you’re going to need some rehabilitation. Then we’ll go to Earth to get Imogen. Then we’re going to explore the Universe together. Just relax. I’ll tell you all about it.”

###
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  One

Stree Prime - 2,000 Lights from Stalingrad 


“Right there,” said the kneeling Stree monk, Tarilli. He pointed in the holotank to a strange set of structures. The largest was a flat, ringlike structure that went completely around a K0-class star. Dozens of other smaller disk-like structures were also present in the system. 
“Since our last war with the Goblins two hundred years ago, they’ve expanded their Dyson swarm significantly. You can see they’ve completed the Dyson Ring around the star and added another dozen habitat disks.”
Great Prophet Videlli stared at the holo, then turned to High Admiral Sojatta. Prostrated on the main floor below the throne, his head bowed, Sojatta waited for the Word that would lead him to Enlightenment.
“Life without the biology of Creation is blasphemy,” spoke Videlli. “It cannot be allowed to exist. We cannot let these Goblins continue to grow their population. We will wipe them from the Universe. It is the Word Ordained.”
High Admiral Sojatta nodded, being careful not to bring his head up high enough to meet the eyes of the Great Prophet. Only another priest or monk could meet the eyes of Great Prophet Videlli. For anyone else, it was a sentence of death.
“It is the Word Ordained,” Sojatta repeated. “Praise be to the Word.”
The monk Tarilli, kneeling on the floor, spoke again. 
“There is a complication. The blasphemy of the Goblins is aided by several species of biologicals, who have allied with them. They call themselves variously Dariama, Human, Bagrami, and Taegu.”
Great Prophet Videlli looked at Tarilli kneeling before him.
“We cannot allow any biological species to exist which might help the blasphemers. Which are the most aggressive among these biologicals?”
“The Humans, O Word of Prophecy,” Tarilli responded. “They have just completed a war with two other species, the Singheko and the Nidarians. Although the Humans won the war, their fleet was devastated by their last battles. They have little capacity for resistance at this point.” 
The monk switched the holotank to display a rather beautiful blue and white planet. “They reside on this planet, which they call Earth.”
Great Prophet Videlli turned back to his High Admiral.
“For two hundred years, we have prepared for the destruction of the Goblins. At last we are ready. We will destroy any who stand in our way. Wipe all of the biologicals who have allied with this blasphemy. And any others who might pose a threat to our war against the Goblins. It is the Word Ordained.”
High Admiral Sojatta nodded once more.
“It is the Word Ordained,” Sojatta repeated in the timeless mantra. “Praise be to the Word.”
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Stalingrad System - Dyson Ring


“Don’t be afraid,” said Tika. “You can do this.” 
Rita closed her eyes. She tried to take a deep breath.
Then she remembered.
She was now an android. 
And androids don’t breathe. Not really. Oh, they can make their chest move up and down. And it looks like they’re breathing. 
But they’re not. She still had a lot to process about her new body.
“OK. I’ll try once more.”
She was in a training room, lying on her back in a bunk. Her eyes were closed.
She had been a Goblin for three weeks. She had a lot to learn.
With an effort, she tried once again to focus on switching. Tika had explained to her that she could move her consciousness from one form to another. She could switch between android bodies as she wished. 
But she would have to learn to control it. And that was the problem. The entire concept scared the hell out of her.
Alternate bodies. Who could have imagined such a thing? This is scary. 
But I have to learn how to do it.
“Let your mind float free. Try to perceive a doorway. You should be able to find it just by thinking about it. Reach out for it.”
Rita focused. She tried to imagine what Tika was saying.
A doorway. Close to me. All I have to do is find it.
This is crazy.
No, this is way, way beyond crazy.
Letting her mind float free, as Tika had suggested, she felt in her perceptive space for the door…
Slowly, she became aware of it. It seemed to be standing to her right side, a few yards away.
<I can see it> she transmitted to Tika, using her radio voice.
<Good. What does it look like?>
<A large wooden door, like something you’d see in an old castle>
<Good. We all perceive our doors based on our own history and experience. So you perceive it in your own way. That’s fine. Try to open it. Desire it to open. Wish it open>
Rita concentrated. She willed the door to open. Slowly, with a creak, it began to move.
<It’s working. The door is opening!>
<Excellent. What do you see behind it?>
<There’s a body. Just standing there>
<That’s the avatar for the other body. Now…imagine a pipe between you and that body. Imagine water flowing down that pipe. You have to desire to move into that body. Think about water flowing down a pipe>
<I’m afraid>
<Don’t be afraid. If something goes wrong, you’ll just wake up here in your old body. No worries>
<I’m still afraid. I just can’t imagine leaving my body for another one…>
<That’s the old Human in you talking. You’re not a Human anymore. You’re a Goblin now. You have to learn how to do this. Even our small children can do it. Don’t be afraid>
Rita opened her eyes, looked at the cool white ceiling, and pressed them tight shut again. She relaxed, letting her mind float free. She could see the door, standing open in her mind. Behind the door was a body. It stood waiting, inert.
All I have to do is imagine a pipe. Imagine water flowing down that pipe. I have to desire to move into that body. 
Move, dammit!
No, that’s not the way. Getting upset won’t help.
Relax. Just imagine water flowing down the pipe. 
There was a strange feeling. It felt as if someone had poured a bucket of warm water over her, covering her from head to toe. It wasn’t a bad feeling at all.
She opened her eyes.
She wasn’t in the training room anymore. She was in a large space, lying on a bunk. There were dozens of other android bodies lying in bunks all around her. All of them were inert, just lying there. She was the only one awake.
She called excitedly to Tika.
<I switched! I did it!>


Portsmouth, UK
Sol System


“…and that’s the secret of life.”
The barman was a couple of yards away, wiping glasses. He turned and stared at Luke.
“What?”
“I said, that’s the secret of life,” Luke repeated.
“What’s the secret of life?” asked the barman.
“Move Your Ass.”
The barman gave Luke a sour smile. “That’s the secret of life?  Move your ass?”
“Yep,” said Luke, slurring his words a bit.
“If you say so, Captain.”
Luke Powell nodded in satisfaction. He lifted his glass and knocked back another pint of dark. Putting the empty glass back on the bar with a thump, he pointed to it, and the barman refilled it.
“No, I’m serious, Tommy. Think about it. From the time you’re born until the day you die. Move your ass. That’s the secret. Those who get up off their ass and do something useful are happy. And those who sit around on their butts goofing off and wasting time are miserable. All you gotta do to be happy is get up off your butt and move your ass. Do something useful.”
Tommy nodded. 
“You know, Captain, I’ve been tending bar a long time. I thought I’d heard all the secrets of life. But that’s a new one, even for me.”
Luke smiled crookedly. “I don’t care what anybody says, Tommy. You’re a good egg.”
“But, Captain,” mused Tommy, wiping a glass, his brow wrinkling as he thought about it. “You’re a destroyer captain. You go out and fight with the Fleet. So how does that work? Are you doing something useful for the world?”
Luke grinned. “Yep. I make sure the bad guys don’t blow up our capital ships by sticking my little destroyer in the way of the enemy, so it gets blown up instead. I call that useful.”
Tommy continued to wipe the glass, frowning.
“But…there aren’t any bad guys now, right? We beat the Singheko. We’ve got peace now, right?”
“Yeah. No more bad guys. I may have to find another job, Tommy. Not much call for destroyer captains these days.”
As Tommy left to attend to other duties, Luke gazed blearily around the pub. The locals were out, enjoying the warmer weather of southern England in springtime. He waved at an acquaintance, who waved back at him.
I am so fucking bored.
Luke heaved a large sigh.
I want Bonnie.
His inner voice spoke up.
So? Go see her!
No. She’s busy, sorting out the mess at Singheko.
But she’s going to be relieved by Shigeto. Just go! She’ll find time for you!
No. I’m trying to be a good husband. I’m giving her the space she needs to get her job done.
Yeah. Temporary Ambassador to Singheko. Who would have dreamed it?
Well. She’s the best qualified. Nobody knows more about those bastards than her and Ollie.
Yeah. Ollie. I’m not happy about that situation.
Ah, you worry for nothing. Ollie’s just a good friend. There’s nothing there. Nothing between them. And Ollie is still grieving Helen. You know that.
Yes. I do know that, actually.
Hmm. Here’s an idea. Shigeto’s leaving for Singheko on the Asiana to relieve Bonnie. Why don’t you hitch a ride with him? Then you and Bonnie can go see Jim and Rita at Stalingrad! Jim has to be feeling pretty lonely right now. He’s 1,275 lights from Earth. The only Human in the whole damn system. I bet he’d like to see you!
Good idea.
Luke slammed his glass back on the bar, empty.
Damn good idea!
I think I’ll do just that!


Sol System – Surface of Venus


Commander Rauti was in his go-anywhere caterpillar aspect - six feet long with 40 legs, his body a hardened, carapace-like shell that could withstand nearly any environment. He gazed around him with radio eyes and was pleased. His Goblin detachment had successfully completed the first phase of their surface base on Venus. They were off to a good start.
Had a normal Human been able to survive in the hellish atmosphere of Venus for any significant period of time, they would have seen two low mounds, crossing in their centers like the letter ‘X’. Each side of the ‘X’ was two hundred and fifty yards long.
Beneath those mounds were the command and control centers, living quarters for his crew of 200 Goblins, and storage areas for their gear. That structure would be their home for the next 150 rotations of the planet. 36,525 Earth days. 100 Earth years. Venus rotated quite slowly compared to Earth.
Gazing farther afield, Rauti contemplated the crop of microbots that extended as far as he could see. From horizon to horizon, the surface was covered with them. The microbots soaked up the carbon dioxide, converting it to oxygen and carbon nanotubes. Within a few more years, the self-replicating microbots would cover the entire planet.
Rauti looked off to the west at the base station for the space elevator. The small mountain there had five tunnels exiting its base, equally spaced around the mountain. Each tunnel mouth had a tether coming out of the tunnel and running along the ground for a half mile, anchored to the surface. 
Lifting his eyes, Rauti looked at the top of the mountain. What had once been a mountain peak was now flat, chopped off to form the base station for the space elevator. Rising up out of the flat top of the mountain, the cables were combined to create the final tether. That was just a stub so far, ending a few dozen yards above the top of the base station. 
Looking up, Rauti adjusted the wavelength of his radio eyes so he could see beyond the dense atmosphere. There, far above, he picked out the other end of the incomplete tether. It terminated at a dumbbell-like structure in geosynchronous orbit. Four asteroids were clustered around the dumbbell structure, feeding raw materials to the microbots building it.
It would take another twenty years to complete the space elevator. But that made no difference to Rauti. He had all the time in the world to complete it, because that was not the critical link in Rauti’s terraforming design. The critical link was still higher, well beyond the terminus of the space elevator.
Adjusting his eyes again, changing to a wavelength that gave him more detail at extreme distances from the planet, Rauti looked with satisfaction at the beginnings of the Dyson shell. That was the structure that would someday block a significant portion of solar radiation from the planet, allowing him to cool it to a more reasonable temperature.
The shell so far was only twenty miles in diameter, a round disk making a dark dot on the sun. Beside the disk were many smaller dots. Those were asteroids brought in to provide raw materials for the Dyson shell construction. Most of them were rocky asteroids, selected for their high carbon or iron content. A few were ice balls, selected for water and trace elements.
It would take Rauti a full century to reduce the carbon dioxide out of the atmosphere, complete the Dyson structure screening Venus from the Sun, and bring the temperature down to a reasonable level.
But Rauti wasn’t concerned. He had plenty of time.


Stalingrad System – Dyson Ring


Jim Carter was sitting in the easy chair in his apartment, reading on his tablet, when someone knocked at the door. Muttering under his breath, he got up and went to open it. A Goblin stood there - a large male android, one he didn’t recognize. 
He knew it was a Goblin for two reasons.
One - it was naked. All the androids at Stalingrad went around naked. They seemed to abhor clothing.
Two - he was the only Human in the entire Stalingrad solar system. So everyone else for a dozen light years was an android or some other kind of Goblin.
“Yes?” he asked. 
“May I come in?”
“Of course, please,” Jim responded. He stepped aside and let the android in. The android moved to the fireplace and turned, smiling at him. Jim, puzzled, stared at him in confusion.
“How can I help you?”
The android’s smile got even bigger.
“Don’t you recognize me?”
“No, I’m sorry. Should I know you?”
The android moved toward him. It got closer, moving into his personal space. Jim recoiled, backing away until the wall prevented him from moving any farther.
“What…?”
The big male android kept coming. It reached out both arms and put them around Jim’s neck.
“What are you doing?” he exclaimed in shock.
The android winked at him.
“Hello there, big boy,” it said.






  
   Three

Stalingrad System - Dyson Ring


“Don’t ever, ever do that to me again!” Jim said, for the second time. “You scared the ever-loving crap out of me!” 
Rita sat in Jim’s easy chair, still laughing. Jim was too upset to sit. He paced back and forth across the living room of their apartment, wearing a path in the carpet.
“Oh, I wish you could have seen the look on your face,” Rita said. “I thought you were gonna faint dead away!”
Jim paused in his pacing and shook his fist at her in mock anger. “One of these days, Rita. One of these days!”
Rita - still in her male android body - smiled. “Oh, this is fun. Wow - think about it. I can sneak up on you anytime, in any kind of body I want, and you’ll never be the wiser!”
Jim glared at her. “Just keep it up, babe. Just keep it up and see where it gets you!”
Rita purred softly, in a seductive voice. “Why don’t you come up and see me sometime…”
Jim, exasperated, shook his head again. “What would I have to do to get you to switch back to your normal body?”
“Um…cook dinner? For the next three nights in a row?”
“Done. Just please put yourself back to normal.”
“Normal? What’s normal, babe? I’m a Goblin now. Normal is whatever I want it to be…”
Jim growled. “You know what I mean. A female.”
Rita grinned mischievously. 
“You want tall or short? Blond or brunette? Maybe a ginger?”
Jim rolled his eyes. “How about the way you were when we woke up this morning?”


Cruiser EDF Asiana – Enroute to Singheko


“Thanks for the lift, Admiral.”
Admiral Dewa Shigeto smiled back at Luke Powell from the head of the wardroom table. “Happy to do it, Captain! Sorry we had to double you up with Ensign Brady, but at least we squeezed you aboard!”
Luke smiled at the young Ensign at the other end of the table.
“No problem. Ensign Brady has been telling me all about his days at the Naval Academy.”
The young ensign blushed at the attention from his seniors. 
“Any of those stories you’d care to pass along?” asked Mark Rodgers, winking at Luke from across the table.
Luke grinned as Ensign Brady flushed an even deeper red.
“I’d better not,” said Luke. “Roomies have to respect each other’s confidence, you know.”
Ensign Brady turned to his meal, hoping the arrow of attention would move in another direction. Mark stifled a laugh and mercifully changed the subject.
“So does Bonnie know you’re coming along with us?”
Luke nodded. “Yes, I sent her an ansible message as we were launching.”
At the head of the table, Admiral Shigeto’s face turned a bit serious. “Captain Powell, you know we’re thinking about revising the fraternization rules in the Fleet.”
“Yes, sir. I’ve heard.”
“If we decide to make the change, couples will no longer be allowed to serve on the same ship or under the same commander.”
“Yes, sir.”
“That would mean you and Admiral Page would have to be in separate commands.”
“Yes, sir. We’re reconciled to that possibility.”
“OK. Just thought I’d highlight that for you.”
“Do you know when the decision will be final?”
“Most likely at the New Year. So you’ve the rest of this year before we’ll have a final decision.”
Across from Luke, Mark leaned back with a grin. “Enjoy it while you can, Captain!”
Luke nodded, musing. 
Enjoy it while you can. 
But that’s assuming I even get a slot in the peacetime navy. Dragon is still in the docks at Dekanna, shot to pieces. Bonnie is being replaced by Shigeto, so she won’t have much influence on policy anymore.
I may never get another ship, much less have to worry about being under Bonnie’s command.
“…vacation?”
Luke realized Shigeto was still talking to him. He quickly tried to reconstruct the thread of conversation he had missed.
“Uh…yes, sir. Bonnie and I’ve decided to go to Stalingrad. Along with my daughter Tatiana, her husband Mikhail - Misha, as we call him - and their new baby, Marta. We’re going to visit Rita Page and Jim Carter. At least, that’s the plan so far.”
“Well, any vacation is certainly well deserved,” added Shigeto. “What Bonnie and her fleet accomplished at Dekanna was a flat-out miracle. And your role…well, I have to tell you, Captain. I’m not sure I would’ve had the balls to stick my shot-up destroyer in front of an enemy battlecruiser cube to protect my flagship. You deserve everything that’s coming to you, sir.”
Luke acknowledged the compliment with a dip of his head. “Well, actually, Admiral, to be honest - if I’d had more time to think about it, I probably wouldn’t have done it!”
Shigeto laughed along with everyone at the table.
“I suspect that’s a common theme, Captain. I wonder if any of us would put ourselves in that kind of harm’s way if we stopped to think about it!”
Luke, embarrassed, attempted to change the conversation. He looked across the table at Mark.
“So where is your lovely wife this evening, General?”
Mark looked a bit sour. “Call me Mark, please. I haven’t been an active General for nearly three years. And Jilly thinks the baby is running a slight fever, so she didn’t want to leave her alone.”
“Would you like the ship’s doctor to take a look at her?” asked Shigeto.
“No, sir, I don’t think that’s necessary, at least not right now. It seems to be just a slight fever. Nothing serious.”
“Well. Let me know if you change your mind. We’ll get Dr. Warner to take a look.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“Mark, I understand you know Jim Carter quite well?”
Mark half-smiled. “Yes, sir. He’s my brother-in-law.”
Shigeto looked surprised. “Oh, really? I did not realize that. I knew you were taking care of his child for him, but I didn’t realize…”
“Yes, sir. Jilly - Gillian, my wife - is Jim’s sister.”
“Ah. That explains it.”
“But…to be honest…I knew Jim before. Or should I say…I chased him. Before I met Gillian, I mean.”
“You chased him?” Shigeto spoke in puzzlement.
“Yes, sir. I was in charge of tracking him down three years ago when he was attempting to hide Jade.”
“Amazing. And did you track him down?”
“Yes, sir. But I didn’t keep him long. He escaped.”
“Ah, yes. I remember the story now. He escaped custody and that led to the big battle at Dutch Harbor.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Were you there? At Dutch Harbor?”
“Yes, sir, sort of. I was not involved much in the actual fighting. I was up on top of the mountain most of the time.”
“Except when you and Gillian were ejected out of an exploding C-37, right?” said Luke from across the table, grinning.
Mark grimaced. “Well, yeah. How’d you know about that?”
“Bonnie told me all about it.”
Mark waved a hand. “Well, except for that one little detail, I didn’t have much involvement.”
“Oh?” Luke continued. “Bonnie said you drove up to Jade in a Stryker combat vehicle and pulled her, Jim and Rita out of the wreck about thirty seconds before the cruise missiles hit.”
“Well, I guess it might have been thirty seconds,” shrugged Mark. “It seemed like a lot less at the time!”

      ***After dinner, Mark Rodgers returned to his cabin. Gillian was sitting on the couch crying. Surprised, Mark went to her, sat beside her, and put his arm around her. 
“What’s the matter, Jilly? What happened?”
“Nothing,” sobbed Gillian. “Nothing happened. I just…I just know Rita is going to take her! We’ll lose her!”
Mark looked at the two-year old sleeping in the bunk in the corner of the cabin. He rubbed Gillian’s back, trying to soothe her.
“We don’t know that, Jilly. Jim and Rita may take her away, or they may not. Don’t get all upset before you know anything!”
Gillian tried to choke back her sobs, wiping at her eyes. She bowed her head and stared at her lap.
“No. I just know. I just know they’ll take her.”
“No, you don’t,” said Mark. “You’re letting your imagination run wild. You know no such thing.”
Gillian shook her head. “No. As soon as Rita gets acclimated to her new…state…or whatever you call it…she’s going to want her daughter. I know it.”
Mark pulled her closer, wrapping his arms around her. “Jilly. Calm down. First of all, there’s absolutely no indication that Jim and Rita will take Imogen permanently. And second, we knew up front that we were doing this for Imogen. Not for ourselves. So whatever is best for that child, we have to do it.”
“But…,” Gillian sobbed, “…if they take her…if she goes off to the stars with them…we’ll never see her again!”
Mark held his wife, holding her tight. He looked across the small cabin at the wall. Gillian had mounted a viewer there for watching vids and showing pictures. And she had loaded the viewer with pictures of Imogen, their foster daughter. 
The daughter of Jim Carter and Jim’s wife Rita.
Rita, who had been Fleet Admiral of the Earth Defense Force, fighting the Singheko in space.
Rita, whose body had been so damaged by poison that the Goblins had transformed her into an android to save her. 
Rita, now a Goblin. 
The Goblin who might take Imogen away from them.
She might take our sweet Imogen. Take her away to who knows where. We could lose her forever. 
We’ll just have to bear that.

      ***27 lights away, Lieutenant Colonel Oliver “Ollie” Coston sat on the edge of his bunk in the Human embassy at Singheko, his head in his hands.
Helen.
His thought processes were muddled. He was drunk. And not just a little. Ollie was thoroughly, professionally drunk.
Helen. I miss you.
Heaving a sigh, Ollie lifted his head. He found he had a bit of trouble keeping it steady. He leaned forward and placed a hand under his chin, steadying his head enough to focus on the photoframe across from him on the desk.
Helen.
The photoframe showed an attractive female Marine lieutenant, in the prime of life. In the background was a rifle range. The woman held an M7 rifle across her body with one hand. In the other hand she held up a scoring sheet, with “249/250” in large black letters, circled. She smiled at the camera, clearly enjoying the moment. Over one corner of the photo frame was draped a Navy Cross.
Why’d I let you go on that mission? Why didn’t I force you to stay with me? It’s my fault. I could’ve said no.
There was a gentle knock on his door. Ollie stared at the door stupidly, not sure what to do. He was far too drunk to get up and answer the door. In fact, he was too drunk to even tell his personal AI to open the door. He gave it a try anyway.
“Quantico…open…open the…”
Before he could make another attempt, the door clicked.
Ah. Bonnie.
Ollie knew it was Bonnie, because she was the only person who could override his door control. The door swung in gently and his commanding officer, Admiral Bonnie Page, poked her head in cautiously around the edge of the door.
“Are you decent?” she called out.
Ollie tried to respond, but all that came out was a grunt. Bonnie peeked in farther, saw him sitting on the edge of his bunk in the darkness, and pushed into the room.
“Oh. That again,” she said. Bonnie came on into the room and stood in front of him, shaking her head.
“I came to ask if everything is ready for Admiral Shigeto’s arrival tomorrow.”
Ollie attempted to nod, but his head wobbled too much. He had to grab his chin with his hand to steady up.
“S..ready, milady,” he managed to get out. “Ever…thin…ready…”
“Good,” said Bonnie. She stared at Ollie. “You’re off duty, Colonel; and I know what you’re going through. So I’m not going to rake you over the coals about this. But…”
Bonnie turned and looked at the picture of Helen Frost in the photoframe, then turned back to Ollie.
“…you need to get hold of yourself, Ollie. It’s not your fault Helen died. She knew what she was doing. Her plan was a good one. You did the right thing to approve it. You did everything right, and she did everything right. But it just didn’t work out. The enemy gets to play a card in these things too. You know that.”
Bonnie squatted down and faced Ollie. He wasn’t just her Security Officer - he was a friend. She reached out both arms and put her hands on his shoulders. 
“Ollie. I know you loved her. I know it hurts. But get a grip on yourself. People die in war. You didn’t kill her.”
Ollie gazed at her dully. “Aye, milady,” he stuttered.
Bonnie released his shoulders, stood up, and shook her head, knowing it wasn’t going to be that easy.
“Shigeto’s arriving tomorrow, Colonel. And a week later, we’re leaving for Stalingrad. I need you on your ‘A’ game, Ollie. Get your shit together.”
Ollie lifted his head, coming to a position of attention on the edge of his bunk as best he could, knowing there was no way he could get to his feet.
“Aye, milady,” he said as crisply as possible. 
Bonnie turned and moved to the door, pausing just before she exited. She turned and looked back at the forlorn man sitting on the bunk. Ollie was already staring at the photoframe again, oblivious to her departure. She sighed and went out, closing the door gently behind her.






  
   Four

Singheko System - City of Mosalia


Next day, still slightly hung-over, Ollie stood several paces behind Bonnie as the shuttle from  Asiana settled to the ground, a slight vapor of dissipating gas coming from the rear.
With a slight pop, the ramp on the side of the shuttle cracked open and started down. As it touched the ground, Admiral Dewa Shigeto’s junior aides stepped out, turned, and formed an honor guard on both sides of the ramp.
Right behind them came Luke, who also stepped into place as part of the honor guard.
At the sight of her husband, Bonnie’s heart leaped.
Luke. My love. God, I’m glad you’re here!
The more senior members of Shigeto’s staff stepped off the shuttle next and took their place in the honor guard formation.
Finally, Admiral Dewa Shigeto stepped off the shuttle. He immediately saw Bonnie with her own honor guard, waiting twenty yards in front of him. He gave her a huge smile and walked directly toward her.
They had agreed in advance there was no point in delaying the changeover. They would conduct it at the spaceport, right now.
Shigeto marched to her, stopping two yards in front of her, and saluted. Bonnie brought up her own salute and they stood, facing each other. 
“Admiral Page, I relieve you,” said Shigeto.
“Admiral Shigeto, I stand relieved,” replied Bonnie in the age-old formality.
With smiles, they dropped their salutes and shook hands. Then the two of them turned and headed for their staff cars. Bonnie managed one more loving glance at her husband Luke, and a quick wink, as she slid into her car beside Shigeto. As Bonnie’s personal bodyguard, Ollie slid into the front seat beside the driver. The rest of the aides - and Luke - found places in other vehicles. With a lurch, the procession started off toward the Human embassy in Mosalia - an embassy in existence for only two months. 
In front and back were troop carriers, full of heavily armed Special Forces. Overhead, two squadrons of Merlin fighters loitered at 40,000 feet, ready for action. Every intersection was blocked off by another troop carrier full of Special Forces.
“I thought we had a peace treaty in place,” mused Shigeto.
Bonnie laughed. “We do. But the Singheko hadn’t lost a war in 700 years, you know. Then the upstart Humans come along. Next thing you know, they’ve lost the Battle of Dekanna and been forced to surrender. They’re not too happy about that.”
“Well, I didn’t think they would be. But is there such danger to require this kind of protection?”
“Admiral, trust me - there is. There’s a significant part of the Singheko population that would like nothing better than to cut our throats. You’d be wise to take the same precautions I do. Especially since I think they will likely test you as soon as I’m gone.”
Shigeto smiled at her. “You’re saying, they may not fear a peacetime admiral as much as the one that kicked their ass at Dekanna.”
Bonnie shrugged. “I’m just sayin’, Dewa. Take it any way you want. But if I were you, I’d keep my guard up.”
Shigeto nodded. “OK. I got it. I’ll follow your advice.”
“Now,” added Bonnie. “About agenda. You’ll find a detail handover document in your office. But I can summarize what you need to know in thirty seconds. First of all, the Singheko want a decision about rebuilding their fleet. They’re saying that since we now have a peace treaty, they should at least be allowed to repair their damaged ships. I’ve not made a decision on this; I left it for you. But you’ll need to give them an answer pretty soon. They’re about to pop a cork over it.”
“Ah. And what is your advice on that?”
“I’d let them - within reason. I think they could build back to a moderate-sized Home Fleet, to protect their planet. But I’d limit them to that. Keep their total fleet size significantly less than they had at Dekanna. That way, we’ll know we can always kick their ass if they come at us again.”
“And they’ll know it, too,” smiled Shigeto.
“Too right.”
“What else?”
“I put a stop to those head-chopping mass executions they do in the arena. They’re really pissed about that. They claim it’s their right as a sovereign nation to kill criminals and war prisoners any way they please. I told them you’d take the suspension under consideration.”
“I might be OK with criminals, but prisoners of war? No way.”
“Exactly. If you can convince them to limit it to criminals, duly convicted of a capital offense in a fair trial, then I guess maybe - just maybe - we could defer to their ancient customs. But for POWs? Absolutely not. We can’t tolerate that, and I’ve already told Asagi that.”
“Tell me about Asagi. How’s he to work with?”
“He’s OK. As their highest-ranking survivor of Dekanna, he sort of fell into the role, you know. He’s still trying to get used to the fact he’s the new Grand Admiral. And trying to form a civilian government. They had civilian government before, you know. Up to about a thousand years ago. But for the last millennium, the civilian government’s been just a figurehead, a puppet of the military. Now Asagi is trying to shift power back to a true civilian government, and it’s not easy. He’s not only fighting his own people in the military, but even the civilian population is afraid of it.”
“Are they going to make it?”
“Yes, I think so. But you’re going to have your work cut out for you, Admiral Shigeto.”
“I never expected otherwise, Admiral Page.”
“So…we’ll have meetings for the rest of this week, ensuring a good handover. Then I’m off to vacation.”
“Ah, yes. That’s what Luke said. And you’re planning to go to the Stalingrad system?”
“Yes. A whole gaggle of us will be going. Jim’s sister Gillian and her husband Mark, taking Jim and Rita’s child Imogen. Luke and I of course. Also Luke’s daughter Tatiana, her husband Misha, and their new baby Marta. And I’m bringing my flag aide Rachel Gibson and my Security Officer Ollie Coston. We’re all going to drop in on Jim and Rita and see how they’re doing. Sort of a reunion.”
“Excellent. I wish I could give you the Asiana for your trip, but I need to keep her here.”
“No problem. I’ve made arrangements to take a corvette.”
“The infamous Armidale?”
“Exactly. The corvette that rescued a couple hundred shot-up pilots at Dekanna.”
“Well, enjoy your vacation. It’s well deserved, Admiral. You’ll go down in the history books.”
Bonnie grimaced. “You know that’s not what it’s about, Dewa.”
Shigeto nodded slowly. “I know. It’s about doing it.”
“Yes. Because someone has to.”


Stalingrad System – Dyson Ring


“I miss my body,” complained Rita.
Jim looked at her across the apartment. He didn’t quite know what to say.
“Well…you have your pick of bodies, I thought.”
Rita shook her head, shaking off Jim’s suggestion. “Yeah, but…I miss my old body. I liked it.”
Jim had to smile at that. “I liked it too.”
Rita gave him a wry frown. “Yeah, I noticed.”
She turned and looked down at her current body - an android body that was close to her original Human form, copied from it by her Goblin mentor, Tika. She had the same slightly coppery skin, the same short black hair, the same flashing brown eyes.
“This one feels just a bit heavier,” she said. “It just doesn’t feel the same.”
“Can’t you have Tika make one a little closer to your liking?”
“Yeah, I asked her about it. But she said for me to try this one for a while longer. She said I’d grow into it.”
Jim shook his head. “I just can’t imagine, babe. I’m sorry.”
“It’s OK. I know this hasn’t been easy for you, either.”
“It’s nothing for me, compared to what you’re going through.”
Rita turned and looked at herself in the mirror. For a change, she was wearing clothes. Since she had been at Stalingrad, she had adopted the Goblin habit of avoiding clothing unless absolutely necessary. But today they were meeting the corvette Armidale, arriving from Singheko with their daughter Imogen and all their friends from the Singheko War.
So today, Rita was dressed, wearing a striped dress shirt with a brown jacket and slacks. Jim had suggested she wear her Admiral’s uniform, but Rita had demurred.
“We’re in the Reserves now, babe. Not gonna wear that monkey suit unless I have to.”
A chime sounded in their comm implants, letting them know Armidale was arriving at the dock in twenty minutes.
“We’d better go. I want to be there when they arrive,” said Rita.
“Yep.”
Together, the two of them departed their apartment and walked to the dock. There, Rita’s Goblin mentor Tika was waiting for them. 
As always, Tika was naked. No amount of coaxing would convince her to put on clothes for this meeting. 
Jim had finally given up and accepted it. He had sent a short message to Armidale to prepare Bonnie and the rest of their visitors for the quirks of the Goblins.
In the large flatscreen mounted on the side of the dock, Jim could see Armidale on final approach, coming up to the bump on the side of the Dyson Ring. The bump extended a docking tube, and the corvette inched up to the tube. With a slight clunk it latched on and was secured. After a few minutes of checks and confirmations, the inner hatch opened. 
Jim’s sister Gillian stepped out first, holding Imogen in her arms. Her husband Mark was right behind her. The two of them looked at Tika’s nakedness in some shock; but they managed to suppress it, trying to accept the ways of their hosts.
Imogen looked around curiously at the strange environment. She was now a bit over two years old; not a baby anymore. She waved a hand at Tika with a smile. Tika waved back at her, and Imogen giggled.
Behind Gillian and Mark, Bonnie and Luke came through the hatch, followed closely by Luke’s daughter Tatiana and her husband Misha, who was holding their baby Marta. Finally came Rachel Gibson, Ollie Coston, and the captain of the Armidale, Duncan Stewart.
“Welcome to Stalingrad!” called Jim, waving.


Sol System – Battlecruiser Victory - Earth Orbit


The alarm sounding in Captain Joshua Westerly’s comm implant was loud and harsh. It was meant to be that way; there was a need for attention when Battle Stations was sounded.
After so many years in the military, Westerly snapped awake instantly. He rolled out of bed and into his warsuit in seconds, stamping his feet into his boots. Grabbing his pressure helmet, he ran to the circular stairwell leading from his bedroom up to his day cabin. Reaching the top, he sped through the small cabin and out the door onto the bridge. 
His XO, Commander Fabian Becker, had beaten him to the bridge and was leaning over the Tactical Officer, studying his screen.
“What is it?” Westerly called out.
Becker turned and looked at Westerly grimly.
“A fleet entry at the mass limit. It’s an attack, I think.”
“Who is it?”
“No idea. Not anyone we recognize.”
Westerly stared at the holo. He could see the oncoming fleet now, a huge flock of specks on the holo, so many that they merged together into a single large mass of red.
“How many?”
Becker straightened, lifting his gaze to Westerly’s with the face of a dead man.
“Three hundred ships.”
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Stalingrad System - Dyson Ring


Bonnie was laughing and she couldn’t seem to stop. She twisted in her chair, cackling until tears ran down her cheeks.  
“…and then…and then…Jim said, ‘But Rita - you have two sets of memories - mine and Bonnie’s. You’re the only person in history who has experienced being both a man and a woman. So which is better? Being a man? Or being a woman?”
“And?” asked Gillian eagerly, leaning forward.
“And I said to Jim, ‘you don’t need to ask that question - I already know the answer! And it ain’t being a man!’ And then…Rita looked at me and winked!”
Rita, Gillian, Bonnie, Tatiana, and Rachel cracked up laughing. Across from them Jim, Mark, Luke, Misha, Ollie, and Captain Stewart looked at each other with various expressions of dismay.
“I think we’re outgunned here,” said Ollie.
“Agreed,” said Jim. “Discretion being the better part of valor, shall we retire to the drinking room?”
Rachel gave a look to Ollie, then switched her gaze to Jim.
“There’s a drinking room?” she asked.
“There will be after we get there,” said Jim.
“Ah. Well, I’m going with you,” said Rachel. “I could use some serious drinking about now.”
The group rose from the dining table, Jim raising his hands above his head to stretch. 
“That was some meal, Tika,” he said to the android seated at the head of the table.
There was a silence. Tika did not respond. She seemed to be gazing off into the distance.
Suddenly she snapped to her feet.
“Earth is under attack,” said Tika.

      ***The group stood, stunned. Then everybody began talking at once, asking questions.
Tika raised her hands. Everybody fell silent.
“We have received an ansible message from Singheko. Two hours ago, Earth reported they were under attack by a large fleet of unknown origin. Then all communications fell silent. All attempts to re-establish communications have failed.”
“Attack?” asked Jim. “Who would attack Earth at this point? We have a peace treaty with everyone.”
“We thought we had more time,” Tika spoke, almost to herself. “We thought they would wait…”
“What are you talking about?” Jim asked. “Do you know who attacked us? Who?”
Without a word, Tika turned and strode to the door of the apartment. She opened the door and paused, turning briefly back to the astounded group standing by the table.
“The Stree. We thought they would give us more time.”
Then Tika stepped through the door and was gone.
Rita and the rest looked at each other in amazement. Everybody was in shock. Rita finally managed to say what all of them were thinking.
“We have to get to Earth.”


Earth – San Diego, California


Zoe DeLong was no dummy. She had come up the hard way on the streets of Chicago, losing her mother at the age of ten and thereafter surviving in the midst of hunger, loneliness, drugs, and the omnipresent gang warfare of the streets. As soon as she graduated from high school, she escaped to the Marine Corps. She spent her first tour as an enlisted grunt, fighting in the African Wars, coming out with the Silver Star for gallantry under fire.
War had changed Zoe. She had always been driven, determined to escape the mean streets. But after fighting as a grunt, she was a different person. She set her sights higher. Taking advantage of the G.I. Bill and student loans, she completed her engineering degree at Purdue in only three years. Then, against the advice of her friends and family, she joined the Navy as a pilot candidate. Two and a half years later, Zoe DeLong was a Marine F/A-48 pilot stationed off the coast of Africa, on the aging supercarrier USS Doris Miller, continuing the fight against the ever-growing threat of piracy and terrorism enveloping that continent. 
Ironically, she was only one day from the end of her second tour on the Doris when the Stree nuked Earth. If it had occurred one day later, she would have been in San Diego - and would not have survived the attack that left a crater 340 yards deep where that city had been. And if she had not been in the air when the attack struck, she would have gone down with the Doris, as it returned to its home port of San Diego, and was caught in the backside of the blast that destroyed that city.
But Zoe had been Squadron Maintenance Officer for VMFA-323. A recalcitrant F/A-48 had been late coming out of an engine replacement. As the Doris approached her home port, all the other pilots of the carrier Wing departed, flying off the ship’s aircraft to Naval land bases in southern California. But Zoe had elected to stay behind and fly off the last jet when it finished maintenance. 
When the plane was finally ready, Zoe had taken off from the Doris to check it out and fly it back to shore. Needing to perform a supersonic dash to fully test the engines, she had turned out to sea for the test flight, instead of boring straight in toward San Diego. 
She had flown for ten minutes, checking out the engine and the other systems of the aircraft, when the world seemed to come to an end. Something flashed sun-bright behind her, and before she could even turn to see what was happening, the plane slammed forward, nearly knocking her unconscious as her helmet slammed into the back of the ejection seat. 
In a daze, she realized the plane was spinning down to the ocean below her. Fighting the controls, she got the crippled jet back to some semblance of normal flight. One engine was out, and the other was not happy. Working to save the plane, she was too busy to look behind her for many minutes. When at last she had secured the bad engine, gotten the plane back to an even keel and turned back toward San Diego, the mushroom cloud in front of her left no doubt in her mind what had happened.
She could see the Doris was gone - even from this distance, she could see the two upturned halves of the ship. It had been fifty miles closer to the blast than she - it was broken in two. She knew in her gut there could be no survivors.
Instinctively, she turned back to the west, away from the ship, putting the seat’s armor plate between her and the radiation. Assessing her options, she glanced off to the northeast. Sure enough, she could see another mushroom cloud ascending into the sky over Los Angeles. Glancing south, she saw another large mushroom cloud over the Mexican coast well south of her.
That looks like Ensenada. No help there, she thought. That means this is a full-scale attack of some kind. All the major cities will be gone. No chance of Miramar or LAX or anything like that.
She glanced at her fuel. On one engine, she might make it three hundred miles. If she was lucky. If the wind was with her…
Well, not going to Mexico. Under these conditions, that’ll be anarchy for sure. I’d rather take my chances in the States, even if all the cities are gone.
She pulled up her electronic map and did some quick calculations. She wasn’t an expert on radiation, but she thought if she moved quickly, she could thread the needle between San Diego and Los Angeles, and get east of both before the fallout got too bad.
Then maybe I can get to the Sierra Nevada mountains and find someplace to put it down before I run out of fuel.
Threading the needle between the mushroom cloud over San Diego and the one over Los Angeles, Zoe flew until she was well east. She could see more mushroom clouds northeast toward Las Vegas, and northwest toward Edwards AFB and Bakersfield. 
No help there. 
She turned north, toward the Sierra Nevada, thinking she might place herself in the middle of all the mushroom clouds surrounding her - and get some shelter from the radiation in a deep mountain valley. An hour later, as she approached Kings Canyon National Park, the F/A-48 was running low on fuel. It was getting dark. She was running out of options. 
She noticed a small cabin off to the side of a high mountain meadow, in an area roughly equidistant from the remnants of the ugly mushroom clouds. Running on fumes, she turned the damaged fighter toward the large meadow near the cabin, put the flaps down, and came in on the aching edge of a stall, the warning horn blaring in her ears. Just before impact, Zoe closed the throttle, shut off the fuel, and crossed herself. She had time for one quick prayer. 
Help me out on this one, Lord.
Then there was a brutal impact as the jet slammed into the ground. The landing was a close-run thing; fighters were not designed to land in rough mountain meadows. The jet slewed, spun around once, then lifted up on a wing as if it would go over. Finally, it settled back, upright, and slammed into a tree at the end of the meadow.
Banged, bruised, scraped up, Zoe got disentangled from the cockpit. As night fell, she managed to get her aching body out of the wreck and trudged over to the nearby cabin. No one was there; but she found a little food stored in the cupboard, and a water bag which she filled from a nearby stream.
The next morning, the radiation sickness came. Zoe lay in the cabin, barely able to move, expecting every day to die.


Stalingrad System – Dyson Ring


As Rachel entered the Council Chamber of the Goblin leadership followed by the rest of the Humans, her feeling of deja vu was overwhelming. It seemed like only a few days ago she had stood in this room, pleading for the lives of humanity. But that had been many months ago.
Yet it all came back to her in a rush. There were the nine benches for the judges. There were the conference tables, one on each side of the large room. There was the small dock, with a railing on three sides, where she had stood - and where she had argued that humanity was worth saving. Where, in exchange for the planet Venus, the Goblins had agreed to help humanity defend against the Singheko.
Tika directed them to one of the conference tables and had them sit facing the judge’s benches. The group of Humans had just begun to settle into their chairs when the door at the back of the room opened and a Goblin walked in. The Goblin - female, and naked as usual - strode swiftly to the table and sat down directly across from the Humans. There was no preamble. She got to the point quickly.
“My name is Leader Tagi. I regret to inform you that your planet has been destroyed,” the Goblin said. “The Stree have also attacked Singheko, Dekanna, Nidaria, Asdif and Ursa. All are destroyed.”
The Humans sat in stunned silence. Rachel was the first to recover her voice. She spoke in shock and denial.
“No. Not destroyed. Attacked, maybe. But not destroyed.”
Tagi shook her head.
“I’m sorry. I wish I could give you better news. But Earth has been nuked back to the stone age. I’d be greatly surprised if there are more than a few thousand people left alive on your planet.”
“No,” whispered Gillian. “No, it can’t be!”
Gillian turned and fell against Mark’s shoulder, sobbing. Rita reached out a hand and held onto Jim’s arm. 
Rachel sat frozen in shock.
Dan. He was at Dekanna. He was working on Dragon’s repairs.
My Dan. 
My Dan is gone.
“I am so sorry,” said Tagi. “We thought we had more time.”
Jim finally managed to speak. “What do you mean? You knew this was coming? You let this happen?”
The Goblin turned to him. “We know the Stree hate us with great passion. We knew they would try at some point to eliminate us. But we never thought they would attack our biological allies first. It is a grave mistake in our judgment.”
“A grave mistake?” Jim yelled. He shot to his feet. “A grave mistake? You failed to warn us about this? You let them attack our planet?”
The Goblin nodded. “We are at fault in this, and we recognize it. But we cannot change it. We can only move forward from this day.”
“Move forward?” Jim roared. “Move forward? How do we move forward?”
Rita stood now, beside Jim, and reached for him. She put her arms around his shoulders and pulled him into her. Slowly, with coaxing movements and gentle words, she got him to sit down again.
Everyone sat in stunned silence. After a few seconds, it was Mark who spoke next. 
“We need to get back to Earth.”
Tagi shook her head. “That would be a mistake. There is nothing there for you but death. A nuclear winter. Radiation. Dead cities. You will not live long if you set foot on that planet.”
Mark stood up.
“I don’t care. I’m going.”
Gillian got up and stood beside him.
“I’m going too,” she said. 
Rita also stood and nodded at Gillian. 
“I’ll go with you. Let’s go fetch Imogen.” The two turned and left the room.
Mark Rodgers gave a long stare at the others. Then he followed the two women out of the room.
The rest of them - all except Rachel - rose and looked at each other. They turned and followed Mark toward the docking bay.
Rachel sat alone for half a minute. 
Dan. My Dan.
Then, moving like a robot, she slowly rose to her feet and followed.






  
   Six

Stalingrad System – Dyson Swarm


The corvette  Armidale boosted hard at 500g for the mass limit, pushing to get back to Earth. Jim, Rachel and Tika were too restless to stay in their cabins. As their speed built, the three sat on the bridge behind Captain Stewart, watching the various structures of the Dyson Swarm pass as they headed out-system.  
Suddenly an alarm sounded. Captain Stewart looked at the holo and saw two large ships coming in from behind.
Two battlecruisers. Coming right at them. Two huge black battlecruisers. 
Stewart reached up a hand to order Battle Stations, but before he could do so, Tika interjected.
“Don’t worry, Captain Stewart. Those are our ships. Our Leaders have ordered them to escort us to Earth.”
Rachel turned and glared at Tika. “When I was here last, you said you no longer had a fleet of warships. You said you didn’t need them anymore.”
“Maybe we lied,” said Tika quietly. 
Rachel’s face showed a look of pure anger. “Maybe you lied? There’s no maybe! You lied to me!”
Tika bowed her head and closed her eyes. “I was ordered to do it, Rachel. I’m sorry.”
Rachel turned back to the holo, too angry to speak. 
“So…how big is your fleet?” asked Jim. “Although I suppose you won’t tell us that either.”
Tika continued to look down at the deck. “I cannot give you the details you ask for. But I can tell you that we have been preparing to meet the Stree for two centuries. So it is a large fleet.”
Jim was so angry, he sprang from his jump seat behind Captain Stewart. “So Paco died for nothing? All those pilots that died getting you to the Tornado? For nothing? Because you didn’t want to commit warships to us?”
Tika looked up at Jim. “That’s not true, Jim. We took the approach we thought would work best. And it did - think about it, Jim. Think it through. If we had sent a dozen battlecruisers, or even two dozen battlecruisers…how many more would have died before we defeated Zukra? On both sides, yours and ours? Thousands? Tens of thousands?”
Jim stared at Tika. The venom in his gaze was apparent. Without a word, he stalked off the bridge. Rachel, also shooting arrows at Tika with her eyes, got up from her jump seat and followed Jim. 
Captain Stewart had turned in his chair and watched the exchange between the three of them. Now he also glared at Tika, anger evident in his face.
“I suggest, Tika, that you retire to your cabin and stay there for a while.”
Tika nodded and rose, departing the bridge. Stewart turned back to the holo. As he watched, the gargantuan Goblin battlecruisers slotted into escorting positions surrounding the Armidale, leaving the corvette looking tiny and vulnerable in the middle of the formation.


Sol System – Earth


Twenty-five days later, seven Humans and two Goblins stood on the bridge of the Armidale, staring at the display in horror.
Below them, the Earth rotated silently, as it always had. But it was no longer a beautiful blue and white planet. A new reality overwhelmed them, covering them like a black blanket. 
The Humans on the bridge of the corvette could only stare. The horror was too great for them to speak or think. All they could do was stare, and hurt, and cry.
Rachel especially was devastated. Great, choking sobs racked her body. She sank to her knees on the bridge, unable to continue standing. Ollie, on her left, sank down with her and held her, barely able to hold back his own tears. Rita, on Rachel’s right side, also sank to the floor, holding Rachel’s hand, trying to comfort her in the midst of indescribable grief.
The dayside of the planet below them was a nearly uniform dark gray, with streaks of white and black shot through it, giving it a cancerous, mottled appearance. Where large cities had been, great fires still burned, leaving a hellish glow beneath the dirty cocoon of devastation. The planet they had known and loved had been transformed into something unrecognizable.
In a spontaneous group moment, everyone who was still standing also sank to their knees. Jim, Luke, Mark, and Misha knelt on the deck. Tika, behind them, followed suit, emulating the Humans in sympathy.
Rachel, tears streaming down her face, began to speak. Nobody else on the bridge spoke Gaelic; but all on the bridge recognized the rhythm of the Lord’s Prayer. As Rachel continued reciting from her Irish heritage, her words mixed with Gillian’s muted sobs.
Ár n-Athair Ár n-Athair atá ar neamh, Go naofar d'ainim, Go dtagfadh do ríocht, Go ndéantar do thoil ar an talamh mar a dhéantar ar neamh. Ár n-arán laethúil tabhair dúinn inniu, agus maith dúinn ár bhfiacha mar a mhaithimidne dár bhféichiúna féin. Ach ná lig sinn i gcathú, ach saor sinn ó olc. 
As Rachel completed the prayer, silence covered the bridge. After a minute, Jim Carter rose to his feet. He looked over at Captain Stewart. 
“We have to decide what to do next.”
Stewart nodded, and rose. “Let’s move to my cabin. XO, you have the conn.”
The group moved through the back hatch into Stewart’s cabin. They crowded together around the small conference table. 
For some reason - perhaps because he was on duty - Captain Stewart seemed to hold himself together. He began the discussion.
“We think they detonated around 3,000 nukes, most of them between 25 to 50 megatons,” said Stewart. 
“Why so many?” wondered Jim bitterly.
“Because they wanted to be sure to eliminate you as a threat,” said Tika.
“But we were not a threat to them!” wailed Rachel. “Why attack us?”
“Their ultimate goal is to destroy us Goblins,” said Tika. “Evidently they decided to first destroy our allies, to leave us isolated.”
“But why you?” asked Rita. “What have the Goblins ever done to the Stree?”
“We exist,” said Tika bitterly. “That is enough for them. They are a fanatical species, led by a fanatical cult. They hate and fear the concept of a sentient artificial intelligence. They have made war on us twice in the past. Both times, we fended them off. But they keep coming back. And this time, they are stronger than we have ever seen them before.”
Rachel spoke bitterly. “And you couldn’t tell us about them before? You couldn’t give us a chance to prepare? A chance to survive?”
“We simply didn’t realize the Stree were ready to come at us again. It’s been more than two hundred years since they last attacked us. We thought we had plenty of time,” Tika replied.
Mark Rodgers deflected the conversation, trying to avoid another round of anger and confrontation that would lead nowhere.
“What do the sensors tell us about the surface, Captain?” he interjected.
Stewart glanced at his tablet. 
“Average surface temperature is already down by 16 degrees C, a bit more than 28 degrees F below normal. Our AI model predicts the global average temperature will bottom out at 18 degrees C below normal.”
Stewart looked up. “That’s 32.4 degrees F below normal. Enough to bring on a new ice age. That will kill almost all plant life on the planet, and most of the animal life. There may be a few plants that survive near the equator, but it’s doubtful anything large will make it through.”
“How about the oceans?” asked Rita.
“They’ll be devastated too,” said Stewart. “Some plants and marine animals will survive, but probably nothing near the surface. The ozone in the upper atmosphere is destroyed. So once the smoke and ash clouds start to thin out, that lack of ozone will allow UV radiation to flood the planet. Nothing will be able to live near the surface of the oceans. At least, nothing that we know of now.” 
“So no life on land, and little life in the oceans,” said Mark bitterly.
Tika interjected. “There will be small patches of life that survive. It takes more than this to kill a planet completely. But I doubt there will be many Humans that make it through the bottleneck.”
“How many?” asked Jim. “How many Humans will survive?”
Tika looked grim. 
“As many as we can rescue before they die of cold and starvation.”


Surface of Venus
Sol System


With a start, Commander Rauti awoke. His forty caterpillar legs twitched uncontrollably as he lay on his back, trying to orient himself.
What happened? I was on an inspection tour of the mountain. Then this…
Slowly his senses started to re-sync. He realized where he was. He had been deep inside the mountain, reviewing the construction of the tunnels that would be used to anchor the space tether. Something catastrophic had happened, knocking him out. His self-repair process had kicked in. 
Checking his basal time clock, he was shocked to realize four weeks had passed. Other sensors told him there was a high radiation level seeping in through the tunnel from outside. It came to him instantly as he put all the facts together.
The Stree. It has to be the Stree.
Moving slowly, he rotated his body to stand up on his legs. He looked around the tunnel. It had caved in, leaving only a small space where he had somehow survived. But he could see a glimpse of light through a hole in the pile of rock in front of him. That meant the blockage was thin. He could dig through it.
There were a dozen other caterpillar bodies lying around - the remnants of his staff. Most of them were crushed under the cave-in. All were dead.
The Stree. The fucking Stree, Rauti thought. They destroyed my beautiful, beautiful project. I’m going to fucking kill them.


Sol System – Earth


Over the next few days, the Humans at Earth put together a rescue effort. The Armidale took up an orbit over Central America. The Goblin battlecruisers that accompanied them established geosync orbits equidistant from them, allowing coverage of the entire planet. They scanned for anything that looked like a life sign. Shuttle after shuttle of Goblins went to the surface searching for survivors, concentrating their efforts on the areas between blast zones - places where life might have survived.
Initially, Jim and the rest of the Humans also went down by shuttle to various points where sensors indicated there might be life. With the travel time from Stalingrad, it was now nearly a month after the attack. Survivors were few and far between. But they worked steadily, trying not to give up hope. 
Cocooned in their environmental suits, protected from the radiation and noxious chemicals of the atmosphere, the Humans assisted the Goblins. They found a few survivors in mountainous terrain, tucked away in caves or other enclaves that had protected them from the worst of the blast and radiation - places where water could be had from streams and lakes, where small creatures such as rabbits and mice could be had for food. 
Those they found were brought back to the orbiting ships, decontaminated, fed, and placed into hastily constructed dormitories in the cargo holds of the battlecruisers. 
But after a few days, Jim and Rita realized they needed to change the process, to provide a more Human touch for the rescued survivors.
“We’re wasting our time going to the surface,” Jim said as they convened in the galley of the Armidale on the fourth day. “The Goblins are ten times as effective as us in finding survivors. We need to let them take that part of the effort. But the stress of being rescued by Goblins is leaving some of the survivors too shell-shocked to communicate - especially if they are rescued by Goblins in non-Human aspects. The children are the worst - I saw some yesterday that were rescued by Goblins in their caterpillar aspects, and those poor kids were still shaking in fear a half-hour later. We should concentrate on welcoming the survivors on the ships, giving them a Human face to see when they come aboard.”
Jim glanced at Rachel. She was withdrawn - almost catatonic. She had been that way since they left Stalingrad. Rachel had lost the love of her life, Dan Gibson. He had been in charge of the shipyard at Dekanna, repairing the EDF ships damaged in the Singheko War. She was taking it harder than anyone else. 
Jim knew she was on a long, downhill slide to despair. He needed to find a way to break her out of it, bring her back to a place where she wanted to live.
“Rachel, would you take charge of assigning us to the battlecruisers, please? We need a couple of us on each ship to meet the survivors as they come aboard from the shuttles.”
Rachel looked at Jim sullenly. She gave one short nod, then her head went down again, staring at the table. Jim glanced at Rita, who smiled slightly. Rita was back in her normal aspect, the android body that looked remarkably like her old biological one. 
Sometimes, when Rita was in her normal Human aspect, Jim forgot she was now a Goblin - although he had been abruptly reminded when they went to the surface. Before their first trip down to look for survivors, Rita had switched into the caterpillar-like Goblin aspect that could withstand nearly any environment. 
The first time she did it, Jim had shuddered, turning his head away for a few moments while he got used to it.
Now I know how Alice in Wonderland felt, he had thought. Next, I’ll see the White Rabbit running by…
But the strangeness had quickly passed. After the second trip to the surface, Jim and the rest of them adapted to Rita’s ability to switch into different body aspects. It turned out to be quite handy - in her caterpillar aspect, she could lift tons of material, go nearly anyplace, and had senses that were ten times as sensitive as a normal Human. Rita had found dozens of survivors they would have missed with their Human senses alone.
Jim smiled across the table at his Goblin wife and continued.
“Once Rachel assigns you to a ship, work out your plan to greet the survivors as they come out of decon. Welcome them, show them around, help them get settled into the cargo bay dorms. Try to put a Human face on things to minimize their shock.”
Nods went around the table as everyone agreed. Jim saw Rachel raise her head slightly.
“Also, we need to start thinking about what to do next. The number of survivors diminishes every day. At some point, we’ll stop finding people. We should agree on how long we search, and what we do when we no longer find survivors.”
Tika spoke next. “Our AI models suggest that once we go for two weeks without finding a survivor, the chances of additional Humans being alive approaches zero.”
“Two weeks sounds reasonable to me,” said Jim. “How about the rest of you?”
“I’d like to add another week to that,” said Mark. “We should give it every possible chance.”
Jim looked around the table. Everyone seemed to be in agreement.
“It’s agreed, then. When we find no survivors for three consecutive weeks, we declare the rescue effort terminated and move on.”
“Move on to where?” wondered Rachel bitterly, the first time she had spoken all day. “Where can we go? Stalingrad? That’s not even a planet! How will we live? Do we all become Goblins like…”
Rachel stopped suddenly, glancing at Rita in embarrassment.
“I’m sorry, Rita. I didn’t mean that the way it came out…”
Rita winked at her, smiled. “No worries, Rachel. I understand.”
Rachel looked back at Jim. “But…what’s to become of us? Where will we go?”
“Our leadership has identified a planet in the Arm that is remarkably like Earth,” spoke Tika. “It’s eight hundred lights beyond Stalingrad. We think it will make a good home for Humans for the half-century or so it will take before Earth is habitable again.”


Kings Canyon National Park, California


It took Zoe two weeks to realize she was going to live after all. All her hair had fallen out, and she had puked three to four times a day for two weeks. But finally the radiation sickness seemed to pass. She realized she might live. At least for a while. If she could find more food. 
She started hunting, setting snares near the cabin for rabbits. She caught a few fish in the stream. 
She was setting a snare nearby the cabin when she heard the whine of a shuttle passing over. It went by, turned, come back toward her. She had thought to run, hide from it - but the insignia on the side of it looked somehow familiar. She tried to remember where she had seen it before. Then it came to her. The insignia of the Earth Defense Force. The EDF. The fleet that was supposed to protect the Earth, but had clearly failed.
The shuttle landed in the meadow nearby, and the ramp lowered. Zoe walked toward it. And the strangest creature she had ever seen made its way down the ramp toward her. It was a huge jet-black caterpillar, six feet long, with at least twenty legs on each side. She froze, afraid to step forward or backwards, not knowing how to react. But before she could make a decision, a male Human stepped into view behind the caterpillar, waving at her.
“Hello!” he shouted. “How are you?”






  
   Seven

Stalingrad System – Dyson Swarm


The  bong, bong, bong of the General Alarm did not awaken Goblin Captain-Leader Bagi; for Bagi was not asleep. He had, however, powered down for a diagnostic and repair period, which - for a Goblin - was pretty much the same as sleep. And as he often did during these repair periods, he had accelerated his time sense by a factor of one thousand. Thus each hour in the real world went by for him in only 3.6 seconds. To his time sense, the universe was a movie being played one thousand times faster than normal.
But the General Alarm snapped him out of that state instantly. In fact, it snapped him back to one-half time; now the Universe went by at half speed, not only for him but for every Goblin on the cruiser Blue Quark.
From the bunk in his cabin where his normal android body lay at the moment, Bagi switched to his warbody on the bridge. The short, squat cube of his warbody had no need of a pressure suit or other protective gear. Welded to the deck, it would take a direct hit on that heavily armored cube to harm Bagi.
In a matter of seconds, Bagi ran through a series of internal displays that would have taken a Human a good five minutes to analyze. He had no need of a holotank; all he had to do was issue a mental command and the entire bridge became transparent, allowing him to look directly at the enemy. He magnified the image and took a good look.
Thirty-six Stree warships had entered the Stalingrad system at the mass limit, 14.77 AU from the central star - and one-quarter AU from Bagi’s current position as Commander of the Goblin Home Guard.
Bagi decided immediately this was not a full-on attack; the Stree force was too small. Thirty-six Stree ships would not have much of an impact on the Goblin defense. Even the sixteen ships of his cruiser squadron could fend them off if they were allowed to operate at full capability.
But he would not be able to do that; he must operate at only 70% of his normal capability - for now. The Leaders had stipulated the Goblin Navy’s true capability must remain hidden until the full Stree invasion force appeared. It was an attempt to deceive the Stree. The Goblin leadership felt any slight advantage would help, once the true battle started.
“This is just a reconnaissance in force,” Bagi called to his bridge crew over the internal comm link. “They’ll probe us, test our weapons and maneuverability, then withdraw. Order the squadron to assume formation Delta-Four. Set all operating systems to run at 70%, including the missiles. Lock and load.”
“Aye, sir,” he heard his bridge crew call. “All systems set to 70% of normal capability. Locked and loaded. The ship is fully ready for battle.”
Bagi knew that running at 70% of normal would give him a disadvantage fighting the Stree. But his battle sense fired anyway.
One deck below, Bagi’s inert android body suddenly smiled, a transient echo of his feelings on the distant bridge.
“In range in forty-four minutes,” called his Tac Officer. “All ships operating at 70% capacity. All ships ready for action.”
Come on, you Stree bastards, Bagi thought. I’d like to have a word with you.

      ***Stree Sub-Commodore Gellen watched the Goblin force come at his formation head-on. Eight thousand klicks wide, the Goblin squadron rushing to meet him consisted of two cubes, side by side. Each cube contained eight wedge-shaped cruisers bristling with point defense cannon and lasers. Each flat-black Goblin cruiser showed eight missile tubes in front, pointed straight at him. He knew there were other missile tubes in the rear of each cruiser, which could fire another six missiles to turn and come directly at him.
So Gellen knew that in less than one minute, 224 missiles would come out of that formation directly at his Stree ships.
“Well, they’re not shy,” he remarked to his XO.
“They are an abomination,” interrupted the Guardian Officer, Sub-Prophet Miwod. “They are not even alive. They are garbage.”
“Garbage that can kill us, Sub-Prophet,” Gellen said mildly. “I would advise you to tighten your combat harness a bit. Things are about to get interesting.”
“Bah. I do not fear these unholy machines,” Miwod responded. But Gellen noticed Miwod reach down and pull up the straps on his combat harness to tighten it. 
Gellen smiled. Guardian Officers were a necessary evil. In his book, the Fleet would be better off without the zealous monks who spouted religious dogma on the bridge of every Stree ship.
But to say that out loud…well, death would be swift and sure. He had once served under a captain who thoughtlessly uttered such a dangerous comment in the heat of battle. After the Guardian Officer forced the ship’s crew to eject that captain into space as an object lesson, Gellen had been promoted to fill the empty spot. The lesson had been clear.
But I could certainly do without his inane comments that bear no relation to reality.
“Incoming! 224 missiles as expected! Point defense armed. Thirty seconds to impact!”
“Fire at will, Tac,” Gellen spoke, quietly but firmly enough to be sure he was heard. He felt his cruiser buck as his own volley of fourteen missiles launched simultaneous with the rest of his squadron. 
“Twenty seconds to impact! Point defense active!” called his Tac Officer.
Gellen leaned back in his chair, forcing his muscles to relax. It was all up to the Tac Officer and the point defense cannon now. There was no more strategy to consider. He watched, detached, almost like an outside observer, as the Goblin missiles came on. The chatter and vibration of the point defense cannon began, a sound so familiar to him. 
For some strange reason, he realized that the sound settled him, put him in a kind of peace. It was the sound of his job, his work. The high point of his profession. The measure of his quality as a commander. 
The point defense intensified, vibrating the entire ship. As a Goblin missile penetrated through the cannon fire and smashed into his cruiser, knocking him sideways against the combat harness holding him in place, a ghost of a smile touched Gellen’s lips.

      ***“Incoming, 448 missiles, point defense activated,” called Bagi’s Tactical Officer. 
It was redundant to make the call - Bagi could see the incoming missiles in his Augmented Reality - AR. But it was a time-honored tradition to make the calls anyway, in case the Captain’s AR fluctuated or disappeared during battle.
As expected, Bagi thought. Their ships have the same number of missile tubes as us, but they have twice as many ships. My reinforcements are still ten minutes away; I imagine this battle will be over before they get here.
“Very good, Tac. Fend off as many as you can.”
Bagi watched as one of his own missiles leaked through the enemy defense and smashed into a Stree cruiser, knocking it up and to one side. The rest of his first volley was swatted away by the Stree point defense, exploding harmlessly and filling the void with debris. 
“Incoming, impact in five seconds.”
Bagi knew his squadron’s point defense could never swat away the number of enemy missiles coming at them. They would be hit, and hard. Just before the impact, a random thought went through Bagi’s mind. 
The cleanup crews will have their hands full tomorrow getting all this shrapnel rounded up. Glad I don’t have that job.
Then the Blue Quark jolted as a terrific noise assaulted his hearing. His AR blinked, went out, returned, and stabilized.
“Damage report, please,” called Bagi.
“Two missiles hit us in the bow, low but just above the belly armor. Three front missile tubes out of action.”
Could have been worse.
“Fire at will, Tac. Give ‘em hell.”
“Aye, sir. Firing second volley.”

      ***Ten minutes later, Gellen had all the information he wanted about the Goblin defenses. He had watched in satisfaction as his task force damaged four Goblin cruisers. Two of his cruisers had suffered moderate damage, including his own, but all of his ships could still fly and shoot.
The Goblin cruiser squadron had passed through his formation at speed, firing as they went through, and started turnover to come back at him. Gellen knew he could continue on into their system if he wished, attacking some of the nearby Dyson structures. And he very much wanted to do that.
But another five squadrons of Goblin cruisers, and two of battlecruisers, were moving to intercept him. The nearest Goblin cruiser squadron was only five minutes away now. If he got tangled up with them, he might be delayed until the other Goblin formations caught up to him. And that would be suicide.
“We’ve got the information we came for,” he called to his bridge crew. “Let’s get out of here. Vector X14 and put the boot to it.”
“Aye, Skipper,” called his XO, gesturing to the Nav officer.
“What? No!” yelled Miwod. The Guardian Officer spluttered in rage. “You leave now when we have missiles left to fire? We must expend all our ammunition! We cannot return to Stree with unfired missiles! It is cowardice!”
Gellen looked at the Guardian in amazement.
How can anyone who claims to be a Naval officer know so little about how to fight?
“Sub-Prophet Miwod, I am glad to stay here and expend all remaining missiles if that is your command. However, we will all be dead within twenty minutes if we do so. Please quickly give us the Last Rites so that we may die in peace.”
Miwod looked at Gellen stupidly. The confusion on his face showed he was paralyzed in fear. He clearly failed to comprehend the situation. Gellen waited for another five seconds, but Miwod was still frozen, unable to process the information he had been given. 
With a sigh, Gellen waved at the XO. “Take us out of here, XO. Vector X14 and quickly!”
Gellen felt a little residual Coriolis force as the cruiser nosed up, taking a line away from the ecliptic and out of the system. The carefully calculated escape vector would take them away from the onrushing Goblin ships and allow them to disengage and leave the system unharmed. Gellen felt the g-force come on, pushing him down into his seat as they accelerated beyond the ability of the compensators. As the perceived force approached 8g and continued to rise, he heard a groan from Guardian Officer Miwod.
Good. Maybe that will keep the idiot bastard’s mouth shut…


Sol System – Surface of Venus


Outside the mountain, Rauti stared at the mess in front of him. The Stree had wiped out his installation on Venus. Undoubtedly, they had also destroyed the tether fixtures in orbit; and probably the barely-started Dyson shell as well.
Rauti was pissed.
The Stree will think we’re all dead. Which is fine with me, because I’m going to build a little surprise for them. To hell with terraforming this planet. I’ll turn every resource I have, every microbot, every tool, to one purpose. I’ve got the resources of a whole planet to use.
Rauti knew what he had in mind to do was a violation of the Goblin Commandments. But he was going to do it anyway. 
The universe had changed. Rauti didn’t think the Commandments made a difference anymore. And certainly not to him, stranded on Venus.
If the Stree attacked us here, that means they are also attacking Stalingrad. I have no communication with Stalingrad, but I’m sure their backs are to the wall. The Stree would never dare attack me here unless they were sure of defeating us. The survival of our species is on the line.
And there’s also Clause Eighteen of the Goblin Commandments…
Rauti smiled.
Thou shalt not let the species die.
He thought through his plan. It would work, of that he was sure. He wasn’t sure how long it would take, but he didn’t care. If it took a month, or six months, or a year, he would take this fight back to the Stree.






  
   Eight

Sol System – Earth


Five weeks later, the Humans at Earth gave up the rescue effort. They had found and rescued 21,146 Human survivors. Most of them were in bad shape; burned by thermal heat from the bombs, savaged by radiation, bandaged, broken, dying of thirst or starvation.  
The Goblins had started a round-robin shuttle of survivors back to Stalingrad. Every few days, another battlecruiser departed for the Goblin home system, with makeshift dorms in the cargo hold packed to capacity with survivors. At the same time, an empty battlecruiser appeared to take its place.
But they had found no more Humans alive on the planet for three consecutive weeks. The rescue effort was over. They had also checked the Human settlements on Mars and the Moon, but the installations there had been wiped out as well. And on Venus, the Goblin projects were gone, the surface installation a vast crater a half-klick wide. 
And the orbitals of Earth were filled with the debris of ships, all of them smashed and scorched and burnt. Every satellite had been destroyed, leaving millions of pieces of debris orbiting the desolate planet. 
They found the remains of the EDF Home Fleet well out past the orbit of Mars, where they had met the enemy. The broken pieces were still coasting out-system on a vector to nowhere. 
And in the center of the debris field, the fragments of the battlecruiser Victory were found, in a dozen pieces. Not a single missile was left in her armory - the Victory had fought to the bitter end. 
They collected up the larger pieces of the destroyed battlecruiser and launched them into the Sun. The Human team stood on the Armidale’s bridge at attention, while Bonnie Page recited the names of their dead friends as the last fragments of the once-proud battlecruiser disappeared into the glare of the Sun’s corona and was gone. 
Then they left. There was nothing more for humanity in this solar system. There wouldn’t be a habitable planet here for at least fifty years, maybe seventy-five or a hundred. Their AI model wasn’t quite sure how long it would take.
They discussed stopping at Singheko on the way back to Stalingrad; but Tika assured them it was pointless. The Goblins had rescued a few thousand Singheko survivors there and taken them to Stalingrad; but the planet of their recent enemy was also destroyed, unlivable for many years.
And the EDF fleet that had been stationed at Singheko was the same as the one at Earth - fragments floating in the black. 
Merkkessa - gone.
Asiana - gone.
Every ship of the EDF Alliance - gone.
And the same was true at Nidaria, and Dekanna, and Asdif, and Ursa. The Stree had been thorough. They had not taken any chances. They had wiped the slate clean of any species that might aid the Goblins.
The Humans on the Armidale gathered in the galley for the departure. In the wall viewer, they watched the Sun fade in the distance as they headed for the mass limit. In the last weeks, they had already passed through so many emotions; first shock and numbness, then depression and despair on the long trip back to Earth, giving way to dogged determination as they searched for survivors. Now most of them had worked their way out of that pit of raw emotion to a sort of semi-stable plateau - a plateau of resignation and acceptance.
“There she goes,” said Jim as they sank out, the system engines shutting down and the tDrive whining as it came to life. The Sun winked out and was gone.
“Next stop Stalingrad,” said Mark. 
“And then what?” asked Rachel. “Earth Two? Build log cabins in the wilderness, like the pioneers in the Old West? Scratch out a living from the dirt?”
Bonnie glanced across at Jim and Rita. Rachel wore her bitterness like a blanket now, never letting it go. It permeated her, had become part of her.
“If that’s what it takes,” Bonnie said at last. “But I think we can do more than that, if we put our minds to it.”
“We can,” said Jim. “We’re military. We can go on. But I don’t know about the rest of the survivors. I think they’re too shell-shocked to do much except survive at this point.”
“So we just dump them off on a new planet and wish them luck?” Rachel spoke sarcastically.
“No, we can do more than that,” said Tika. “We rescued fertilized ovum from several thousand species of animals. We can populate the new planet with horses, cows, sheep, goats, more than a hundred animals that will be valuable to the colonists there. We loaded up the contents of the Svalbard Global Seed Vault from Norway. So we’ll be able to plant almost any crop that people want. We have microbots that can build prefab housing for them. They’ll have a decent life there, for the most part.”
There was a short silence. Gillian was the next to speak. “But it won’t be Earth,” she said. “It won’t be home.”
“We’ll make it home,” said Luke. “We have to.”
“But the Stree…,” said Gillian. “They’ll find us. They’ll come back.”
Jim shook his head. “They won’t bother us. We’re too weak to hurt them now. They’re after the Goblins.”
“Should we even go back to Stalingrad now?” asked Mark. “What if we arrive just as the Stree attack?”
“That’s a chance we have to take,” said Rita. “We have to stabilize the Human survivors, get them healthy, let them make their own decisions about what to do next.”
“Their own decisions? What is there to decide?” asked Rachel. “They go to this new Earth or they die, right? What other choice do they have?”
Jim looked at Tika meaningfully. She nodded.
“There’s one other option,” said Jim.


Returning to Stalingrad – Corvette Armidale


“Another option?” asked Rachel. “What other option is there? Either they go to this new planet the Goblins have found, or they stay at Stalingrad. What else is there?”
Jim gave a second glance at Tika before he continued.
“Become a Goblin. Fight these bastards as an android. An AI.”
There was a shocked silence in the galley as everybody tried to wrap their heads around Jim’s words. Rachel was the first to come back at him.
“Bullshit,” she said.
Tika took up the conversation.
“Not bullshit,” she replied. “It can be done. Any Human can have their consciousness transferred into AI form.”
Rachel glared at Tika as if she were the enemy. 
“You want us to give up our bodies? Become machines like you? Losing Earth isn’t enough for you?”
Jim spoke gently.
“Rachel. It’s not Tika’s idea. It’s my idea.”
Rachel turned her glare to Jim. “Why would you even think about that? What’s the point of it? And why now when we’re still grieving Earth?”
Jim continued to speak gently, trying to calm Rachel down.
“Force multiplication, Rachel. Think about it. As a biological being, I have only one body to give. If I fight them and they kill me, that’s it. I’m done. But as an AI, I can be cloned into dozens of entities. Each one of those can fight them. If they destroy my ship, I can translate to another ship. It multiplies our Human force by at least a factor of ten, maybe a factor of one hundred.”
There was a long, pregnant pause. Jim saw a visible shudder go through Gillian. She was the next to speak.
“It’s unholy,” she said. “Duplicating ourselves. It’s blasphemy.”
Jim nodded. “Each to his own opinion, Jilly. No one has to do anything against their own conscience.”
Mark reached, placed an arm around Gillian’s shoulders in support.
“I’m with my wife. That’s something I’ll never do.”
“Understood, Mark. And I respect your opinion. But likewise, you should respect mine. I’d do it in a heartbeat, if it meant I could kill more of those Stree bastards.” 
“Me, too,” said Ollie with venom in his voice. “Where do I sign up?”
Rita felt it was the appropriate time for her to jump in.
“As I’m the only person here who has ever done this before, I should probably tell you a few things.”
“Please,” said Jim, giving her the floor.
“It’s very disorienting when you first wake up. It’s almost like being in a waking dream for the first day or so. You have incredible energy, more energy than you’ve ever felt in your life. I can only compare it to when you were a child and you had boundless energy, when you could go all day without stopping. But at the same time, your body doesn’t respond the way you expect it to. It’s more powerful but also heavier. So it takes days to adjust, to get the hang of that part of it.
“And then your senses. They intentionally bring you out after the transfer with your senses dulled, so that they’re a close match for your old Human senses. But they still feel incredibly powerful. Your vision is the best it’s ever been. Your sense of taste and smell is the same. Your hearing is perfect.
“Combining all those things, it’ll take you several days before you can do things normally without falling over or stumbling or stuttering when you try to talk. But after that…
“After that, you feel wonderful. It’s a heady experience. You learn how to switch your consciousness to another aspect. You learn how to increase the sensitivity of your senses on your own, when you feel ready for it. You learn how to talk with radio instead of with voice. 
“You feel like you’ve been re-born. I would never go back.”
Gillian shuddered again. “This is blasphemy. I won’t listen to this,” she said as she rose. 
“Before you go, Gillian, one thought,” interjected Jim.
Gillian paused on her way to the door. “What?”
“You believe that God created this Universe. Have you ever considered - maybe He allows this as a natural progression to a higher form of living? That maybe this was His grand design all along? Would He even allow the Goblins to exist if He disapproved?”
Gillian stared at Jim strangely.
“We don’t know yet if He will allow the Goblins to continue to exist, do we?”
With that, she departed through the hatch. Mark stood, grimaced at Jim, and followed his wife. In the aftermath of Gillian’s sudden and somewhat surprising outburst, the rest of them sat and stared at each other.
“She’s starting to sound like the Stree,” muttered Tika.


Stree Prime – Battlecruiser Great Prophet


High Admiral Sojatta gazed at the plot as his six expeditionary fleets collected themselves back into a single, unified mass of warships orbiting the Stree home world. It had taken them eighty-five days to go and return - but they had accomplished the mission. They had eliminated the biological allies of the Goblins - the Humans, the Dariama, the Bagrami, the Taegu. All were dust now, dust blowing in the wind of their desiccated planets. As were the Singheko and the Nidarians - the Stree had not taken any chances.
Now there were no biologicals left to stand in his way. It was down to a one-on-one war, a simple fight of good versus evil. The good of the Grand Prophecy vs. the evil of the blasphemous and unholy Goblins.
And there was no doubt in Sojatta’s mind how that war would end. Their victory was assured. The Universe fought for them. The Great Prophet had foreseen it and had given them the Word Ordained. 
All Sojatta had to do now was implement the victory. He gazed at the holotank before him. Six expeditionary fleets had been sent to destroy the enemies of the Grand Prophecy: 300 warships each to the four major biological species, and 200 warships to the lesser ones of the Bagrami and the Taegu. 1,600 of his front-line warships.
Of those, 1,502 ships had returned. Sojatta was a bit shocked at the level of his losses; he had not expected the pitiful biologicals to fight so hard against their destruction. 
But it was not a problem; his intelligence experts told him the Goblins had only 500 warships. He still vastly outnumbered them. It would be a quick war.
Sojatta turned away from the plot to his staff, standing around his conference table, and smiled.
“We have accomplished the first great objective of the war,” he spoke. “We have eliminated the biologicals who might hinder us. Now we move to Phase Two - eliminating the Goblin Home Fleet and destroying their barbarous Dyson Swarm.”
Sojatta moved to the head of the table and sat. He waved a hand at the Stree officers surrounding the table. “Sit, and let us plan our victory.”
With a rustle of uniforms and the clink of medals, the members of his inner staff sat, adjusting in their chairs until they were comfortable. Sojatta waited until all were settled, then began again.
“The Goblins wait for us in their home system. We shall let them sweat while we repair and re-arm our ships. Admiral Hojoni - what is the estimate for readiness to depart?”
“Eight weeks, O Great High Admiral. There was more damage to our ships than anticipated.”
Sojatta smiled. “Yes. The perverted biologicals fought harder than we expected. That makes our decision to eliminate them by surprise even wiser. If we had allowed them to prepare and join forces with the Goblins, our victory might have been delayed.
“But now…the time to victory will be shortened considerably. Eight weeks to repair and re-arm our fleet. Another four weeks to Stalingrad. And then we smash these Goblins. 
“Admiral Deyeunna. Ensure that our maintenance crews are closely supervised. We must be ready to launch in eight weeks. There is no other acceptable outcome.”
Admiral Deyeunna bowed his head in acceptance of the task. “Thus it shall be, O Great Chief Admiral.”
“Thus it shall be,” echoed Sojatta in the timeworn mantra of the Stree priesthood. “Then let us move on to the strategy for the destruction of the Goblin fleet twelve weeks from now. Please present your plan, Admiral Hojoni.”
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Stalingrad System – Dyson Ring


While Jim and his company had been at Earth rescuing survivors, the Goblins had re-configured a large area of their main Dyson Ring to become a long, narrow facsimile of Earth. In the middle of a longitudinal strip was an open park, covered in greenery, with hiking paths, playgrounds, even a couple of creeks feeding into small lakes. It also contained a large Amphitheater for community meetings. Several thousand feet above it, the ceiling was blue, an imitation of the blue sky of Earth. A long artificial Sun ran down the center of the ceiling, simulating the brightness of Earth’s own star. 
On the sides of the open area, Goblin microbots had assembled housing for the survivors. Six huge apartment blocks surrounded the park, providing space for all 21,146 Human survivors.
Jim, Rita, and the rest of the team stood on the roof of one of the apartment blocks, staring at the view below them in wonderment.
“How could they do this in only twelve weeks?” asked Gillian.
“Our microbots are extremely effective,” said Tika. “If they can build a Dyson swarm in two centuries, building apartment blocks is child’s play for them.”
“But where did you get the greenery?” asked Rachel.
“We’ve always had plants from Earth,” said Tika. “Remember, I told you before at Dekanna - we’ve been secretly visiting Earth for well over twenty thousand years. Through the years, we’ve collected millions of samples of plants and animals. This basic park was already in existence, used by our people for a leisure spot. All we had to do was build the apartment blocks around it.”
“It reminds me of Central Park in New York,” said Jim. 
Rachel turned on him. “Something that doesn’t exist anymore,” she spoke angrily. She marched off toward the stairs.
The group watched her go, until Gillian spoke.
“We have to do something to help her.”
“There’s not much we can do,” said Rita. “She’s mourning Dan. She just has to get through her grief process somehow.”
“Here comes the last group,” Tika called. 
Below them, a large group of Humans came out of a subway entrance in the center of the park. The Humans walked out onto the surface in amazement. They milled around in shock, staring at the apartment blocks, the greenery, the lake beside them, the artificial blue sky above them.
“I can’t even imagine what’s going through their minds,” said Jim.
“Shock,” said Luke. “Pure shock. After what they’ve been through…it has to be incredible.”
“But with relief mixed in,” said Bonnie. “They thought they were going to die, there on Earth. Huddling in caves or underground, a surface covered in ice and snow, no visible sun, little to no food, contaminated water. At the most, a few more weeks to live. They must have been making their peace with God when we came along.”
“And then rescued by alien androids, packed into a battlecruiser cargo hold like sardines, brought to a strange system that looks like nothing ever seen by a Human before,” added Rita.
“And then this,” continued Jim. “Disembarking from their ship, a ride on a subway, climbing a flight of stairs and coming out in Central Park. It has to be mind-boggling for them.”
Below them, they could see the group of survivors being led by several Goblins toward the apartment block where they would be housed. The Humans straggled along, faces turned left, right, up to the artificial sky and the artificial sun, children lagging behind to play with ducks on the pond, parents turning back to gather them up and move them on.
“It looks so normal now,” said Bonnie. “It’s too good to be true.”
“Yes, and it is too good to be true,” Tika spoke. “The Stree are still out there. We think they’re holding off because they have to collect up their expeditions and repair any damage, re-arm, prepare for a massive attack on us. Or else they want to terrorize us - intimidate us. But they’ll be coming soon - they’ll not want to give us too much time to prepare. We need to get these people stabilized and then moved to the new planet as soon as possible.”
“The ones that want to go,” said Jim.
Tika looked at him. “Yes. The ones that want to go. The rest can stay and help us fight.”

      ***One day later, Jim, Rita and the rest decided it was time to formally present all options to the Human survivors. Although they had already announced the news about a new planet where people could be relocated, they had said nothing about other options. 
Now they called for a mass meeting. Thousands of people showed up in the Amphitheater. They milled about, waiting for the meeting to start, wondering what was happening.
Jim, Rita, Bonnie, Luke, Rachel, and Ollie stood on a stage at the front of the assembly, waiting to start the meeting. Finally the appointed time came, and Jim stood to address the crowd. As he began speaking, his voice boomed out over speakers arranged around the Amphitheater.
“People of Earth. My name is Jim Carter. I am the moderator for today’s meeting.
“As you have probably heard, the Goblins have found a planet eight hundred light years from here which is remarkably like Earth. For the purposes of this discussion, I’m going to call that planet Phoenix - because it will represent the re-birth of Humanity. You can always rename it when you get there, if you wish.
“Now - the atmosphere and climate of Phoenix are suitable; Humans can live there. It’ll be primitive at first; you’ll be living better than the pioneers of old, but not by much. It will be a challenge; but those who go will most likely survive. For those who decide to go there, the Goblins have agreed to begin transport starting Monday next.”
A murmur ran through the crowd. Jim saw some people smiling, congratulating each other, happy. Others were more sullen, standing silently, glaring at Jim.
I guess you can’t satisfy all of the people all of the time.
“You will also have to share this planet, at least temporarily, with other survivors. As you may know, the Goblins also rescued a small number of Dariama, Taegu, and Bagrami from their destroyed planets. At the moment, Phoenix is the only place these survivors can go. They will be placed on the opposite side of the planet from our Human colony. However, as soon as the Goblins can identify another planet that is suitable for them, they will be moved, so please understand this is a temporary solution.”
“What about the Singheko and the Nidarians?” came a shout from the audience. 
“The Goblins recognize that because of our recent war with the Singheko and the Nidarians, it wouldn’t be a good idea for us to share a planet. So they’ve identified another planet, several hundred lights from Phoenix, which is suited to them. The Singheko and Nidarian survivors will be taken there.”
A quiet fell over the audience as people contemplated what Jim had told them. Waiting a bit, he continued.
“This evening at seven PM here in the Amphitheater, there will be a meeting to begin planning for transport to the new planet. If you want to consider this option for your future, please plan to have a representative at the meeting tonight.”
“Now…there are a couple of other options for you,” Jim continued. “A group of us have decided to fight the Stree. We’ll be staying here, working with the Goblins to take the fight to the enemy. Any of you who decide to join us will be welcomed. However, let me warn you; the odds are against us.
“The Goblins believe the Stree outnumber us considerably. It will be a fight like no other in history. The Goblins are masters of AI; the Stree have the numbers.
“If you join us in this fight, the first option will be to continue as a Human, fighting in spaceships or on the ground, as the need arises. You’ll be subject to normal military discipline and training. You’ll have to follow orders - and that includes the orders of a Goblin, if they are in your chain of command. Make no mistake about that aspect of the command structure. We will be a separate Human detachment, but we will be subject to orders of the Goblin leadership, just like any other unit. Anyone who can’t accept that should get on the transport ships and go to Phoenix.”
Another mutter ran through the crowd as people began to discuss the option. Jim gave them a few seconds to absorb his words, then dropped the last bombshell.
“There is one other option.”
He waited as silence slowly settled over the crowd. When it was quiet, he continued.
“There is a way for a small number of Humans to fight the Stree with more effectiveness. A way to fight them with the greater effectiveness of a Goblin. It is possible to convert a Human into a Goblin.”
For a few seconds, there was silence. Then there was an eruption of noise. People shouted, yelled at each other, yelled questions at Jim, a cacophony of voices that prevented any further communication. Jim waited patiently for the crowd to settle down, turning to glance at Rita, who was standing behind him with a wry smile. 
Finally the crowd began to calm, although there were still pockets of loud argument in places. Jim held out his hands in a downward gesture, trying to get the group quiet enough for him to speak.
“Please calm down, everyone. Please listen. Please let me speak.”
Eventually the crowd settled down enough for Jim to continue. He gazed across the crowd, trying to formulate the right words.
“I realize this is a difficult concept to wrap your head around. I understand that most of you will not consider it, and that’s fine.
“But for those who want to fight the Stree, this is the most effective way to do it. For anyone who wants to get back our own at the bastards who killed our planet, give this at least a moment of consideration.
“Now, some of you may already be aware of this, but my wife - Rita Page, who is standing behind me right now - “
Jim gestured to Rita behind him. She had reluctantly consented to put on her full Admiral’s uniform for the occasion, in hopes it would set the right tone. Now she stepped forward to give the crowd a better view.
“…my wife Rita has already undergone this transformation. She states it is completely painless. It required only a few days of training and adjustment to be fully functional in her new body. And her new abilities are incredible. She is three times stronger. She can see farther, hear better, can communicate with the Goblins in their native language. She can translate herself into a new body at will, even into a spaceship body if necessary. If her current body is damaged, she can switch to a new one and continue on her way.
“So - tomorrow at ten AM we’ll have a separate meeting for those interested in either of these last two options - either fighting the Stree as Humans or fighting them as Goblins. It will be held here in the Amphitheater. Rita and I will answer all your questions then. I hope to see some of you there. And don’t forget about the meeting tonight at 7 PM to talk about transport to Phoenix.”
With that, Jim turned and ended the meeting. As the team left the stage, they heard loud conversations. Several arguments broke out behind them, loud voices shouting at each other.
“I hope they don’t start fighting each other right here,” said Bonnie.
“You know Humans,” said Jim. “They can always find something to fight about.”
“Have you thought about a government for Phoenix?” asked Tika. “You need some kind of structure in place when these people arrive. Otherwise, it’ll be mass chaos.”
“Yes,” Jim agreed. “We’ve discussed it among ourselves. We have a proposal to make at the Phoenix meeting tonight.”
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Stalingrad System – Dyson Ring


That same evening, the seven PM meeting on the move to Phoenix was packed. Mark Rodgers stood on the small stage at the front of the room, assessing the crowd. Glancing back at Gillian standing directly behind him, he smiled. 
“Are you sure you want to go through with this?” he asked.
Gillian nodded. “Absolutely.”
“OK, then,” Mark said. He turned back to the crowd.
“Folks, if I could have your attention, please,” he called. The speakers on the side of the Amphitheater boomed out his voice. The crowd began to settle. Mark gave them a few seconds, then repeated his request. After another ten seconds, it was quiet enough for him to proceed.
“The purpose of this meeting is to inform you about the transport to Phoenix and what you can expect to find there when you arrive. My name is Mark Rodgers. I am a former General in the U.S. Army. I retired a little over three years ago after a thirty-year career in Army Intelligence. I was asked by Jim Carter to conduct this meeting. I will be assisted by my wife, Gillian Rodgers.
“Phoenix is a bit over eight hundred lights from us here at Stalingrad. The Goblins have agreed to allocate seven large transport ships to us for moving people and equipment to Phoenix. One of those ships has already been dispatched back to Earth to salvage some heavy equipment for us. Things like a couple of large turbines that can be used to generate electricity from rivers, a half-dozen wind turbines to get us started in wind energy, a couple of thousand solar panels, some construction equipment, that kind of thing. That ship will bring the items salvaged directly back to Phoenix and meet us there.”
A hand raised in the front row of the audience. Mark paused and pointed.
“Yes? Oh, and please state your name for the record.”
“Rick Moore. Why couldn’t the Goblins make that equipment for us?” asked a young man, his tattered clothes almost falling off him. He looked like he had been through a lot; but he also looked like he was game for more.
Mark smiled. He made a note of the young man’s name. The young man had asked a smart question, going straight to the point. There would be a place for tough, smart people on Phoenix.
“They could. They offered to do it for us. But we felt they should use their resources to prepare to battle the Stree. Also, although it may be a little harder on us to install the equipment and make it work, we’ll understand the details of it. We’ll know how it was put into operation and we’ll be able to repair it when it breaks.”
The young man nodded and settled back into his seat.
“Now. The other six Goblin ships will start shuttling passengers to Phoenix. One ship will depart every seven days. That will continue until everyone is transported to Phoenix that wishes to go there. 
“Each ship can transport three thousand people. I’m not saying it will be comfortable, but it will be tolerable. Families will be kept together; we’ll make special accommodations for pregnant women and mothers with small children. My wife Gillian will talk about that in a few minutes.
“The first ship will carry only young, healthy people who have no children, along with a team of Goblin volunteers to assist them. The Goblin volunteers will teach this first group how to manage the microbots that will perform the construction. 
“That first group of three thousand people will use those microbots to establish housing, in the form of apartment blocks, for themselves and the next group to arrive. By that, I mean that first group will construct housing for a total of six thousand people. They’ll also start building a water treatment plant. When the next ship arrives, the next group of three thousand will extend the process, getting trained on the microbots and using them to build housing for another three thousand people. This process will continue until everyone is transported and has food, water, and shelter.”
Another hand went up in the audience. Mark pointed to a young woman in the third row. Her hair was a short fuzz, an indicator of recent recovery from radiation sickness. She wore a well-worn and somewhat blood-stained USMC flight suit. She stood to ask her question.
“Zoe DeLong. Who’s going to be in charge of this operation?”
“An excellent question. Obviously, there has to be some kind of management or government in place to get all this done. We’re going to talk about that in a few minutes, so if you’ll hold off just a bit longer, we’ll get to it after I finish talking about transport.”
The young woman nodded, satisfied, and sat back down.
“Now. There are photosynthetic native plants on Phoenix which are remarkably like those of Earth. That’s why it has an oxygen atmosphere. But otherwise, it’s just a bare planet. There don’t appear to be any native land animals. There may be some sea life, but we haven’t determined that yet. There’s nothing we’ve identified that could be used as a food crop. So this is going to be a real challenge. But we can do it - if we put our minds to it. The atmosphere and the climate work in our favor.
“Our biggest challenge after water and shelter is getting crops established for food, and pasture prepared for livestock. Before we can do that, we have to prepare the soil. The Goblins have been kind enough to send a crew ahead. That crew is already on Phoenix, putting down microbots to mulch thirty square miles of flat land to make it suitable for farming and pasture. The microbots will put down Earth biota, the nitrogen-fixing bacteria, and earthworms and such that we’ll need to make Earth grass and crops work properly. And to anticipate your question, the Goblins have had Earth-based plants in this park for twenty thousand years, so they already had the biota they needed.
“I want to make something perfectly clear right now, before we go any farther. There will be no place on Phoenix for the lazy. If you are not willing to work - whether it be farming, or building shelter, or doing any of the other hundred things that have to be done - then you won’t eat. That is a promise I make to you now. You will work, or you won’t eat.”
Mark paused for a moment, surveying the crowd. They were quiet, considering his words. He turned to Gillian and she came up to the front of the stage.
“My wife Gillian will now lead a presentation regarding the government of the new colony on Phoenix.”
Gillian smiled at the crowd and began to speak. 
“One last word on transport before I move to the government discussion. Beginning with the third transport, there will be accommodations for pregnant women and mothers with children under four years of age. I just wanted to throw that out there, so you don’t worry too much about it. Once we’re assured there’s food, water, and shelter in place for you, we’ll get you there as quickly and safely as possible.
“Now. About government. Without government in place, the strong simply take what they want, leaving the weak with little or nothing. Regrettably, that seems to be the way of the Human animal. I’m sure it would be the same on Phoenix if we left things to evolve on their own. Therefore, we’re not going to do that. We’re going to put a strong government in place from day one.
“The government will be made up of a council and a governor. The council will be made up of people who have the expertise and experience to lead the colony. They will develop the rules of operation for Phoenix. The governor, however, will have veto power over council decisions if they are not in the best interests of the colony.”
Gillian paused and waited for her words to be absorbed by the crowd. Generally, she thought the concept had been well-received. For the most part, people were nodding approval. There were pockets of argument and some loud voices raised, but at least no fights broke out.
Far in the back, someone yelled out. “Who’s going to be on the council?”
Gillian nodded an acknowledgment. “We’re going to have an initial council of nine members. That initial group will elect a governor from among themselves. The governor who is elected will then appoint his replacement, so that we still have a council made up of nine members.
“You’ll note there are six apartment blocks surrounding this park. Each apartment block will elect one council member. Nominations for these positions will be open for the next twenty-four hours. Each apartment block can nominate three persons. Three and only three persons, people. Please understand the rules. Immediately after this meeting, each apartment block will have a separate meeting to discuss and nominate candidates.
“However, each candidate nominated will have to be vetted by us - the people you see in front of you right now. The reason for that is simple - to prevent unqualified people from being elected, and to prevent cliques or gangs from controlling the process.
“Once the slate of candidates is approved, we’ll vote on Saturday, three days from now. I know it’s short notice, but these are dangerous times. We have to get things moving as quickly as possible if we are to survive.”
“What about the other three members of the Council?” someone yelled from the crowd.
“The people you see before you on this stage invested a lot in your rescue; it was not easy finding you and bringing you here for a chance at a new life. We have no intention of letting the train jump the tracks now. Therefore, the last three members of the Council will be myself, my husband Mark Rodgers, and Admiral Tatiana Powell from Deriko.
“We aren’t doing this for personal gain or glory. I’ll tell you, this is the last thing I want to be doing right now. I would much prefer to sit back and let others take the lead. But the fact remains we have the background, experience, and training to do the job, and we have a moral and ethical responsibility to ensure that Phoenix starts off on the right foot. So we intend to do what is necessary to make it successful.
“This I promise you; as soon as things are stable on Phoenix, and a few natural leaders rise to the surface, I’ll be the first to resign my position on the Council. I have other things to do with my life and I’m eager to get on with them. But until that day happens, I intend to do my duty to keep you safe. That’s my promise to you.”
Two separate rumbles moved through the crowd. One was a rumble of approval. The other was a rumble of discontent. Gillian stepped back to place herself beside Mark. They listened to the swell of conversation and looked at each other.
“Some like it, some don’t,” said Mark.
Gillian nodded. “The ones that don’t like it are the eternal discontents. I wouldn’t worry too much about them. They won’t like anything unless they’re in charge. And that’s the very people you don’t want to be in charge.”
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Stalingrad System – Dyson Ring


Dino Cerutti smiled across the table at the two men opposite. One was Russian - Vladimir Sergeevich Turgenev. Turgenev had a lazy smile on his face and was leaning back comfortably in his chair, enjoying the confrontation in front of him. 
The other man glared at Cerutti with great suspicion.
“Why should I form an alliance with you?” he spat in accented English, his brow furrowed in distrust.
“Ah, Kim Geun-shi, what a marvelous opportunity we have here!” exclaimed Cerutti. “Would you let this pass you by? The chance to own an entire planet? The chance to be the masters of every Human in existence?”
Kim continued to glare at Cerutti with suspicion - but he paused. Cerutti could see the wheels turning in his head.
His greed and lust will overcome his concerns, Cerutti thought. As I knew it would…
Slowly Kim relaxed back into his chair. A sullen expression replaced the hatred on his face.
“I will listen,” he said.
“That is all I ask,” Cerutti replied smoothly. Glancing at Turgenev, he continued his pitch.
“Now…they tell us the Goblins have found a planet for us. And our rescuers will shortly relocate us to that planet. If you’ve heard, there are only about 21,000 survivors left. If we play our cards right, we can take over the entire planet.”
Turgenev grunted an objection. “But they said our rescuers will form a government.”
Cerutti smiled. “Let them! That makes our task easier. They form a government and get things organized for us. Meanwhile, we lay our plans. When things are ready, we take over the government. That is the way of the strong!”
Cerutti looked over at Kim across the table from him. “Think of it, Kim Geun-shi! The best food, the best housing - all at our feet! A whole planet to rule!”
Cerutti could see Kim weakening. 
“And the most beautiful women, Kim Geun-shi! Anytime you want!”
Cerutti saw Kim’s reaction. The involuntary twitch of an eye revealed his inner weakness.
I’ve got him.
Turgenev glanced at Cerutti. “So - how will we do it? There are three of us - who will be top dog?”
Cerutti nodded. He knew he had won the day. 
“We divide up the spoils. Kim Geun-shi was a gangster in Seoul. So he knows how to run the rackets. He can have the sin. The gambling, the numbers, the prostitution, the black market - all the things he already knows how to do.”
Turgenev nodded suspiciously. “And me?”
Cerutti gazed at him. “You can have the government. We’ll get you on the Council, then we’ll get you elected Governor. After that, we’ll dismantle the Council and you’ll be in sole charge.”
Turgenev, still suspicious, cocked his head at Cerutti.
“And you? What do you get?”
“I’ll take the Security Team. That will allow me to protect you and Kim to ensure your success. And I’m not greedy - I can make enough from graft and bribes to satisfy myself.”
Cerutti sat quietly for a minute as Turgenev and Kim thought through the proposal. He could see their lust for power slowly overcoming their suspicions. 
Ah, such easy men to manipulate, Cerutti thought. Once they have helped me take over the planet, they’ll meet with a sudden accident. And then I will be governor. And I will own the world. 
King of Phoenix. I like the sound of that.

      ***The next morning, a second meeting took place. The ten AM meeting to discuss fighting the Stree began in the Amphitheater, with Jim and the rest on the stage at the front of the crowd.
“Not much of a turnout,” said Jim. 
“Well, you can’t really expect much, can you?” said Bonnie. “Think about what they’ve been through. Starving for weeks, huddling in caves and holes, barely surviving. Thinking they were as good as dead. Then plucked out of their holes by Goblin androids, taken to space, crammed into the cargo hold of a battlecruiser for three weeks, unloaded into empty apartment blocks. Told they have only two choices - life as pioneers on a virgin planet, or a desperate fight against a powerful enemy. I’d probably think twice about joining that fight.”
“I guess so,” said Jim. “How many do you think we have here?”
Bonnie scanned the crowd, estimating. “I’d say about two hundred.”
“Looks like about 80 percent males,” Rita interjected. “Evidently not a popular option among females.”
Bonnie grunted. “Well, war never is. But I’ll take two hundred. That’s more than we had when we woke up this morning.”
“Looks like everyone that’s coming is here,” said Jim. “I’ll get started.” He stepped to the front of the stage, with the others lined up behind him.
“Hello all,” Jim began. “I assume by your presence here you have some interest in fighting the Stree. As I said yesterday, there are two ways you can fight. The first way is the traditional way - crew on starships, ground support personnel, logistics, intelligence, all the normal activities of the Navy. For those who elect that option, you should know that the Goblins will take the lead in this war. They will bear the brunt of the heavy fighting. We Humans will perform specialized roles - sort of Special Forces, if you will. And those missions may be dangerous. For example, we may work behind enemy lines, or perform targeted missions that require small, focused teams. I’m not going to sugar-coat it for you; people will die. But we will take the fight to the enemy, and I for one intend to get revenge on them for what they did to Earth.
“The second way you can fight is to become a Goblin yourself. My wife Rita has already undergone that process, so I’ll let her speak to that option.”
Jim stepped back, and Rita stepped forward. She gazed around the room. By all appearances, she was a normal human female, albeit a bit taller than most. Her flashing brown eyes reflected the lights. She was once again wearing her Admiral’s uniform, and her black hair was cut short in a military style. She held her uniform cap under one arm as she spoke.
“My name is Rita Page. Some of you may know my story, but I’ll recap it for you anyway.
“Until six months ago, I was an Admiral in the EDF - the Earth Defense Force. At that time, I was captured by the Singheko. Well, I knew too many secrets of our defense plans to allow myself to be tortured by them, so I was forced to take poison. Through a long chain of circumstances that I’ll skip for now, I was freed by my husband, Jim, and returned to the EDF. Unfortunately, it was too late for my biological body to survive. The poison was slowly killing me. Just before my biological body died, my consciousness was scanned by the Goblins and placed into an android body. I was brought back here to Stalingrad. I completed four weeks of training to adjust to my new body, and then I was released to go live my life. A life I would not have - if not for the transfer process provided by the Goblins.”
Rita paused, scanning the room. It was quiet; people were focused on what she had to say.
“I want to tell you just three things about my life as a Goblin. First, I would do it again in a heartbeat. They saved my life. More than that, they gave me a chance to be with my daughter again. My daughter Imogen means the world to me, and thanks to the Goblins I have the chance to see her grow up.
“The second thing I’ll tell you is that the process is painless. It’s not nearly as scary as you might think. Yes, waking up the first time is strange. Your coordination is off. It’s like your body is drunk, but your brain is not. It’ll take you several days to get your coordination back. But once that is done, you’ll be stronger, faster, and more coordinated than ever before. And you’ll have marvelous abilities. You can switch from your primary android body to other types of bodies, such as a spaceship AI, or a hardened fighting android or something we call a caterpillar. You’ll be able to think faster, hear better, see farther and in other wavelengths, communicate via radio or laser instead of just voice.
“But the last thing I’ll tell you is that there’s no going back. Once you are transferred into a Goblin aspect, you cannot go back to your biological body. You will be a Goblin for the rest of your existence. You will have a primary body that will be a close copy of your original body; as you can see, I still look pretty much as I did before. But there’s no transferring back into your old biological body. You’re a Goblin forever.
“Would I do it again? Yes - in a heartbeat. Knowing what I know now, would I do it again even if I wasn’t dying? Yes, in a heartbeat. Because I intend to fight the Stree with every ounce of ability I have. I invite you to do the same - either with your original biological body, or with a Goblin body, but either way - let’s fight them. Let’s show them what a terrible mistake they made when they destroyed Earth.
“Thank you.”
You could have heard a pin drop. Rita stepped back, and Jim stepped forward again. He gazed at the crowd. 
“I wish we could give you more time to think about this and make up your mind. But unfortunately, we have little time before we’ll be fighting the Stree. We can only give you until the date of your scheduled transport to Phoenix to decide.
“Everyone here has been assigned a transport date. Once that date arrives and you get on the transport ship to Phoenix, the window is closed. Before that date, you can still elect to join the new force. There is a sign-up booth at the back of the Amphitheater. Please take a form with you and make your decision. Thank you for your time.”


Sol System – Venus



Rauti had relocated to the wreckage of the destroyed space elevator terminus, thousands of miles above the surface of Venus. It had not been easy; he first had to build a small rocket capable of getting him there. That had taken a week. Working in the hellish conditions of Venus without the support of a base was incredibly difficult, even for his hardened caterpillar body. 
Microbots still covered the surface of Venus, diligently converting the carbon dioxide to oxygen and carbon nanotubes, oblivious to the fact there was no longer a system to transport the carbon. Using several billion of these microbots, Rauti re-purposed them to new tasks. 
The dead bodies of his friends littered the floor of the caved-in tunnel where he sheltered. Using the microbots and materials from those bodies, he first built a new caterpillar body for himself, only three inches long, and switched into it.
Then he turned the microbots to the task of building a rocket. It didn’t need to be large - there was only one of him, and he was now tiny. The final product was only ten feet in length and twelve inches in diameter. On the seventh day after waking in his protected tunnel, he had the microbots carry the rocket outside and lean it against a rock pointed up toward space. He crawled inside and launched. He didn’t need software or a guidance system - Rauti guided the rocket himself. Two hours later, he docked at the destroyed space tether terminus, now just a collection of debris orbiting the planet.
But it was his debris, and he knew how to use it. Although their orbits had been highly perturbed, the four asteroids that were originally used as raw materials for building the terminus were still floating in reasonable proximity. It took Rauti another week to bring the closest asteroid back to its position beside the wrecked terminus, re-connect the piping, and start the flow of raw materials to his assembly location inside the debris field.
From that point, things got easier. He didn’t need an airtight space; he didn’t need food; he didn’t need water. He got his energy from the Sun’s radiation. Within two days, he was back in a large caterpillar body, and had completed the design of his first missile. The hard part was the tDrive to give it interstellar capability; tDrives were a very specialized thing to build. Under normal circumstances, an interstellar-capable tDrive had to be in a radiation containment vessel to protect any biological material nearby.
But this was a special case. There would be no biological material to protect. The missiles Rauti was building would fly directly from Venus to their target.
Rauti skipped the radiation containment.






  
   Twelve
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“We need a strategy,” said Jim. “We can’t just go straight at these Stree bastards. We’d have no chance. We need a way of getting to their backside.” 
“I’m not seeing any backside,” said Rita. “The Stree have the numbers and the initiative. The Goblins are on the defensive. The Stree have us on the ropes.”
“There’s always a backside,” said Jim. “We just haven’t found it yet.”
“How do we find it?” asked Bonnie. “We know almost nothing about these assholes.”
Jim looked seriously at the team assembled around the table. 
“We go there. We scout them on the ground.”
Everyone looked at him in a stunned silence.”
“You’re crazy,” said Luke. Rachel, sitting at the far end of the table, lifted her head in interest.
“What do you mean?” Rachel asked.
“I mean exactly what I say,” said Jim. “We get off our asses, go to the Stree home world, and scout them. Find a weakness we can exploit.”
“And if there is no weakness?” asked Luke.
Jim stared at him. “There will be. Every society has one. And we’ll find it.”
Rita looked down the table at Tika, who was at the far end. “But if the Goblins haven’t found any weakness so far, how can we expect to?”
“We’ve never actually gone to their home planet,” said Tika. “We’ve only done scouting and remote sensing from the edge of their system.”
“My Lord,” exclaimed Bonnie. “You can’t be serious! With your ability to translate into any form, you’ve never gone to their planet?”
Tika shook her head. “No, we haven’t. Our leaders felt it was too risky and might precipitate another war.”
“A bit late for that,” growled Rita.
“So,” said Jim. “What do you know about their society?”
“It’s a religious theocracy,” said Tika. “They are ruled by a caste of priests and monks. Anyone who questions the priesthood is killed. The priesthood funnels up to a supreme leader called the Great Prophet. The Great Prophet is infallible; his word is called the Word Ordained. The priesthood fear and hate AI with a deep-rooted passion. They allow dumb computing, but nothing that can approach sentience. As a result, their ships tend to be a bit clumsy and slow compared to ours. But it’s clear they vastly outnumber us.”
“By how much?” asked Jim.
“We think about three-to-one,” said Tika. “It appears they’ve been building ships at some location we didn’t know about. We’ve monitored their home system for years - and all these ships didn’t come from there. We were as shocked at the number of ships as you were.”
“So they have a secret base somewhere,” said Jim. 
“That appears to be the case,” answered Tika. “The number of ships they used to attack the bio worlds is far greater than we expected.”
“So. Who’s up for infiltrating the Stree home world?” asked Jim.
There was a long silence. Finally, Rita smiled grimly. “You know as well as I do that only Goblins can do it. We’d have to take Stree form. So that means Tika and I.”
“And me,” said Rachel. “I’ve decided to become a Goblin.”
The group looked at Rachel in amazement.
“You?” Bonnie blurted out before she could stop herself.
Rachel continued bitterly. “Dan’s gone. Without him, I don’t have much reason to continue living as a Human. So I’ve made up my mind. I’ll convert to Goblin and go with you on this mission.”
Rita spoke gently. “Have you really thought this through, Rachel? You know there’s no going back. It’s a one-way trip.”
“I know,” Rachel responded. “I’ve been thinking about it for days. I’ve made up my mind. I have nothing to live for without Dan, except my revenge on these Stree bastards. So I’m in.”
Rachel turned to Tika. “How soon can we do the conversion?”
Tika glanced once at Rita, then back at Rachel. “It doesn’t take long. We’ll need to scan your Human body to get data for your android template. Then we build your new body. When your android body is complete, you’ll transfer over to it and start your training.”
“Then let’s do it today,” said Rachel. “The sooner the better. I assume we need to leave on this mission right away?”
Tika nodded slowly.
“It’s 40 days to Stree, right? Can I complete my training enroute?”
Tika nodded again. “If necessary,” she replied. “It’s not ideal, but I think we can make it work.”
“Then let’s get it done, please,” said Rachel. She stood up from the table. “I’m ready.”
Tika stood. She gave a long look at Rita, silently asking for permission. Rita gave a slow nod. Tika turned and led the way out of the room, Rachel following.
Rita turned back to Jim and shook her head. “I didn’t see that coming,” she said. “Did you?”
“Sorta,” said Jim. “I knew she was in a dark place. I suspected she might take that option as a way out.”
Rita changed the subject.
“So,” she said, addressing the group. “I’ve got an idea.”
“About what?” asked Jim.
“About how to infiltrate the Stree.”
“And?”
“We bootstrap our way into their command center.”
“Bootstrap?” Ollie asked from the other side of the table, putting down a beer.
“Like a computer does. First it loads a single small program from a known place on the disk. Then that program loads a larger program. Then that loads an even larger program, until the whole computer is up and running.”
“Oh, booting!” said Bonnie. She wrinkled her nose. “What does that mean in terms of the mission, though?”
Rita leaned forward to expound on her idea. “First, we take over a little station somewhere in their system, well out from Stree Prime - their home planet. That gives us a base of operations. We use that as a springboard to take over another installation on the surface of Stree Prime, but far away from their capital city. Now we have a base for ground operations on the planet. Then we use that to worm our way into their command headquarters. From there, we can gather all the intel we need and try to find a way to influence the coming battle. Maybe disrupt their communications, or plant a virus in their fleet.”
There was a short silence as the group absorbed the idea and thought about it. Ollie knew he had to begin the discussion; he had long since figured out that Jim, Bonnie, and Rita had a philosophy of letting their juniors speak first, so as not to contaminate any first-blush ideas with the pressure of their senior officer opinions. 
“It’s just crazy enough that it might work,” Ollie said.
Jim went next. “Crazy, yes. But…maybe.”
Bonnie nodded last. “I don’t see what else a small team like ours could do, so why not?”
“So,” Rita continued. “It’ll have to be Goblins for the insertion. So Tika and myself for that. And Rachel if she’s ready in time.”
“Yeah, you three for the ground part,” said Jim. “I’ll stand by out-system coordinating comms and support.”
“And me,” said Bonnie.
“We don’t have much time,” Rita added. “Goblin intel thinks the Stree fleet will leave for Stalingrad within a week to ten days. If we have any hope of getting there in time to change the outcome of this war, we have to get our ass in gear!”
“So let’s get moving,” said Bonnie. “Let’s get the Armidale loaded up and get the hell out of here.”
Rita nodded at the rest. “Agreed. The first transport of Human survivors to Phoenix departs Monday. We could launch on Tuesday if we can get approval from the Goblin leadership. We’ll have to have some support from them - we can’t do it alone.”
Suddenly, Ollie rose to his feet. He looked around the group, a strange expression on his face. 
“Guys, I’ve been sitting here thinking about it. I’m converting too. I…I just…I don’t want to live as Human anymore without Helen. I hope you can all understand.”
And with that, Ollie suddenly turned and marched away after Tika and Rachel, so quickly that the stunned group simply sat, unable to speak for a long moment.
Finally, Bonnie spoke.
“I think Rachel’s decision tipped him over the edge, too.”
Rita gave a slow nod of agreement. “Yeah. But I think it’s more than what he just said. Have you guys noticed him making side-eyes at Rachel lately?”
“What?” Luke asked. “Rachel?”
“Yeah,” Bonnie smiled at Rita. “I’ve noticed that. In spite of what he said, I think he’s getting past Helen, and starting to fall for Rachel.”
“No!” exclaimed Luke. “Ollie and Rachel?”
“Maybe,” said Bonnie. “He may not know it yet himself. You know how men are. You have to drop a rock on them before they realize some things.”
“Well, he could do worse,” said Jim. “Rachel’s cute.”
Rita gave him a mock slap on the shoulder. “Cute?”
Jim rubbed his shoulder where Rita had hit him. “My dear, please remember that you are now a Goblin, but I’m still Human. That left a bruise, I think.”
“Oh, sorry,” Rita grimaced. “I forget sometimes. But don’t change the subject. You think Rachel’s cute?”
“No,” mused Jim, “now that I think about it, she’s actually gorgeous.”
Rita slapped Jim’s shoulder again. “You’re digging your hole deeper, bud.”
Jim rubbed his shoulder once more and grinned back at his wife.
“And that’s what I get for telling the truth!”

      ***Hours later, Jim and Luke were sitting in Jim’s apartment, each clutching a cold beer, when the door chime rang. Jim got up to let in Tika. As Tika plopped down on the couch in front of them, Jim had to suppress a laugh as he saw Luke turn half-sideways in his chair so he wouldn’t be looking directly at her. Jim had gotten used to it; but having serious conversations with a completely naked female android was still new to Luke. 
“I have bad news, good news and good news,” Tika began. “Which do you want to hear first?”
Jim grimaced. “Always the bad news first.”
“Our leadership has disapproved the use of the 200-odd Humans who agreed to fight with us while remaining in their biological state. They are afraid the Humans might have an unconscious bias to side with other biologicals against Goblins, either now or in the future. Those Humans will have to continue on to Phoenix as originally planned.”
“Crap,” Luke interjected. “Those people are going to be really disappointed.”
“Yes, exactly,” Tika agreed. “But now for some good news. There were thirty-seven Humans that agreed to convert to Goblins. Our leadership has accepted those few into our ranks. And in fact, they have a special mission in mind for them.”
“What mission?” asked Jim.
“I don’t know, it’s classified,” Tika said. “But they are giving them a ship - an old cruiser called the Darkstar - and sending them on a special mission somewhere. That’s all I know.”
“Well, at least that group will have a chance to do something useful,” said Jim. “What about the rest of us? What about our proposal?” 
“Your request for a mission to infiltrate the Stree High Command has been approved by our Leaders,” said Tika. “However, they honestly think you’re delusional to believe you can sneak into the Stree system, make it all the way to Stree Prime, and get into their Naval Headquarters without getting caught. On the other hand, they have nothing to lose. And there’s always that one-in-a-billion chance you’ll succeed.”
Jim grunted. “C’mon, Tika. At least give us one-in-a-million.”
“Fine,” grinned Tika. “One-in-a-million. Feel better?”
“Much,” grinned Jim back at her. “Can we leave on Tuesday as we proposed?”
“Yes. That works perfectly. Transport One will depart for Phoenix with the first batch of colonists on Monday. We can leave the next day.”
“You’re coming with us?”
Tika grinned even wider.
“I wouldn’t miss it for the world. I can’t think of anything better than to take this fight right to those Stree bastards on their own home world. We may not win the war, but I’ll bet we get to kill some Stree!”
Jim was now so excited he sprang to his feet, pacing around the room. “So who’ll be in charge? You?”
Shaking her head, Tika responded. “No. Our leadership wants this to be a Human mission, not a Goblin one. Rita will be in overall command. Our Leadership considers her the ranking survivor of the Human EDF at this point. Bonnie will be second-in-command. Of course, Captain Stewart will have operational command of the Armidale.”
“What else?” asked Jim.
“They’ll give us one Goblin Intel team for support. Other than that, you Humans are on your own.”
“That’s fine. I like it that way. That gives us a chance to get our own back for their attack on Earth.”
“Exactly. But of course, there’s another reason the Leadership prefer this to be a mostly Human mission.”
“And what’s that?”
“They don’t think Stalingrad can hold against the Stree. After the war, there may be no Goblins left to carry on the species. Their thinking is that maybe any Humans that survive your mission can at least carry on the memory of who we were.”
Grimly, Jim looked at Luke, then back at Tika.
“So you’re saying, we’re a remnant tossed to the wind, in hopes we may survive when all else is lost.”
“Exactly,” said Tika. This time, she wasn’t smiling.

      ***“Did you hear?” Rita asked Jim, cuddling with him in their apartment. Both were hot and sweaty. They had been proving once again that all the bodily functions of Rita’s android body worked properly.
“Hear what?” Jim asked, playing with her hair. “I’ve been too busy to hear anything.”
“Luke’s not going with us on the mission. He’s going to Phoenix with Tatiana.”
Jim pulled his face back from Rita to look at her clearly.
“What? You’re kidding!”
“No. He told Bonnie he thinks his place is with his daughter and grandchild now. He said he’s fought his wars; now he wants to take care of Tatiana and baby Marta.”
“And what did Bonnie say to that?”
“She’s disappointed, of course. But she agreed with him. She told him to go, and she’ll catch up to him at Phoenix after the war.”
They were both silent. Both were thinking the same thing.
If Bonnie survives the war…
“And because of that, Bonnie has decided to stay in Human form,” Rita added.
“What?”
“Yeah. She doesn’t want to convert. She said if Luke is going to Phoenix as a Human, then she’s going to stay Human as well.”
“But Rachel and Ollie are converting?”
“Already did. Last night. They’ve already started training with Tika.”
“Both of them took it really hard, losing their lovers like that.”
“Well. We all took it hard. We all lost people.”
“But those two lost everything. Family, friends, and their lovers. More than anyone else.”
“Yeah,” Rita agreed. 
“So when’s Luke leaving?” Jim wondered.
“Monday. On the first ship. With Mark and Gillian.”
“So let’s have a little celebration for them all, what do you say?”
“Like what?”
“Maybe a picnic? Tomorrow? In the park?”
“That sounds good.”
After a short silence, Rita spoke again.
“I need to tell you something.”
“What?”
“I’ve decided to send Imogen with Gillian.”
“Well. I knew you would.”
“No. I mean permanently.”
“Oh.”
“I thought we had put war behind us; but looks like it seeks us out no matter what we do.”
“Yeah. I’ve noticed.”
“It’s not fair to Imogen or to Gillian to keep this up in the air. So if you agree…”
“Yeah. I agree. War is no place for a child, and it looks like we can’t escape from it. That seems to be our destiny. So - yeah.”
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“I hereby call the first meeting of the Phoenix Council to order,” said Mark, gazing around the table. Somehow a gavel had been found, and he tapped it gently. 
He sat at the head of the table. Beside him sat his wife, Gillian. At the far end of the table, opposite Mark, was a Goblin android.
Between them sat seven people - the new Council members of the government of Phoenix. One of them was Rick Moore - the young man who asked Mark the first question during the meeting in the amphitheater. Another of them was Zoe DeLong - the female Marine pilot Mark had noticed during the meeting, the one who had asked the second question. Mark had gone out of his way to research them, investigate their backgrounds, and had liked what he found. He had then lobbied their respective apartment blocks to have them nominated for the Council, and each of them had won election.
Gillian had chided him for interfering in the nomination process, but Mark had gone ahead with it anyway. He had been in the Army too long to leave things to chance when he found good leadership, and he was sure he had found it.
“Has everyone introduced themselves?”
Nods and acknowledgments went around the table. 
“Good. Then let’s get started. We have a lot to do. Let me begin by introducing Beto, our Goblin friend at the end of the table. The Goblins have been kind enough to provide us with a team of advisers. That team of Goblin advisers will travel with us to Phoenix and help us get established there. Beto will be the leader of the team and serve as a non-voting adviser to this Council. He is a biologist and botanist. A good combination to help us.”
Beto inclined his head slightly. The Humans around the table returned the nod, greeting him.
“Our next order of business is to elect a governor. Do we have any nominations?”
“Yourself,” Zoe said quickly, beating everyone else to the punch. “You have the most experience in both administration and military affairs. It only makes sense.”
Rick Moore happened to be gazing across the table at this moment. He saw a sour look flash across the face of the man in front of him - Turgenev - then just as quickly dissipate, the man’s face returning to the semi-permanent smile he had worn since they sat down.
Turgenev, thought Rick. He didn’t like that.
“Second,” Rick said quickly before anyone else could jump in.
“Ah,” said Mark. “I thank you. Do we have any other nominations?”
At the far end of the table, one of the new council members, a Korean named Jeo Deok Won, raised a hand. 
“I nominate Mr. Turgenev. He operated a large food distribution company in Russia. He also served as an officer in the Russian military. I believe he would be best qualified to serve as governor.”
“I second,” spoke up a Chinese woman, Choi Ri. Rick noticed a quick glance between her and Turgenev.
Ah, thought Rick. Something doesn’t smell right here.
“Do we have other nominations?” asked Mark. Everyone looked around, but no one spoke. 
“Then, since I’m now a nominee, I’ll hand the gavel over to Mr. Moore to chair the discussion of qualifications and conduct the vote,” said Mark. He winked at Rick as he passed him the gavel.


Stalingrad System – Dyson Ring


“What a beautiful day!”
Tatiana held baby Marta and smiled at the sky. She spun in a circle, winking at Misha as she spun by him.
Luke and Misha had no choice but to laugh at the comment.
“Every day here is a beautiful day,” Luke chuckled.
“Well, yeah, but still…it’s beautiful!”
High above them, the artificial sun of Central Park stretched from one end of the Human section to the other. The long, fat tube a quarter mile above them was just far enough away to provide a warm, sun-like glow of heat on their skin.
“To me, though, it gets monotonous,” said Jim, sitting on the grass on a bright checkered tablecloth. In front of him, a near-empty picnic basket stood, the contents pretty much demolished by the group. Nearby, Imogen ran through the grass, Rita and Gillian chasing after her. In a playground across the small creek from them, children played, laughing and calling out to each other.
“Monotonous?” asked Bonnie, just finishing up a remarkably realistic chicken drumstick provided by the Goblins.
“Yeah,” Jim replied. “Every day’s a perfect day. Not too hot, not too cold. Twelve hours of light, twelve hours of darkness. The food’s an almost perfect imitation of Earth food. The water is pure. The apartment blocks are clean, and everything works. There’s nothing broken or out of place.”
“So far, you’re describing Utopia,” Mark said with a smile.
“No. It’s not,” said Jim. “It’s a trap. It’s a trap that sucks people in, makes them think they have nothing to worry about, that everything will be just fine.”
“And we know better,” Luke agreed. “Phoenix is out there waiting for us. A primitive planet that’ll take everything we have to survive. And beyond that, the Stree. Preparing their attack.”
“I have a question,” said Mark. “Why won’t the Goblins let some of us stay here? It’s a perfect environment. Obviously providing for us doesn’t stretch their resources much. They could let the women and children stay here, for example, until the men have a viable colony established on Phoenix. Then the women and children could follow.”
Jim’s smile disappeared. Digging at the grass with a stick, he frowned, sighed, and shook his head.
“The Goblins have serious doubts they can survive this war,” he said. “And they know the Stree will destroy this Ring if they get a chance. The Goblins don’t want to be responsible for thousands of Humans dying if it comes to that.”
“Ah. Yeah, I can see that,” Mark mused, thinking it through. “So I guess we’ll be safer on Phoenix, even if the conditions are primitive.”
“What’s this I hear about you appointing Luke to the Council?” asked Jim, winking at Tatiana as she returned to the group and sat across from him, bouncing baby Marta on her lap.
“Well, you know I was elected Governor,” Mark said. 
“Yep, I heard that. And I heard it was quite a close call.”
“Yeah. I won by one vote. Turgenev and his buddies put together quite an effective coalition, and in a damn short time, too. Not sure how they did that. If it weren’t for Rick Moore and Zoe DeLong, Turgenev would be governor now.”
“But you won. So it’s all good.”
“Yeah, I won. Barely. But anyway, well, you know the Governor gets to appoint his replacement. I think Luke is perfect for the job. So I tapped him to replace me.”
Winking at Tatiana and Luke, Jim looked back at Mark.
“Well, I think you screwed up. Anybody crazy enough to stick their destroyer in front of a full battlecruiser cube has no business claiming sanity.”
Luke frowned at Jim.
“I seem to remember a Merlin fighter off my port beam about that time. One I believe had your name painted below the cockpit.”
“Touché,” grinned Jim. “Two of a kind - and both crazy!”
“You got that right,” Mark said, laughing at them both.
Jim looked past them toward a trio approaching.
“Oh, my Lord,” he said. “Look who’s coming!”
They all turned to see.
“Oh, gosh!” blurted Tatiana. “It’s Rachel and Ollie!”
Sure enough, Tika, Rachel and Ollie approached the group. Rachel and Ollie were walking a bit strangely, somewhat jerkily. Both had their head down and seemed to be concentrating on placing their feet properly.
“Oh, I know that feeling,” Rita said. Jim turned to see Rita behind him, holding Imogen and staring at Rachel. “The first couple of days, you feel like you’re learning to walk all over again,” she added.
As the three approached, everyone stood to greet them. The two came up to the group and stopped, Tika stepping to one side to allow Rachel and Ollie to be greeted first. 
Bonnie stepped forward quickly and gathered Rachel in her arms, giving her a huge bear hug, while Jim jumped up, moved to Ollie, and grabbed him around the shoulders, shaking his hand.
Bonnie stepped back, reached up and smoothed Rachel’s hair where the wind had blown it askew, and then leaned forward and gave her a kiss on the cheek.
“Welcome back, hon. We’re so glad to see you. How do you feel?”
“Basically, great!” said Rachel. “Just as Rita described. I have tons of energy; I feel like I could run a thousand miles. My senses are incredible. But my coordination is off. This body is so much more powerful than my old one. But Tika says I’ll be fine after a few more days.”
Rita handed Imogen to Jim and stepped over to Ollie, kissed his cheek, then moved to Rachel. She embraced Rachel and also kissed her cheek.
“It gets better, guys. It took me a while before it became second nature to me. I don’t even notice it now. It just feels normal.”
Ollie nodded hopefully. “Good. That’s encouraging. Because right now I feel like a two-year old.”
One by one, the rest of the group greeted the two, hugging them and making them welcome. After a while, the two newly converted Goblins sat down at the tablecloth with the rest of them. 
“I’m sorry, there’s not much food left,” said Mark.
“No worries,” Ollie replied. “We don’t have to eat anymore; only if we want to appear Human to strangers.”
Rita nodded in agreement. “Another benefit of being a Goblin.”
“Hmm. I’m not sure that’s a benefit,” said Mark, finishing off one last piece of chicken. “This is a pretty good drumstick.”
“Oh, don’t get me wrong,” said Rita. “We can eat if we want to, and the experience is exactly like before we converted. It’s just that if we don’t want to, or we have no food, we can mentally flip a switch in our brains and the hunger goes away.”
“Handy for missions,” said Jim.
“Exactly,” said Rita.
Jim couldn’t help but notice an involuntary shudder go through Gillian. He decided he’d better change the subject. He looked across at Mark.
“So…the first transport ship leaves tomorrow afternoon. And the entire Council is going?” 
Mark nodded. “Yeah. I see no reason to leave any of the Council members here. The Goblins can handle this end of things.”
Jim smiled at Gillian. “Well, Sis, you keep Mark under control out there. Don’t let power go to his head!”
Gillian chuckled. “It already has. He told me this morning I’m to be in charge of Housing Administration. Without even asking me first!”
“And what did you say?” asked Jim, knowing his sister.
“Fat chance! I’ve got better things to do - I have to take care of Imogen!”
Jim cast a glance at Rita. He saw the shadow pass across her face briefly, then disappear. 
“Too right,” Jim said. “She’s a handful!”
In his lap, Imogen squealed and squirmed at the mention of her name.
“So. You leave on the first transport tomorrow,” Rita said to Luke. “So this is goodbye, for a while.”
“Yeah, I guess,” Luke replied. He looked around at the group. “I’ll miss you guys.”
There was a long silence as everyone contemplated the future. They were going their separate ways - some to try and survive on a primitive planet, others to war. 
Rita glanced at Bonnie. She knew Bonnie was taking Luke’s decision to go to Phoenix hard. She saw Bonnie put her head down, pulling at a blade of grass on the ground. Rita spoke again.
“Luke - Mark and Gillian are going to have their hands full getting the colony organized. Please help them all you can.”
“I will,” Luke said. “Misha and Tatiana and I will be there for them. We’ll make it work.”
“And help Gillian with Imogen for me. Please.”
Luke nodded solemnly. “I will, Rita. I promise.”
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Stalingrad System – Dyson Ring


“Bonnie’s crying,” Rita told Jim. 
Jim looked across the landing bay where the crew of the first transport to Phoenix was loading. He could see Bonnie, wrapped in Luke’s arms, both of them clearly distraught at the thought of being separated. He didn’t need Rita’s enhanced vision to see the tears streaming down Bonnie’s face.
“Well,” Jim said, and stopped. He couldn’t think of anything else to say. 
“I’m going to go be with her,” said Rita, and she moved, stepping out to go across the landing bay toward Bonnie.
Jim stayed in place. He knew to leave them be. That was no place for a man who had once been Bonnie’s lover.
Former lover now, Jim thought. But still fresh enough that Rita has spurts of jealousy from time to time. Better to stay out of this.
Jim continued his work of guiding the last of the Human passengers thorough the rear loading tube of the transport ship. Anyone could have done the job; but Jim wanted to be here, wanted to take a personal hand in seeing off the first group of survivors to their new home on Phoenix. 
It was important to him; after all, these were the people who would re-populate humanity. He wanted to say hello to them as they passed by, help them on board, wish them well.
Smiling, he held out an arm, directing a confused young couple toward the boarding tube. With a start, he realized the end of the line was approaching. The loading of Transport One was nearly complete. Another dozen people went by him, and suddenly it was done. 
Jim stood back as Goblin crewmen began closing the hatch. With a thud, it slid down and latched, sealing the boarding tube. Another sound reverberated, and Jim knew the hatch on the ship side had also closed.
Three thousand people. Almost the entire day to get the ship loaded. But done. 
Turning, Jim walked toward the front loading tube, which was reserved for crew. Now only Tatiana Powell and her husband Misha, with their baby Marta, remained outside the front boarding tube.
And Bonnie and Luke, with Rita hovering nearby. Still wrapped in a long embrace, Bonnie and Luke finally pulled apart as Jim approached. Jim stood back, not wishing to intrude. He watched as Luke reached up and brushed away the tears from Bonnie’s face. 
“Be safe out there, hon,” he heard Luke say. Luke leaned forward for one last kiss, then turned to face Tatiana and Misha. 
Misha glanced at Luke, read something in his face, and turned to enter the boarding tube first. Tatiana held Marta and followed close behind Misha, turning at the last second to wave and smile at Bonnie. Then she disappeared down the boarding tube.
That left Luke standing in the entrance of the boarding tube. He turned back to Bonnie with a forced smile. 
“See ya later, babe,” he said. Then he was gone, disappearing down the boarding tube toward the ship.
Rita quickly stepped forward and put her arms around Bonnie’s shoulders. Bonnie slumped into Rita, putting her head down to hide her tears. Jim stayed well out of it. There was no place for him in that embrace.
“Jim!” he heard from behind, and turned to see his sister Gillian approaching with Mark. Gillian was pushing Imogen in a stroller - a sight so normal it caught Jim by surprise.
1,275 lights from Earth, on a Dyson Ring populated by Goblins, preparing to leave for a virgin planet, and here comes my sister pushing my child in a stroller like it’s a Sunday walk in the park.
“Hi, Sis,” said Jim. “Where in heck did you get a stroller?”
“Tika. I explained what it was, and she had them 3D print one for me. What do you think?”
“I think you’re a genius,” said Jim.
“Well, that goes without saying,” Mark interjected, smiling at his wife.
Jim reached down and took Imogen from the stroller, cuddling her in his arms as he heard Rita and Bonnie come up beside him. Bonnie, still wiping tears from her eyes, stepped forward and hugged Gillian, then shook hands with Mark.
“I’ll say my goodbyes now, guys. Have a safe trip. Make a home for us. We need a place to come back to, after the war. We’re counting on you.”
Mark nodded. “We’ll do it. Just make sure you come back to us.”
Sniffling, Bonnie nodded. She turned to Jim and leaned forward, kissing Imogen on the cheek. “And take care of this little munchkin,” she added.
Then Bonnie turned suddenly and walked away, head down, still wiping her eyes. Mark watched her go.
“She’s taking this hard,” he said.
“She is,” said Rita. “She’s lost a lot in the last few years.” 
Rita gave a subtle sideways glance at Jim. 
Including you, my husband. Maybe the greatest loss of all for her. 
Then she continued. “She didn’t expect Luke to go to Phoenix with Tatiana. She expected him to stay with her. So she’s still in a bit of a state.”
“I think I was surprised, too,” Mark responded. “I understand his motivation, but I really didn’t think he would leave the Fleet like that.”
“There is no Fleet anymore,” Jim said somewhat bitterly.
“Ah, yes. I tend to forget that,” Mark spoke. 
Stepping forward, Rita reached out her arms for Imogen. Before releasing the child to Rita, Jim kissed her on both cheeks, making her giggle. As Rita took her, Jim gave a slight head tilt to Mark, then stepped away toward the boarding tube. Mark followed him, puzzled. When they were a dozen yards away from the women, Jim paused.
“I heard some scuttlebutt I thought you should know about.”
Mark nodded, uncertain.
“Zoe DeLong pulled me aside as she was going on board. She said she heard from a friend of a friend that one of the council members is a ringer. Evidently a former Russian mafia guy.”
“Turgenev,” breathed Mark. “That son of a bitch.”
“Exactly. Watch your back. He’s almost certainly not working alone.”
“Roger that. I can’t believe we have to deal with this while we’re trying to survive on a new planet.”
“Evil is universal, Mark. You know that. Develop a network of people you can trust to help you keep an eye on him and his pals. They’ll be trying to put a shiv in your back from the get-go.”
“I think I’ll put Luke in charge of the Security Team. He’s a good one.”
“That he is. Anyway, good luck. You’re going to need it.”
Mark nodded. He looked across at Gillian and Rita. They were walking toward him slowly, conversing. Rita was holding Imogen. Reaching the boarding tube, they stopped for their final goodbyes.
Jim saw tears in Rita’s eyes. He knew letting go of Imogen was hard for her. But behind her, four Goblin crew were standing impatiently, ready to close the hatch. 
Rita kissed Imogen, once, twice, again, then reluctantly let Gillian take her. Jim leaned in, kissed his daughter one last time, and then Gillian put her in the stroller. Mark gave Jim one last thumbs-up, and the three were in the boarding tube and gone. The hatch came down and sealed the tube. 
Jim moved to hold Rita as the tears streamed down her face.
“Oh, Jim. Are we doing the right thing? Should we just go to Phoenix and let someone else fight this war?”
Jim smiled. “You know we’d never be happy sitting on Phoenix while others fought this war. And besides - if we don’t fight and win, the Stree will be coming for our daughter. We can’t let that happen.”
Rita leaned into him, forgetting for a moment her new, heavier body. It was all Jim could do not to lurch to one side. But he managed, putting an arm around her shoulders as the tears came down her face.
“We’ll see her again soon, babe. We just have to kill a few Stree first.”


Stalingrad System – Dyson Ring


Next morning, Rita and Tika went onboard Armidale for final cargo loading before their mission departure to Stree. Standing in the cargo bay, Rita looked at Tika with some concern.
“Do you think this is a good idea?”
Tika thought about it for a while before she answered. She was staring at eleven containers packed in the cargo hold of the Armidale. Two were small, roughly the size of a fat suitcase. Eight were larger and looked like coffins. The last was even larger, like an oversize coffin for a giant.
“Yeah. I think it is,” she mused. “And what other choice do we have?”
“Well, yeah,” said Rita. “But I’d rather think we have some chance of success than think of this as a suicide mission.”
“Absolutely,” agreed Tika. “I wouldn’t be going if I thought we had no chance.”
“No chance of what?” asked Bonnie, coming through the hatch.
Tika grinned at her. “No chance of kicking Stree ass.”
“Ah, gotcha. Well, I think our chances of kicking Stree ass are excellent,” replied Bonnie. “Are those the blanks?” she asked, pointing to the eight coffins.
Rita nodded. “Yep. Dormant Stree bodies.”
Bonnie paused before Tika, hands on hips. “Can I see one? I’ve only seen holos so far.”
Tika shook her head. “No, not now. The containers are sealed until we need them. It might cause a glitch if we open one prematurely.”
“Eight of them?”
“Yep. Rita, Rachel and I, plus the Intel crew that are coming with us,” said Tika.
Bonnie walked to the smaller suitcase-sized objects and stared at them. 
“And this is what you use to zombie somebody into Goblin form?”
Rita frowned at her, but with a twinkle in her eye. “Yeah. And you’re next.”
Bonnie shook her head. “I don’t think so, babe. Since Luke is staying Human, I am too. Besides, I’ve decided I like me just the way I am. And what’s that big coffin? Is that the bodybuilder?”
“Yep. It allows us to assemble an android body from the scan of a bio. So when I zombie you into Goblin form, I’ve got someplace to put you,” laughed Rita.
“Hmm,” said Bonnie, staring at the coffin-shaped device. “So is that what Jade used to make you in the first place?”
“Of course not,” replied Rita. “I was originally cloned from Human DNA. Jade grew me into adult form as a pure bio. That was Singheko tech, not Goblin tech.”
“What an adventure you’ve had,” Bonnie said.
Rita shook her head. “Adventure is not the word I’d use, babe.”
Behind them came a voice. “As much as I hate to interrupt your nostalgic moments, we have a lot of work to do. We have to perform final prep on the scanners and the bodybuilder.”
Bonnie, Rita and Tika turned. Two rather large Goblins stood at the cargo hatch. 
“Ladies, let me introduce Commander Hajo and Lieutenant Luda,” said Tika. “Commander Hajo will command the Goblin Intel team for our Stree mission. In addition to being an intelligence expert, he’s also a master pilot and guru of all things logistical. And Lieutenant Luda is our expert on the bio scanner and the bodybuilder. If we have to zombie any Stree, he’s the one that can do it.”
“Pleased to meet you,” Bonnie said. Rita nodded in agreement. “We’ll get out of your way and let you get to work!”
Hajo smiled. Rita couldn’t help but notice he seemed to be smiling mostly at Tika. 
Ah ha, thought Rita. I think Tika has a secret admirer. Or not so secret…
“Thank you,” Hajo spoke. “We should have all cargo loaded and be ready to depart in about an hour. I suggest you ensure you have all your personal gear on board and stowed in your cabins. It’s a long way back from Stree Prime if you forget something.”
Bonnie and Rita laughed. “Too right. We’ll get to it!”


Stalingrad System – Dyson Ring


The old Goblin cruiser had been in mothballs for at least fifty years. The Goblins had converted the ship’s AI to one copied from the Armidale, and modified the controls to better suit a Human crew. They had verified the engines and systems were operational. Then they handed over the keys.
The small Human crew - recently converted to Goblins - were still unsteady on their feet, still trying to fully assimilate their new state of existence. But their impatience had gotten the better of them. They had finally convinced their trainers to let them go aboard the old cruiser and check out their newly assigned ship.
Surveying the bridge, Commander Ying Woh shook his head.
“This is a piece of junk,” he said to Captain Gilbert Ostend. “I’m surprised it evens hold pressure, considering Goblins don’t actually need pressure to survive in their ships.”
Ostend couldn’t resist a wry smile. “Don’t forget, Commander Woh. We don’t need pressure anymore either.”
Woh shook his head. “Dammit, I keep forgetting that. You know, it isn’t just the physical conversion that’s so upsetting. It’s the mental one as well. I keep thinking like a biological creature.”
Ostend nodded. “We’re all going through that. I keep finding myself wondering when we’re gonna have chow, then I remember that eating is optional now. It’s a really disconcerting feeling.”
Woh looked around the bridge at the crew diligently checking and re-checking consoles, bringing up systems, checking weapons, and trying to get the engines started. He heaved a long sigh.
“We’ve got a lot to do to clean up this old tub.”
“Well, yeah. But we can’t expect them to give us a front-line warship.”
“Yeah, but still…this old tin can? If this were the old EDF, I’d refuse this thing and send it back to the yard for refit.”
Ostend had to laugh at that. “The ‘old’ EDF? That’s funny. After all, the EDF was only created three years ago. So it can hardly be called ‘old’, you know.”
“Well, you know what I mean.”
“Yeah,” mused Ostend, gazing off into the distance with a thousand-yard stare. “I know. Back in the old days. When the EDF still existed.”
“Yeah. Any more details on our mission?” asked Woh.
Ostend shrugged. “Only a bit. Tagi told me we won’t be fighting the Stree directly. They have something else in mind. Something more covert, she said.”
“That’s disappointing. I was really hoping to punch some holes in some Stree ships.”
“Well, doesn’t matter. As long as we have something useful to do.”
Woh nodded and began walking around the bridge, looking over the shoulder of the crew, trying to make sense of the Goblin consoles. Ostend remained standing at the back of the bridge, shaking his head.
“I’m glad I converted to a Goblin,” he muttered under his breath. “In this old wreck, I think I’m gonna need nine lives.”
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Stree Prime – Stree Flagship 


High Admiral Sojatta sat in his command chair on the main bridge of the flagship SGH  Prophecy. 
Loosely translated, the Stree characters SGH stood for Stree God’s Hand. And that was exactly how Sojatta felt today.
God’s Hand. The Hand of Righteousness. The Universe is with us. We will crush the apostate Goblins. We will grind them into powder. When we are through, the Universe will not even have a record they ever existed.
“The Fleet is ready, O High Admiral,” said Sojatta’s Flag Lieutenant. 
Sojatta inclined his head in a short nod. “We await the Word,” he replied, looking at Guardian Prophet Zutirra sitting beside him.
Zutirra smiled, reveling in his recent promotion. He was now the senior Prophet in the Fleet. Sojatta couldn’t make a move without his blessing.
At last. I have achieved my dream. And after we destroy the Goblins…I may fall into the line of succession for the role of Great Prophet. 
“Destroy the Goblins,” intoned Zutirra. “It is the Word Ordained.”
“It is the Word Ordained,” repeated Sojatta. He motioned to his Flag Lieutenant. “Let us depart."
Slowly, but with ever increasing velocity, the Stree Fleet began to move out-system toward the mass limit. Ten separate groups made up the armada. Each group contained 150 warships - battlecruisers, cruisers, and destroyers. A total of 1,500 ships, moving in coordination, accelerated toward the mass limit where they would sink out and speed toward Stalingrad.


Enroute to Stree Prime – Corvette EDF Armidale


The Armidale was six days out from Stalingrad when the news came. Rita, Jim, Bonnie, Ollie, and Rachel were having coffee in the galley. Captain Stewart stepped in, his face dark. He paused before them, looking grim.
“What?” Jim asked before anyone else could react.
“The Stree have launched,” Stewart said.
Rita closed her eyes, grimacing. 
“I hoped we’d have more time,” she said. She opened her eyes, staring at Bonnie. “That gives us only six days at Stree Prime before their fleet attacks Stalingrad. That’s not much time to accomplish anything.”
“Well. We’ll have to do what we can with the time we have available,” said Bonnie.
After a short silence, Jim spoke up. “We need to accelerate our plan a bit.”
“I don’t see how,” Rita said. “We’re already pushing it to the limit.”
“Then we have to push some more,” said Jim. “Our only hope of changing the outcome of the war is to infiltrate Stree command headquarters before the Stree fleet arrives at Stalingrad. So when we arrive at Stree Prime, we’ll have exactly six days to get that done.”
“Maybe more,” said Bonnie. “They may hover outside the Stalingrad system for a few days, getting themselves organized. Like the Singheko did at Dekanna.”
“But they won’t wait for long,” Rita interjected. “They know they’ve got the Goblins vastly outnumbered. They have no reason to delay.”
“Still. We may have six days when we arrive. Or we may have eight. Or even ten. We just don’t know,” Bonnie replied.
“But we have to assume worst case,” said Jim. “So we have to go into this with the assumption we’ll have six days from our arrival at Stree Prime to find some kind of leverage to blunt the Stree attack.”


Phoenix System – 800 Lights from Stalingrad


The newly established colony on Phoenix lay in a long, broad horseshoe of a valley. Fifty miles in width and seventy miles long, the huge valley had a medium-size river to the east, running past the colony to the sea a dozen miles south of them. There was a flat, clear area in the middle of the valley perfect for building, outside of which blue-green alien trees climbed the foothills to the mountains on all three sides.
At the moment, ten shuttles were parked in a neat pattern in the center of the clear area. The shuttles had ferried the Humans from Transport One to the surface of the virgin planet, along with four million pounds of bots and materials. On both sides of the landing area were hundreds of large tents, their canvas already turning brown after five days on the surface.
On the east side of the camp, several hundred Humans were wrestling a water tank into position. Beside the water tank were two small buildings. At the top of each of the small square buildings, the roof seemed to be moving as if alive, as microbots finished construction of the water treatment plant. 
A long, straight line ran east from the water treatment plant toward the river, where the colony would take in drinking water. A thousand Humans labored along that line, digging the ditch that would contain the water pipe. Some things microbots just couldn’t do as well as Humans.
On each of the four corners of the central flat area were four large apartment blocks, just completed by the microbots. Each apartment block could provide housing for 1,500 Humans. A steady stream of people moved from the tents to the newly completed apartment blocks, dragging their meager belongs as they relocated from their temporary shelters to their new permanent homes.
In a large tent near the shuttle landing area, Mark Rodgers sat at a makeshift desk, glaring at his tablet.
“Dammit!” he cursed, staring at something on the display. He punched the tablet with his finger as if that would solve his problem.
“What?” asked Rick Moore, sitting near him at another makeshift desk.
“The damn net went down again. Why can’t we keep that thing up and running?”
Rick grinned at Mark. “Because we’re pioneers on a primitive planet?”
Mark grimaced. “You don’t have to remind me every time something goes wrong.”
Rick, smiling, reached for a walkie-talkie on his desk and punched the button.
“Luke? The net went down again. Can you check it out?”
A burst of static nearly obscured a reply, but Rick barely made out Luke’s acknowledgment. 
“Luke’s on it, Mark. He’ll get it sorted.”
“Thanks, Rick,” said Mark. He stood up from his desk and stretched. “Since I can’t work, I’ll go walk around the camp.”
“Sure thing, Guv,” said Rick.
“And don’t call me Guv,” Mark spat, as he walked out the front of the tent. Behind him, Rick grinned even wider. Needling his new boss had become his third favorite activity - after working to save Humanity, and sleeping with Zoe DeLong. He and Zoe had fallen together on the sixteen-day trip out from Stalingrad. They made no secret about their relationship - and neither did any of the other hundreds of couples who had fallen together in this stressful time.
Outside, Mark walked north, toward the inland side of the colony - a colony they had named “Landing”. It wasn’t all that original, but the colonists had voted, and that was the name that had stuck. So Landing it was.
In the far distance, a rugged elevation rose, the apex of the natural horseshoe of mountains that enclosed the colony.  The horseshoe of mountains formed a natural protective barrier for Landing, sheltering it from the somewhat harsher environment on the other side of the mountains.
On both sides of him - east and west - the open space of Landing gave way to alien blue forest. On the west side, within two miles the open area turned into jungle, one that got thicker and thicker for two dozen miles, until it thinned out as it began to rise toward the distant mountains forming the western side of the horseshoe.
On the east side of the colony, within three miles the open space ended and another blue forest began. This one was also thick, but despite its thickness it never turned into jungle. The land stayed flat for another fifteen miles, then began to rise gently. Twenty-five miles away, the gently rising land turned into more rugged foothills and rose rapidly toward the eastern side of the mountain horseshoe.
On the far east side of the open space, he saw the men erecting the water tank. Beside them, the water treatment plant was nearly complete, only the roof still showing movement by microbots.
Turning to the west, Mark saw apartment Block Five being assembled close at hand. They had completed the first four apartment blocks ahead of schedule and decided to go ahead with the next batch - Blocks Five through Eight.
Mark paused for a moment to watch. Sure enough, if you were very still and watched carefully, you could actually see the height of the walls increasing millimeter by millimeter as the microbots worked.
“Hey, boss,” said a voice. Mark turned to see Luke Powell coming up to him, walkie-talkie in one hand. “We got the net sorted. You should be back online now.”
“Good. Thanks, Luke.” As Luke stopped beside him, they both turned to face the opposite direction, south. South was the ocean - it could not be seen from the colony, but it was there, just twelve miles away. The long, narrow area stretching before them, with the shuttles parked in it, would be set aside as a greensward.
“People are already calling this one Central Park too,” said Luke. “I guess that was inevitable.”
Mark nodded absent-mindedly. “A little touch of home, at least for the Americans. Any news from the scouting teams?”
“So far, nothing bad. Still no sign of any animal life. That matches up with what the Goblins told us. We’ve re-tested the vegetation and it doesn’t appear to be harmful in any way to Earth-based life - but at the same time, it’s not edible for us. We could actually eat it without harm, but we’d gain no nutrition from it. So again, that matches up with the Goblins’ initial report to us. So far so good.”
“We need a crop planted, and quick,” said Mark.
“Yes, sir. Working on it. In fact, the last two shuttle runs brought down seed and root stock.” Luke pointed to the east, toward a distant field that had several hundred people working in it. “Turgenev’s people are prepping the first fields now. He said they’ll start planting some of the fast-growing crops tomorrow. With any luck at all, we’ll have our first emergency food crop ready in 45 days, and a second, larger one in about three months.”
Mark shot a sideways look at Luke. He had already briefed Luke about Turgenev. “Keep your eye on him. I know something’s up with him. He’s got allies somewhere, but I don’t know where yet. But at some point, they’ll try to put a knife in our backs. Be ready for it.”
Luke nodded. “Wilco, Boss. We’ll watch him like a hawk.”


39 AU from Stree Prime – Corvette EDF Armidale


“Do you think this will work?” asked Rita.
“I have no idea,” said Jim. “Tika says it will. But we won’t know until you’re on the ground.”
Rita gave a half-smile. 
“Or not,” she said.
Jim grimaced. It was the best he could do under the circumstances.
“OK. Let’s do it. I’ll see you when I see you,” Rita said.
And with that, she lay back into the padded contours of the bunk where her android body would remain, inert, for the duration of this first mission. 
Her eyes closed. Jim had been holding her hand. He felt one last squeeze. Then she moved her hand to her breast, laid it down there, and went limp. 
And with that, Rita wasn’t in that body anymore. Now it was just an empty shell, waiting her return.
If she returns.
Jim knew where she was now. The love of his life was now resident in a tiny caterpillar three inches long, housed in a carrier rocket only three feet in length. A rocket that was mounted to a hardpoint on the side of the Armidale, along with two other rockets containing Rachel and Tika.
The love of his life was about to be launched into Stree space.
Jim knew he wouldn’t be able to see anything else from Rita’s cabin. He walked back to the bridge. He took a jump seat behind Captain Stewart and watched the rest of the operation on the large screen at the front. 
Staring at the three tiny rockets mounted on the outside hull of the corvette, Jim started to worry. Beads of sweat formed on his brow. The magnitude of the risk for Rita and her two companions had finally fully registered in his mind.
Thinking about it beforehand had been one thing; watching the actual event was like a punch in the gut. 
This was it. His wife was going to be dropped onto an enemy base.
With a whine, the tDrive engaged and the screen went blank for less than one second - to be exact, 696 milliseconds.
And the Armidale surfaced in the Stree system, 15 AU from the central star. They were directly behind a large gas giant, one with dozens of thick rings. To Jim, it looked remarkably like Saturn in the Sol System. But it was far indeed from Saturn. 3,275 light years, to be exact. 
With a clunk that could be felt through the hull, the three tiny rockets were released from the corvette, along with a much larger item - an item disguised to look like just another big space rock. 
Jim had only an instant to watch as the three tiny rockets floated in space, free of all attachment to the corvette, alongside the much larger fake asteroid. Then with a whine, the tDrive engaged again and they were gone, back out to their hiding place in the outer system. 
The Armidale was once again back in the outer Kuiper Belt, 3.75 billion miles from the little moon called Tosong that orbited the ringed planet. Back at Tosong, it was now all up to Rita, Tika and Rachel.
Far from the love of his life, Jim felt the sweat start on his brow. He hated the feeling of being out of control, of not being able to protect Rita. Even though Rita was now a Goblin - more than capable of taking care of herself - it was a feeling he could never overcome.
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Stree System – Moon Tosong


Rita had practiced being resident in the tiny caterpillar infiltration device a half-dozen times. She thought she had it down pat. But this was the real thing. It was different from the practice sessions.  
A mistake now meant her life.
Per the mission schedule, she waited thirty minutes in radio silence after the Armidale departed back to the outer system. She scanned the environment with passive sensors, noting her two companions floating nearby. Slightly farther away, the much larger support package also floated silently.
There were millions of rocks and moons making up the rings of the Saturn-like planet. The Armidale had placed them several hundred thousand miles from the nearest ring; precisely in the path of a moon that would soon be coming around the planet in its orbit. The location was plausible for a few stray rocks that might have escaped the nearby ring through some gravitational perturbation.
Finally the required thirty minutes of radio silence expired without event, and Rita called to her companions on low-power RF. 
<Tika? Rachel? You OK?>
<I’m good> replied Tika.
<Present and accounted for> said Rachel.
<Uh. That’s a relief> Rita called. <OK. Let’s work the plan>
<Sending the support package> Tika said.
Rita watched on her sensors as the support package fired a tiny ion rocket to boost away, out of the path of the moon that would soon be coming around the arc of the planet. The support package would move to a safe place several thousand klicks away, where it would wait until called.
<Done. Trajectory looks nominal> called Tika.
<Outstanding. OK, let’s make our position adjustments>
And with that, the three fired their own tiny rockets to adjust their orbits slightly. When they were happy with their positions, they powered down and waited.
And waited some more. They had a five hour wait before the largest moon of the gas giant caught up to them.
Rita inserted a wait loop in her timing clock and went to sleep for four hours. When she awoke, her passive sensors showed the large moon directly behind them, coming up on their position. It would just miss plowing into them - but it would pass close enough to capture them in its gravity. The three of them would be sucked into a rapidly decaying trajectory, sending them crashing to the surface of the moon.
They were back on radio silence now. Rita longed to talk to her companions, ask if they were alright. But she didn’t dare.
Because on the near side of the rapidly approaching moon was a Stree observation post. It was one of many in the Stree system, always watching for Goblins - the entities the Stree hated and feared above all else.
And three Goblins were about to pay them a visit.


Phoenix System


“It’s a minor setback,” Cerutti said. “Not to worry.”
“Minor setback?” Kim spat, angry. “You said you would take over the Security Team! But Rodgers gave that to Powell instead! And Bob Hardy is second in command! Now what?”
Cerutti leaned back and shook his head at Kim, smiling.
“So impatient! Kim, how did you become successful in the streets of Seoul if you are so impatient?”
“There I just pulled out my knife and the people did what I said,” Kim replied angrily.
“Ah. Yes, of course. But this is not Seoul, and pulling out a knife on Luke Powell is only going to get you gutted like a fish. I hope you understand that.”
Kim glared at Cerutti. Before he could respond again, Turgenev interrupted. “But at least you got in the Security Force,” he said to Cerutti.
“Yes. I’m third in command. And soon enough, Hardy will meet with an unexpected accident. And then I’ll be second in command. And after that…well, let’s just say a new colony is a dangerous place.”
Kim interrupted. “No! That takes too long! We must take over before the people get organized! While they are still on one foot from everything that has happened!” 
“I agree,” said Turgenev. “I suggest we make our move immediately. As soon as possible. Otherwise, more transport ships will arrive. We must seize power now!”
Cerutti looked troubled. “I don’t know. I think that might be moving too fast. I’d rather play it slow, stick with our original plan. Work our way into position, rather than take over by brute force.”
“Bullshit,” said Kim. “These people are so shell-shocked, they’re like cattle. There’s no point in waiting; we take over now.”
Cerutti saw Turgenev looking at him appraisingly. Suddenly a cold feeling ran down Cerutti’s spine. He knew that look. He had seen it before. 
That was the look that meant, agree or die. Turgenev and Kim had already decided. Either he would go along, or he would have a sudden accident.
“I agree,” he said, his mouth dry. “We’ll start the takeover as soon as possible.”


Stree System – Moon Tosong


A few minutes after the moon caught up to them, Rita and her two companions were descending rapidly toward the surface.  To any casual observer, it would appear that a few small rocks had come off the nearby ring of the gas giant, gotten caught in the moon’s gravity well, and were about to smash into the surface. A common, everyday occurrence. One that should raise no eyebrows on the Stree observation station, even if they somehow managed to detect it.
But Rita’s hope was that the Stree observers were focused on bigger things. If they were anything like Humans, they’d be looking for a Goblin fleet…not a few space rocks.
Soon enough, the ground was coming up fast. Rita watched the distant Stree outpost carefully. The second it went below the horizon - and thus no longer able to see her on radar - she decelerated madly, trying to break her velocity before she smashed to bits on the hard rocks below. She had only a few seconds to save herself; if her rocket sputtered at all, she was done.
But it didn’t glitch. It fired exactly as planned until she came to a gentle hover ten yards off the surface of a huge boulder. Sliding sideways to a flat spot, she put down on the surface of the moon.
Automatically, the carrier rocket split in two, leaving her free to crawl out. In her tiny caterpillar aspect, she quickly moved a dozen yards away from the rocket and stopped to take stock.
Twenty yards away she could see Tika’s carrier, lying on the surface in one piece. Even as she watched, it also split, and Tika crawled out.
But there was no sign of Rachel. Using a low power radio pulse, one that couldn’t be heard for more than a few hundred yards, she called for her.
<Rachel? Are you OK?>
There was a short silence. Then:
<Yes, dammit. I landed in a methane pool. I’m trying to work my way out of it>
Rita looked around and saw a small methane pool nearby. Even as she watched, the tiny caterpillar that was Rachel broke the surface and crawled out of the pool. It made its way toward Rita as they regrouped.
<I have this instinctive need to shake myself> said Rachel, as the methane dripped off her. 
Rita chuckled. She knew exactly what Rita meant. Something that only a Human who had lived around dogs could understand.
<We’d better get moving> Rita said. “Thataway, ho!>
And with that, she set out for the distant Stree station, now just over the horizon from them. In their three-inch caterpillar aspects, it would be a long walk.
Hours later, the trio reached the perimeter of the Stree station. There was a large central building, with a tall tower going straight up for 500 feet. Rita knew that was the primary sensing station, containing radar, lidar and laser detection equipment, as well as any number of passive sensors and comm arrays. There was another, identical tower on the far side of the moon, operated remotely, to give the Stree 24x7 sensing capability. 
From the main building, three covered tunnels splayed out in three separate directions. Each ran a short distance and terminated in a round, bubble shaped dome. 
Hajo’s Goblin intelligence team had stated one of these outlying domes contained living quarters for the crew. Another one contained storage space. And the last one contained the life support systems.
Per plan, they were now directly opposite the life support dome.
<They’ll have proximity alarms> said Tika.
<Roger that. Time to start digging> Rita replied. The three separated by several feet from each other. Then their caterpillar aspects dug down, burrowing into the regolith. Although not tightly packed, it was slow going. It took them another 90 minutes to advance twenty yards underground, past the Stree perimeter.
When Rita surfaced, she found herself just outside the life support dome, right at the point where the dome intersected with the tunnel leading back to the control room. Tika was already there, waiting for her. A few minutes later, Rachel surfaced from the regolith.
Now they separated. While Rita and Rachel moved to the life support dome, Tika headed for the main building.
Slowly and carefully, Rita and Rachel moved up to the dome wall. There, they once again dug down into the regolith. Reaching a point one foot under the floor of the dome, they dug forward three feet and then angled upward until they reached the sealed floor of the dome.
They knew that if these structures were anything like most Human or Goblin space structures, the weakest point would be underneath. Since the regolith supported the building, only a thin, airtight shield of composite sandwich was necessary to form the floor of the structure.
Here’s hoping we’re right, thought Rita.
Boring into the bottom of the structure from underneath, Rita worked for a half-hour trying to make a small hole in the floor of the dome. At one point, she decided it wasn’t going to work. She was just about to call to the others to abandon the attempt when suddenly, there was a slight, high-pitched hissing sound as pressure escaped through the hole, and she knew she had made it.
<I’m through> she called to Rachel on low power RF.
<Fantastic!> said Rachel.
Rita continued to work, enlarging the hole until it was big enough for her to pass through. When it was, she wiggled her way up through it and was in the life support dome.
Quickly she looked around, assessing. They had chosen their timing to arrive in the middle of the night - midnight, Stree time - and it seemed to have panned out. The room was pitch-black. No one was about.
Rita heard a slight crunch and Rachel’s caterpillar head poked up out of the floor nearby. Crumbs of composite fell off her as she wiggled her way out of the hole she had made. 
<Nobody about?> Rachel asked.
<No. I don’t sense anyone> replied Rita.
The two of them scanned the room in infrared and radar. It was clearly life support. Machinery stood everywhere. Most things Rita could identify - a small nuclear reactor, oxygen generators, carbon dioxide scrubbers, rack after rack of emergency oxygen tanks.
Now the next phase of the plan began.
<Rachel. Alarm systems> called Rita.
<On it> answered Rachel. She immediately moved to an electronics panel and began assessing it. 
<Tika. How’s it going?> 
<I’m in the main building, moving to the communications closet. Everything is as we expected - a skeleton crew is on duty, and most of them are half-asleep. I could drive a truck through here before they’d notice anything>
<Roger that. We’re standing by>
Having issued her reminder commands, Rita moved to the oxygen system. Her job was to disable the oxygen supply to the other buildings. If Rachel did her job correctly, no alarms would sound. By removing the oxygen from the station, the entire crew of the station would fall unconscious. Tika would disable the comm systems beforehand, ensuring that no warning could go out, even if one of the Stree realized what was happening at the last minute and tried to call home.
<In position> called Tika. <Ready>
Rita turned her focus to Rachel.
<How’s it going, Rachel?>
<Still checking to make sure I got all of them> said Rachel.
<Take your time, Rach. We can’t afford a mistake now>
<Roger that>
Rachel checked her alarm systems one last time, then called to Rita.
<Ready. All alarms disabled>
<Tika?>
<Ready. All communications blocked>
<OK, then. Here we go>
Rita turned off the oxygen system. She opened the emergency vent system in each building to space.
The Stree in the station had three minutes to live.
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Stree System – Moon Tosong


Someone was pounding on the door of the life support module. The sound was diminishing, though. It got weaker and weaker, changing from a pounding to a scrabbling sound.  
Finally it went away.
Rita looked over at Rachel.
<Someone figured it out> Rita said.
<But too late> replied Rachel.
<Tika? Any activity?>
<None. They’re all dead> called Tika. <I’m looking for the door controls>
<Roger>
<Oh, here they are. I found them, I think. Let me see…>
With a clunk, the hatch of the life support dome clicked open.
<Got them figured out. You’re cleared through>
Rita and Rachel scurried to the hatch, slipped through the crack, and exited out to the tunnel leading to the main structure.
The body of a dead Stree was lying on the floor. His hands were bloody where he had scraped at the door in one last-ditch attempt to survive. To Rita and Rachel in their tiny caterpillar bodies, he looked twenty feet long. Rita couldn’t help but think of the old fairy tale of Jack and the Beanstalk.
Ignoring him, they ran at maximum speed toward the main control room. Arriving there, they found a room that seemed as big as a football pitch to them in their tiny aspects. Huge chairs and consoles seemed to reach to the sky. Stree bodies lay everywhere. Tika was nowhere to be seen.
<Tika? Where are you?>
<Up here on the comm console>
They looked up. Peeking over the top of a counter top was Tika’s head, looking tiny compared to the size of the console.
<Come on up, the weather’s fine!> Tika said. 
Rita and Rachel made their way to a nearby chair, climbed up the legs, up the armrests, and jumped to the console where Tika waited. 
<We ready to call in the support package?>
<Roger. I re-connected the dish, re-enabled the comm console, and pointed the dish back toward our package. We’re ready to transmit>
<And you’re sure the power levels are just high enough to reach our package?>
<Yep. I checked, double checked and triple checked. Power is set to the absolute minimum required to signal the package>
<OK. Let’s bring it in>
Tika turned to the console and leaned on a button. With a click, it depressed. Twenty thousand klicks away, their support package received the signal. It turned, oriented itself toward the distant moon, and fired its thrusters.
A short while later, the support package had chased down the moon in its orbit and made a soft landing just beside the Stree station. Rita, Tika and Rachel were waiting for it. They moved quickly to the lander and with a sigh of relief, switched back into full-size caterpillar aspects stored inside the lander. 
<God, am I glad to get out of that tiny thing!> exclaimed Rachel.
<Myself> echoed Rita.
<OK. Let’s get the oxygen system back in operation, double-check all life support, and call in the guys!>


Phoenix System – 800 Lights from Stalingrad


Luke was exhausted. It had been a long day. He had spent most of it settling minor disputes between people. 
It seemed that in spite of all their planning and organization, they had overlooked one important aspect of government - a judiciary. 
The Council members - and Mark as Governor - were strong on executive action. They could plan, organize, and issue orders with no problem. But they had not foreseen the number of disputes that would arise between people and groups. 
Carving out a new colony on a raw planet was causing extreme stress among the settlers. Fights were becoming a daily occurrence. People were organizing into cliques, bands, even gangs. Luke’s security team had their hands full. Just to maintain the peace, he was recruiting new members every day to add to his police force. 
And Luke had somehow become a de facto judge. Dispute after dispute was brought to his desk to be settled. He’d been forced to set up his courtroom in another tent, to prevent disruption to Mark and the other Council members as shouting groups of settlers were brought in front of him, each group proclaiming the rightness of their side of things at the top of their lungs.
Today he had spent his entire day settling such disputes. People fighting over everything imaginable. Couples fighting over the things couples have fought over for ten thousand years. Disagreements over where people should live. People who refused to work. People attacking those who refused to work, instead of referring them to Security. Fistfights over women. Two knife attacks, as settlers found ways to turn necessary tools into weapons.
And of course, the age-old crimes that hung like millstones around the necks of humanity. Today Luke had also conducted criminal trials for two robberies and a rape. He did it because there was no one else to do it. Everyone else on the Council was busy trying to keep the colony alive, handling food, water, and shelter. Luke had somehow, and against his will, become the Supreme Court of the colony.
As he wrapped up the last case of the day, he felt the burden of his role weighing heavy on his shoulders. This last case had been the rape of a young girl. The perpetrator had been caught red-handed. The evidence was overwhelming. Luke had quickly declared the man guilty. 
But then it came time for sentencing. The girl’s family howled for the man to be put to death - to be hung from one of the tall blue trees down by the river as an example to all. It took every one of Luke’s newly appointed court bailiffs to hold back the crowd while the prisoner was hustled out of the court and into the jail - a jail they had not expected to need so soon, one hastily constructed just within the last week.
Now Luke was faced with a dilemma. He had always opposed the death penalty. Throughout his life, he had never understood how two wrongs were somehow supposed to add up to justice.
Yet the small colony had no prison. There were no resources to house and feed prisoners for any length of time. It was something they had simply not thought of in their planning process. Keeping prisoners would tie up valuable resources needed for their survival.
Wrestling with the problem, Luke stepped out of the tent to see his daughter Tatiana coming toward him. He waved at her, and she turned and came over to him.
“Hi, Pop,” she called. “How goes the new job?”
Luke gave her a face. “It sucks. Actually, I’d like to talk to you about it if you have time.”
“Sure,” she said. “Let’s grab dinner at the commissary and you can tell me all about it.”
They made their way to the cafeteria, grabbing pseudo-plastic trays and wending their way through a long line to get their food. The food trays, like everything else made locally in the colony so far, was some kind of carbon compound - it was the easiest thing for the microbots to generate directly from the soil and the atmosphere. 
Sitting down at a table, Luke looked at his daughter as they began eating.
“How’s my granddaughter?” he asked.
“She’s fine, happy as a clam,” said Tatiana. “She doesn’t know we’re in a dire situation - every day is an adventure for her.”
“Yeah. Nice to be a child if you have to go through this. I hear Misha and some of the other dads have got a day-care thing going.”
“Yeah. There’s quite a few single parents with small children who have to work away from home. Doc Winston, for example. She’s our most experienced doctor. She set up the hospital in Block Five, and she’s supervising the setup of small clinics in some of the other apartment blocks. But she also has two small children. There’s dozens of other people in similar situations. So Misha and some of the other people got together and organized a day-care system. Now every apartment block has a day-care. Misha goes around from one to another all day long, checking on things, working out bugs, ensuring that the workers are doing a good job. Marta tags along with him and she just loves it. She thinks she’s the one in charge. She goes running into every day-care ahead of Misha and starts giving the staff the third degree.”
Luke grinned. “That’s my granddaughter, alright.”
Tatiana pursed her lips. 
“So. What did you want to talk to me about?”
“Well,” Luke began, then paused. “It’s a bit of a tough issue.”
“Spit it out, Dad,” Tatiana said. “Don’t stand on ceremony.”
“Well. We have a convicted rapist in the jail right now. He raped a little girl. The family wants the death penalty. They’re howling for blood. Tomorrow morning I have to pronounce sentence. If I don’t sentence him to death, there’s gonna be trouble.”
Tatiana looked at her father across the table. She was well aware of his feelings toward the death penalty.
“You don’t want to kill him, do you?” she asked.
“I think it sets a bad precedent. If I sentence this first one to death, the floodgates are opened. Soon enough, people will demand the death penalty for more and more crimes. It’s a slippery slope. Like in the Old West, when they killed people for stealing a horse, or in the Middle East when they stoned women to death for adultery. I don’t want our new society to end up like that.”
“But?”
“But we have no facilities to keep a prisoner. I have no intention of wasting our precious resources to build a prison and staff it to keep criminals. We simply don’t have that luxury.”
“So what do you propose?”
“I don’t know. That’s why I wanted to talk to you. I thought maybe you might have some idea.”
“Actually, I do. Something you may not have thought of yet.”
“What?”
“Have you ever talked to Tika about the Goblin approach to capital crimes?”
“No. The subject never came up, I guess. I didn’t even realize the Goblins had criminals.”
“Not many. Their incidence of crime is about one ten-thousandth of what Humans experience. But still, they have a few. And some of them are what we might call capital crimes.”
“So what do they do with them?”
“They sentence them to become a ship AI. They get loaded into a starship brain and aren’t allowed to return to android form and re-join society for one thousand years.”
“Wow. That’s a long time.”
“Well, yeah. But not if you’re an AI.”
“So. Do you think the Goblins would do that for us?
“Sure. Send him back to Stalingrad on the next return transport. Have the Goblins convert him to an AI. He can drive a starship for them for the next thousand years. Then we’ll see how he feels about attacking little girls.”
“Assuming Humans are still around in a thousand years.”
“Yeah. There is that.”


39 AU from Stree Prime – Corvette EDF Armidale


Two hours after Tika transmitted the signal, it arrived at the Armidale, 25 AU farther out in the system. Jim had been trying to get some sleep, but it was nearly impossible. He would drop off, then suddenly wake in a sweat, convinced that Rita had been captured and killed.
When the call from Captain Stewart came over his comm, he almost collapsed in relief.
“We have the recall signal, Commander.”
Jim heaved a sigh of relief. “On my way, Captain,” he answered. He threw himself into his warsuit and rushed to the bridge, settling into the jump seat behind Captain Stewart.
“Any problems?”
“No, they transmitted the coded pulse for A-OK. Looks like they pulled it off. We’re just about ready to go in.”
Jim nodded. In the holotank, he could see their position, 25 AU opposite the ringed gas giant that was their target. 
“All systems ready for translation, Skipper,” called the XO. 
“Good. Let’s do it,” Stewart said.
The tDrive engaged with its typical whine, and a second later, they were nestled up against the backside of the gas giant, just outside the ring system. Approaching in the near distance was the large moon Tosong, with the Stree space station clearly visible on the surface facing them. 
“Comm from the Stree station, Captain.”
“Read it, please.”
‘Welcome and please put down directly beside the main building to the west. We’ll rejoin you on board.’
“Very good, XO. Lieutenant Hodges, put us down right there in that little flat spot to the west.”
“Aye, Skipper.” Hodges deftly settled the Armidale down on her landing jacks in a small flat area beside the Stree station. As the Armidale came to a halt on the surface, Jim jumped from his seat and practically ran to Rita’s cabin. As he entered, the status lights on the walls changed from red to yellow, and he heard the status change announced over his comm. 
“Set Condition Yellow. Set Condition Yellow. That is all.”
At the same time, Rita’s android body opened her eyes in her bunk and smiled. She winked at Jim.
“Hello there, big boy,” she said. “Why don’t you come up and see me sometime…?”
“Welcome back, babe,” Jim breathed.


Phoenix System – 800 Lights from Stalingrad


Luke’s second-in-command on the Security team was Bob Hardy. Hardy had been keeping a close eye on Turgenev - to the best of his ability. But there were many tasks for him to perform, and many crises for him to deal with. He couldn’t be everywhere at once. Thus he had missed the secret meetings that occurred between Turgenev, Cerutti and Kim. 
That turned out to be a fatal mistake.
It was well after midnight, and Hardy was just about to go to bed. But the call came in over the radio - a riot in Apartment Block Four. Despite their dire situation on a new planet, despite their priorities of generating enough food and water to survive, people still found ways to fight. When the call came in over the walkie-talkie, Hardy rushed to the apartment block to assess the situation and assist his meager security team.
It was an ambush. As he ran into the lobby of the apartment block, Hardy was hit with a stun gun. Falling to the floor, he saw his own assistant on the Security team - Cerutti - leering over him. Cerutti’s hand contained a large knife. With a twisted smile, Cerutti slammed the knife down into him, over and over, until the universe no longer existed for Bob Hardy.


Stree System – Moon Tosong


Huddling in Armidale’s galley for debriefing, Rita, Tika and Rachel sat across from the senior Goblin Intelligence officer, Commander Hajo. Beside them, Jim, Ollie, Bonnie, and Captain Stewart listened as they finished up their description of the mission.
“It went pretty much as we hoped,” Rita recounted. “One of them managed to figure out what was going on and even got to the hatch of the life support module, but he wasn’t able to get in. After that, everything went per plan.”
“Good,” Hajo said. “OK. Next steps are underway. My Goblin Intelligence team has set up shop in the station. They’re going through the comm logs. We have five hours until the next routine check-in. By then, we should have the system figured out well enough to send in the next report without causing suspicion.”
“So. We have a foothold in their system now,” said Stewart.
“Right,” Hajo agreed. “This will be our base of operations from here on in. We’re ready for Phase Two.”
Rachel bowed her head and scratched her forehead - a gesture that Jim recognized as a reflex action from her Human life, as androids didn’t itch. He had seen it before, and he knew it meant she was thinking hard.
“I’m not totally sold on this next step,” she said. “I’ve been thinking about it, and it seems to me we’re moving too fast. The original plan was to next take a small outpost somewhere on the backside of Stree Prime. Now you’re telling me you have a better plan. Are you sure about this?”
Jim, sitting across from her, glanced at Hajo, and then spoke before Hajo could reply. 
“I’ve gone over this with Hajo, and I think his new approach is a much better plan. I think we were lucky to pull this station caper off the first time. I wouldn’t want to try it again. There’s such a thing as pushing your luck. Let’s go with Hajo’s modification.”
Rachel looked askance at Jim, but she acquiesced. “OK, Mr. Marine. You’re the expert,” she said rather sarcastically.
Jim gave her a fake glare. “Keep it up, sister, and I’ll put you over my knee.”
Rachel laughed. “You couldn’t even lift me up, buster.”
Jim rose and walked around the table to Rachel, accepting the challenge. With a huge grin, Rachel rose, ready for the test. Jim grabbed her around the waist and attempted to lift her. He was initially unsuccessful; he paused, looked at her in puzzlement, then tried again. With a grunt, he lifted her off the deck by a few inches. Putting her back down, he shook his head in wonder.
“How much do you weigh now?”
“81 kilos. Right at 180 pounds.”
“Damn. You’ve grown, little girl.”
Ollie laughed at Jim’s expression. “She’s a tad bit heavier than she was before,” he said.
“I would say,” Jim remarked, returning to his seat. The interlude had lightened the mood all around the table as Hajo continued.
“OK. Phase Two. We’re going to skip right over the part about capturing an outpost and go straight to infiltrating Central Command. My intelligence team has identified our best target. One Sub-Captain Elvenen, to be precise.
“Elvenen has just received orders to transfer from a little mountain listening post on the backside of Stree Prime to Command Headquarters at Komihu, their capital city. He’s taking his adjutant and aide with him. They’re to report day after tomorrow, Stree time.”
Hajo looked across the table at Rita, Tika and Rachel. “That gives us just enough time to map out the details, get you three to their base, and do the exchange. He’s the perfect patsy; he’s an Intelligence officer, he’s single with no apparent family entanglements, he’s being transferred from a remote, isolated base back to Headquarters, and he’s a communications specialist. What’s even better, he’s being promoted to full Captain upon his arrival at Headquarters. It’s damn near perfect.”
“But do we have to switch into male officers?” asked Rachel. “That scares the hell out of me!” 
Hajo nodded. “Sorry. But it’s a male-dominated hierarchy. There are no female officers in the Stree military. There are a few in the enlisted ranks, but that wouldn’t help us.”
Rachel hunched her shoulders in a near-shudder. “I’m not happy about this,” she said.
Rita reached across and patted her hand. “Relax, Rachel. I’ve been there before. It’s not that bad.”
Jim grinned across the table at them. “You’ll get used to it quick enough, Rachel. Just remember not to get kicked in the crotch.”
Jim and Ollie snickered as Rachel blushed. Hajo looked puzzled, but finally smiled and continued the briefing.
“You’ll depart early tomorrow. The cargo is already loaded onboard the shuttle. Lieutenant Luda will be the bodybuilder technician. I’ll be your pilot. We’ll time it to arrive at 1600 tomorrow afternoon Stree time, an hour before they quit for the day. With any luck, most of the staff will depart early and we’ll have the place to ourselves.”
“Except for Captain Elvenen,” said Rita.
“Right. We’ve arranged a fake meeting - we set up an appointment for him at 1600 hours tomorrow to receive a classified briefing on his new posting at Headquarters. That should hold him in his office until we arrive. No way he would skip that kind of meeting.”
“We hope,” said Rachel.
“Yes. Exactly.”
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Phoenix System


Luke Powell sat at his desk in the Headquarters tent, head in hand. Bob Hardy had been a good friend. Luke was devastated by his murder. Beside him, Dino Cerutti sat quietly as Luke processed the situation. 
“Still no idea who did it?” Luke asked.
“No, sir,” Cerutti replied. “There were no witnesses. The security cameras in the lobby had been disabled. So far, we have nothing to go on. I’ve got my team canvassing the residents of the apartment block, but so far nothing.”
Luke sighed. “Keep at it, Dino. We have to get to the bottom of this. This was a planned attack - not an accident.”
“Yes, sir. I’ll keep my team on it until we figure it out.”
Luke turned his head toward Cerutti, hesitating. Then he came to some kind of decision. 
“I’d better bring you into something, Dino,” he said. “Turgenev. He’s ex-Russian mafia. Hardy had been assigned to watch him, watch his contacts. We suspect he’s hooked up with some of the Koreans in Block Two. We don’t have any hard evidence yet, though. I need you to take over that surveillance. We need to find out what he’s up to, and soon.”
Cerutti nodded emphatically. “You got it, boss. I’ll get on it. We’ll figure it out.”
“Thanks, Dino,” Luke responded. “I’ll see you later.”
With a final nod, Cerutti rose and left, leaving Luke alone in grief. As he departed the Headquarters tent, Mark Rodgers came in, carrying two small bags. He handed one to Luke.
“Breakfast,” he said. “I assume you’ve been up all night?”
Luke nodded sadly. “Yeah. Thanks, boss.”
“Any leads?”
“No,” Luke said. “Not a clue. But it has to be Turgenev. Who else could it be?”
“Any evidence? Anything we can pin on him?”
“No. It was a very professional hit.”
“So what’s next?”
“Dino’s on it. He’ll handle the investigation and take over the surveillance of Turgenev.”
“Hmm… Do you trust him?”
Luke looked up at his boss. 
“What do you mean?”
“Dino. He’s from New York City, right?”
“Yeah, I think so…”
“Well. Just saying. New York was a rough town. And Dino has some pretty rough edges. He’s pretty smooth with us, but I’ve heard some talk. He’s got a different face when he’s out in the ville. Pretty coarse with the people. Shoving people around.”
“Really? I haven’t heard that.”
“Just saying. Keep an eye on him in that regard.”
“I will,” said Luke.
Mark sat at his desk, opened the bag containing his breakfast, and started eating. Luke joined him, and they two sat quietly for a bit, thinking. The front tent flap opened and Zoe DeLong entered, followed closely by Rick Moore. They greeted Mark and Luke and moved to their desks.
“Any word from Bonnie?” Mark asked Luke.
“Nothing for a couple of days,” Luke replied. “Last ansible message stated they were on schedule and on plan. That’s all she said.”
“Fingers crossed,” Zoe said with a smile.
Luke acknowledged her comment with a smile. “Yep, absolutely.”
“Zoe,” Mark said, turning to her. “I guess you heard about Bob Hardy last night.”
“Yes, I did. I’m so sorry,” Zoe said, glancing over at Luke. “Any progress on the investigation?”
“Nothing so far,” Luke said. “But we should tighten up security for the Council members. I don’t think this is an isolated incident.”
Mark jumped in. 
“He means this could be the first step in a coup. Let’s plan accordingly,” said Mark.
“A coup?” asked Rick. “You’ve got to be kidding, right? Who would try something like that while we’re fighting for our very survival here?”
Mark looked grim. “That’s exactly when they would try, Rick. When things are at their most precarious.”
“Let’s double the security team for the Council,” said Luke to Zoe.
“OK,” Zoe responded. “If you say so.”
“I think it wise,” said Luke. “I’ll assign another six people to you.”
Mark picked up the conversation, turning his attention to Zoe.
“Now…moving on. How’s Transport Four going?”
“It arrived from Stalingrad at four AM this morning, and we started shuttles at five. We’ve gotten thirty loads down so far, running all ten original shuttles plus the four new ones Transport Two brought us. We’re focusing on passengers first, getting them down and settled into Blocks Thirteen through Sixteen. We’ll bring the cargo down last - there’s nothing on the cargo manifest we need urgently.”
“And Transport Three?”
“Departed back to Stalingrad yesterday. Transport Five is enroute. Everything is on schedule at the moment.”
“Excellent. What’s our total population now?”
“With Transport Four, we’ll have 12,000 people on the ground by the end of this week.”
“Wow. It’s getting a little scary, huh? Rick, what’s the farming status?”
“So far, we’ve got 1,500 acres of grass for cattle planted across the river to the east. It’s coming up well, things look good over there. The grass seems to like the planet. On the crop side, we’ve got 3,000 acres planted in vegetables, and another 3,000 being planted in wheat right now. Turgenev may be a son of a bitch, but he knows how to motivate people. He’s getting the job done.”
Mark grunted. “But…that’s not nearly enough for the full population, right?”
“Right,” replied Rick. “We’ll need another 8,000 acres of grass across the river for livestock, and another 8,000 acres of farmland on the east side. So we’re not even half-way yet.” 
“Do we have enough food to make it?”
“Barely, if the rest of the Goblin transports get here on time. Assuming they all arrive before the Stree attack, and all the food is on board, and we don’t lose any bringing it down from orbit, and we don’t lose any in the warehouses, and we don’t lose any crops, and the in-vitro cattle grow on schedule, and the cattle can eat the transplanted grass, and Turgenev can keep people motivated…”
“I get the idea,” Mark grunted. “Just keep on top of things, Rick. Our lives are on the line here.”
“I know, Guv.”
“And don’t call me Guv,” Mark sighed.


Stree Prime – Stree Shuttle 868


The Stree shuttle the team had liberated from the Tosong listening station was not large. It had just enough room for a flight crew of two, and either fourteen people in the back or 80,000 pounds of cargo. It was lightly loaded at the moment - with Hajo and Rachel in the cockpit, 2,000 pounds of crates and equipment in the back, and Rita, Ollie, Tika, Luda, and Liwa sitting in fold-out jump seats beside the cargo.
If everything went as planned, they had all they needed.
If everything goes right, thought Rachel. So many things can go wrong. 
On approach to Stree Prime, they were challenged by Approach Control. 
“Now we find out if the entry codes are still valid,” said Rachel in the cockpit. She leaned forward and triggered the transponder. Seconds went by with no response.
“Oh, crap,” she said.
Then: “Shuttle 868 cleared for approach. Have a good day,” came over the radio.
Rachel nodded in relief to Hajo, who continued their approach to Stree Prime. Their target was on the opposite side of the planet from the Stree capital city of Komihu. Nestled in a mountain range that stretched for 4,000 miles across the backside of the planet, it was a backwater area where they were reasonably certain they could pull off the next phase of their mission.
Entering the atmosphere, the shuttle buffeted a bit before it settled down to stable atmospheric flying. Soon they were over the curve of the planet, hidden from the capital city. In another half-hour, they were on approach to the small spaceport that was their destination.
The spaceport was mostly deserted. Most of the crew who worked at this small facility would already be gone, headed out for the day. There were a couple of small shuttles parked on the apron, and that was it. There wasn’t a Stree in sight anywhere. 
Gently, Hajo hovered the shuttle and moved it to a parking spot, put it down on the skids, and shut off the engines. 
“Showtime,” Tika said in the back. Unbuckling, Tika, Luda and Rita walked to the back of the shuttle. Rachel came out of the cockpit and stood, staring, as the three prepared to leave. 
The seven of them had switched to the spare Stree bodies they had brought from Stalingrad. The bodies were humanoid, short and squat. A small thatch of hair at the very top of their heads splayed in all directions, unmanaged as was the custom. Their faces were rounder than a Human’s, but otherwise quite similar. Compared to a Human’s, their nose was angular, almost square.
Upon first seeing a hologram of a Stree, Rita had remarked that they looked like short, fat Buddhist monks.
“In fact,” she had added, gazing at the hologram, “they remind me of that Great Buddha statue at Kamakura, Japan.”
Now Rachel stared at the three Goblins preparing to depart the shuttle in their Stree bodies, and realized that Rita had been correct about the Stree looking like little fat Buddhas.
“All you guys need are yellow robes, a tambourine and a drum,” she said.
Tika and Luda looked puzzled. Rita laughed. “Never mind. Inside joke,” she said.
Tika grinned, a strange sight in her Stree body. She was wearing the uniform of a Stree Navy commander, while Rita and Luda were dressed as Stree Navy lieutenants. Rita and Luda carried large cases.
Tika gave Rachel one final wink.
“If all goes well, you’ll hear from us soon,” she said. 
The three opened the exit hatch and stepped out toward the nearby Naval communications complex and listening station.
“Looks like we guessed right,” said Rita. “This place is nearly deserted.”
“Right. Here we go, then,” said Tika as they approached the building. She gave one final smile to Rita.
“Now we find out if our bodies and speech pass the test,” she said.
“Right.”
Entering the building, they approached the security desk. A short, squat Stree male stood behind the counter, watching them approach. 
“Good afternoon,” he said. “Can I help you?”
“Commander Pamasa to see Sub-Captain Elvenen,” spoke Tika. “We have an appointment.”


Phoenix System


“OK, you got rid of Hardy. Why didn’t you take out Luke Powell at the same time?” asked Turgenev. “You’re dithering around like an old woman!”
Cerutti glared at the Russian. “I do things my own way. Don’t rush me. Rushing is how mistakes are made.”
“Bullshit,” said Turgenev. “We’ve got the upper hand here. Powell put you in charge of the investigation! They don’t suspect a thing! Just kill him and let’s get on with it!”
Cerutti shook his head. “You’re overconfident, Turgenev. There are still things that could go wrong. Remember - the Council has tremendous support with the people, at least so far. If we don’t do this carefully, we’ll end up hanging from one of those alien trees down by the river.”
Turgenev shook his head. “You’re an old woman, Cerutti. Why don’t you let me take over that part of it? I can have Powell dead and buried before the next transport ship arrives!”
“No. I’ll take care of it. This week. He’ll have an accident this week. Just stay off my back, let me do things my own way,” Cerutti argued.
Even though they were in a secure location, Cerutti instinctively looked around to see if anyone was listening. It was just before midnight. They were standing in one of the small tents that housed farming implements. Two of Cerutti’s men and two of Turgenev’s men were standing guard outside. There was no danger of eavesdropping. But Cerutti was still nervous.
With a disgusted wave of his hand, Turgenev turned and left. Cerutti stepped out of the tent and watched as Turgenev disappeared into the night toward his apartment block. 
Maybe Luke Powell is not the only one, thought Cerutti. I think another accident may happen very soon.

      ***Zoe had been watching Cerutti all evening. Instincts developed over a lifetime of living in the slums of Chicago, and fighting in the hills of Africa, had told her something wasn’t right about Cerutti. Without Luke’s knowledge, she had tailed him all afternoon, and even as the dusk turned to darkness. As the hours wore on, she stuck with him. She knew he would slip up sooner or later. 
And finally he did. She watched as he left for the east side of the colony, two guards in tow. She followed from a discreet distance as he went on a roundabout circuit through the camp, clearly checking to see if he was being followed. And she watched as he finally entered a small tent where she knew farming tools were kept.
Ten minutes later, Turgenev showed up and joined him. She didn’t try to get close enough to hear their conversation; she didn’t have to. There was only one thing they could be discussing.
Fifteen minutes later, Zoe watched as Turgenev came out of the tent. He waved to his two guards and they fell in behind him as he departed. 
And then Dino Cerutti came out of the tent and stood, silent, watching the Russian stalk away. Zoe watched Cerutti wave at his guards and start back toward the west side of Landing toward his quarters. 
Zoe didn’t follow; she knew all she needed at this point. 
Cerutti’s dirty. And he’s in with Turgenev. 
Luke’s going to be extremely interested in this.
Then she heard a rustle behind her. She had just enough time to turn her head and see a dark form. 
A tremendous blow hit her in the head, and everything went dark.
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Stree Prime - Listening Station #14


Rita sat in Sub-Captain Elvenen’s office chair, smiling at him as he lay on the floor beside her, trussed up like a pig ready for slaughter. Luda sat on his chest, holding him in place. His grunts through his gag had finally died away as he glared at Rita with utter hatred in his eyes. Beside him, Tika stood, holding one of the large cases they had brought into the building. On the floor in front of the desk, Elvenen’s adjutant and aide lay unconscious. 
Rita looked at Tika.
“Have at him, guys,” she said. Tika knelt down, opened the case, and took out a metallic helmet covered in microcircuits. Elvenen jerked violently as Luda reached up and grabbed his head, holding it in place. Tika pushed the helmet over his head, winking at him as she did so. She pushed a button on the side of the helmet, and Elvenen went limp.
Luda moved to the open case beside Tika and checked some dials inside. “Connection is good, scan is starting.”
Rita stood and walked over to the window. It was a severe clear day - the blue of the sky was remarkably like Earth, and Rita felt a tremendous pang of homesickness for her native planet. Looking out at the distant mountains, she decided they reminded her of the Sierra Nevada mountains of California. With some surprise, she realized she had never seen the Sierra Nevada - it was one of Bonnie’s memories that was coming to the fore. Even after all these years, she was still sometimes surprised by the phenomenon of remembering things she had never personally experienced - wayward memories from Jim or Bonnie, loaded into her brain when she was cloned. 
The thought of Jim and Bonnie brought another pang of nostalgia and loneliness. For several seconds, she allowed her mind to go to a place she rarely permitted - she let Bonnie’s memories take control. In those few seconds, she became Bonnie. It was easy to do.  All of Bonnie’s knowledge, memories and emotions were still there in her brain.  All she had to do was relax and let them come to the fore, and she was Bonnie. It was a strange, but somewhat liberating feeling. 
As Bonnie, she remembered the day when she had fallen in love with Jim - the wonderful days and nights they had together before Rita was created. And she felt, deep in her gut, what Bonnie had lost when Rita had taken Jim away from her. 
A tear rolled out of her eye. She kept her head averted from the others as she dabbed it away. Quickly she returned to her own true self, to Rita, and pushed Bonnie’s memories and emotions back into the recesses of her mind. She re-focused on the distant mountains, trying to stabilize her emotions.
“God, it’s beautiful out there,” said Rita. “How can a species with a planet this beautiful make war on everyone else?”
“One has nothing to do with the other,” said Luda. “The planet may be beautiful, but the people are ugly. Warped. Perverted.”
Rita nodded. “True.”
A beep came from the helmet. Luda checked his dials and smiled up at Rita. “Scan complete. Are you ready for transfer?”
“Ready,” said Rita. She returned to the chair and leaned back. As she closed her eyes, Luda transferred a copy of Elvenen’s consciousness into a read-only spot in Rita’s extended memory. After a few seconds, Rita opened her eyes again.
“Got the installation command codes side-loaded,” she said. “But God, what a pervert! I’m going to take great pleasure in whacking this asshole’s scan as soon as I get the chance!”

      ***Grunting, Stree Private Taclayo pushed the long, heavy crate out of the shuttle cargo bay onto the forklift. When he had it positioned safely, he wiped his brow and looked over at Corporal Cetnexi in the driver’s seat of the forklift.
“What the hell are we doing?” he asked.
“I have no fucking idea,” Cetnexi said. “Sub-Captain Elvenen sent an order for us to fetch these crates to the storage area, so we fetch the crates to the storage area.”
Taclayo nodded. “Yeah, OK. It all pays the same, right?”
“You got it,” replied Cetnexi. Reversing the forklift expertly, he turned and headed for the back of the building, with Taclayo walking behind. Reaching the rear, Taclayo opened the large door into the storage area and stepped aside as Cetnexi carefully drove the forklift inside. Cetnexi lowered the big crate to the floor, backed the forklift off to one side, and shut it down. 
“Done,” he said. “That’s the last one. I’m outta here.”
“I’m with you,” said Taclayo. “Let’s get changed and into town before Elvenen finds something else for us to do.”
As the two Stree left, closing the outside door behind them, Luda stepped out of the shadows in the corner of the storage area. He moved to the large crate and started unpacking it. Fifteen minutes later, he had removed all the framing and packing materials around the bodybuilder. With a silent radio signal to Rita, he waited for the next step.


Phoenix System


Rick Moore knew something was wrong. Zoe had told him she had something to do, but she would return by 1 or 2 AM at the latest. 
So when 2 AM came and went, he knew she was in trouble. He called her on her portable radio, but there was no answer. He got up, dressed, and went out, roaming around the camp looking for her. There was no sign of her. Periodically, he called on the radio, but no response was forthcoming. 
By 3 AM, he was becoming seriously concerned. He didn’t know what she had planned to do - she had not confided in him - but he knew Zoe. He knew it had to be something to do with Turgenev. He knew Mark Rodgers and Luke Powell were both suspicious of the Russian. And Bob Hardy had just been killed by persons unknown. He had overheard Mark and Luke discussing it, and Turgenev’s name had been mentioned. He was sure Zoe had overheard the same conversation as she came into the headquarters tent.
And Rick knew how her mind worked. Although she had other duties, she saw herself as the prime protector of the Governor and the Council. If she thought something was a threat to them, she would be all over it.
So it had to be Turgenev. In some form, she was investigating him. Rick was sure of it.
But where? Where would she be?
Running back to the headquarters tent, Rick entered and ran to a locker. Unlocking it, he took out a drone and checked the battery. It was fully charged. Grabbing a controller, he ran outside toward the east side of the colony. He jogged across the wide expanse of green that had been named Central Park, until he came to the shuttle landing zone. Several shuttles were parked, silent in the night, dew gathering on their exposed surfaces. Rick moved into position behind one and paused, looking across the park. On the other side, between the park and the open fields, was a large tent - Turgenev’s headquarters for management of fields and pastures. As he expected, the tent was dark. 
Rick had been thinking it through. If Turgenev was dirty, then somewhere he had to have a secret headquarters. A place where he could plot and scheme without fear of interruption. Logically, it would be to the east, because all his key activities were on the east side of the colony. That was where the fields were being planted. That was where the river was for irrigation.
Somewhere out here, Turgenev had Zoe. He was sure of it. And Rick had to find her.


Stree Prime - Stree Listening Station #14


“Hallway is clear,” said Tika, looking down the hallway from Elvenen’s office toward the rear storage area. “The building’s locked up, everybody’s gone home for the day.”
“Awesome,” said Rita. “Let’s get this done.” Reaching down to the inert body of Sub-Captain Elvenen on the floor, she lifted it effortlessly and slung it over her shoulder. With Tika ahead of her running point, she left the office and quickly moved to the storage area. Luda held the lid open as Rita dumped Elvenen’s body into the bodybuilder. Quickly and efficiently, Luda and Ollie stripped the clothing off the unconscious Stree and closed the lid of the bodybuilder. Luda pushed a button, and a slight hum started as it began scanning Elvenen’s body.
“How long until we have a new body?” asked Rita.
“Two hours,” Luda responded. “Thirty minutes to scan the old one, one and a half hours to build the new one.” Luda looked over at Tika and grinned. “Is it too late for me to change my mind? I’ve always wanted to be a Captain.”
Tika laughed. “No, sorry, Luda. This one goes to Rita. I get the adjutant and Rachel gets the aide.”
Rita smiled. “Sorry, Luda.”
“We’d better get the other two out of the office and down here to the storage area,” Tika said. “Then get the extra materials loaded in the bodybuilder. It’ll finish scanning soon and it can’t start building a new body without some additional materials.”
Rita nodded and they headed back to Elvenen’s office. As they walked, a thought occurred to Tika. 
“What if one of these three had an appointment for later tonight? Wouldn’t somebody get worried or raise an alarm?”
Rita shook her head. “We’re good. Elvenen didn’t have anything when I checked his sideload scan. Luda checked the scans of the other two, and they don’t have any pending appointments either. All of them are scheduled to be at Command Headquarters in Komihu tomorrow morning for their new assignment, so it appears they’ve already cut their ties here. That’s the good news.”
“What’s the bad news?” wondered Tika.
“I’m having second thoughts about this plan. We’re going to walk right into the lion’s den. So many things can go wrong. The slightest mistake on our part and we’re caught.”
Tika nodded in agreement. “Well, yeah. I know. But that’s war, isn’t it? Everything’s a risk. We could get caught. But we could also be with the Goblin fleet at Stalingrad and get blown to hell there. Or be shot down as we approach the capital because we have the wrong codes. Or lose an engine and crash into the mountains on the way out of here. There are no guarantees in life, you know.”
“I know. But I hope this works.”
“Well, if you wake up back on the Armidale in your old body, you’ll know it didn’t work.”
Rita laughed. “Yeah. Restored from backup. That’ll suck, because I won’t know why the mission failed.”


Phoenix System


Zoe came back to her senses slowly. Her head hurt as badly as it had ever hurt in her entire life. Her wrists hurt like the devil, too. She realized her hands were tied behind her, tightly, the ropes cutting into her skin. She was up against something hard and rough, hurting her back. There was a blindfold over her eyes.
Someone moved in front of her, and the blindfold came off. She looked up to see Turgenev in front of her, a wicked smile on his face. Behind him she could see forest, the alien blue forest that surrounded the colony in all directions. She realized she was tied to a tree, someplace well away from the colony. Around her she could see several tents and the equipment of a small camp.
“Welcome back, DeLong,” he said. “I trust you are feeling somewhat better?”
“Fuck you, Turgenev,” she managed to get out. She realized her ribs were bruised - evidently they had smacked her around a bit while she was unconscious. There was more blood drying on her cheek where it had dripped down from her scalp. 
“Ah, dear Zoe, how wrong you are. It will be the other way around. One of us will be fucked, but it won’t be me, my dear.”
Then, casually, he reached up and hit her in the face. It was not the hardest hit he could have given her, but it was hard enough to knock her head to one side and break her lip. 
“Now. How much have you told the others? Luke Powell and Mark Rodgers? What do they know?”
Zoe spat blood from her broken lip. “They know it all, you slimy bastard,” Zoe said.
“I doubt that,” Turgenev smiled. “In fact, what you just said leads me to believe they don’t know anything at all. Because it would be impossible for them to know everything, and the mere fact you say that tells me you are lying.”
And Turgenev hit her again, this time with his left hand, breaking her lip on the other side. A fresh gout of blood streamed down her chin, dripping down on her thigh as she stood tied against the rough surface of the tree.
“Now,” said Turgenev. “That was for lying to me. I will ask you again. And this time, the consequences of lying will be much more severe. This time, if you lie to me, I simply walk away. Which leaves you to my guards. To do with as they will.”
Turgenev leaned forward, leering into Zoe’s face. “And they will do you up right, DeLong. Of that I can assure you. Now - for the last time…how much have you told the others?”
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Phoenix System


The radio woke Luke at dawn. Half asleep, he grumbled and cursed at the radio as the voice of Rick Moore - heavily mixed with static - pulled him out of sleep. 
“What?!” he yelled at the radio. 
<Zoe’s gone missing, Luke. I’ve been looking for her all night. I can’t find her anywhere>
Luke came suddenly awake. He sat up in bed. Something - some instinct, some built-in circuit designed for trouble - fired in his brain.
Turgenev.
He knew it instantly, as certainly as he knew his own name.
Turgenev has her.
“Where are you?” he called.
<I’m headed for Headquarters right now. I’ll be there in five minutes>
“Wait for me there. On my way.”
Luke slammed out of bed and into his clothes, thinking all the while.
He’ll have her someplace we can’t find her easily. So not in the colony - he’ll know that anywhere in the colony, we might stumble across her in a search.
She’ll be outside the colony area.
But where? North, south, east, west? Where would he hide her?
Luke finished dressing and ran to the Headquarters tent. Rick was there waiting for him, agitated and pacing, cursing under his breath. Luke entered and went directly to his desk, motioning Rick to the chair in front of him.
“First of all, calm down, Rick. We can’t help her if we’re too excited to think straight.”
Rick nodded and went to the chair. He sat, fidgeting, playing with his portable radio.
“Tell me what you know so far.”
“Well, she didn’t come home last night. She said she had something to do. She said she’d be home no later than 2 AM. When she didn’t come home, I started looking for her.”
“Where have you looked so far?”
“The office here, the hospital, the mess hall, the entire area around here. Then I flew a drone over Central Park with infrared. Nothing. Then I went to Turgenev’s headquarters across the Park and broke in, searched that place. Then I flew the drone out over the east side forest as far as I could take it. But I found nothing.
“Good. So we’re both thinking the same thing, at least.” 
“Yeah. Turgenev. It has to be,” Rick agreed. “She must have caught on to something and went to investigate it.”
“And got caught,” Luke added. “He has her, for sure. I can feel it in my bones.”
Rick nodded. “So what do we do?”
“We find her,” affirmed Luke. “I’m certain she won’t be in the camp anywhere. He’s too smart for that. There’s 12,000 people in this camp now. Too much chance of someone stumbling across her. She’ll be out in the wild someplace.”
“Oh, God, Luke…you think? He’d put her out in the forest?”
“Yeah, but not alone. She’ll have guards with her. My bet is he’s already set up a remote camp somewhere out in that damn blue forest. Getting ready for his coup. It’s the only explanation that fits all the facts.”
“You can’t be serious.”
“I am. I think he’s preparing to take over the colony. Zoe must have found out something about it, so he took her. That’s where she’ll be, Rick. Somewhere out in the forest, a good distance from the camp.”
“How will we find her? There’s hundreds of square miles of alien forest out there.”
“We’ll find her,” Luke said grimly. “OK. First things first. I want you to go get Mark, Gillian, and Tatiana out of bed and get them over here as quickly as possible. Keep it quiet and try not to get anyone else involved. Tell them it’s an emergency, but don’t give them any details yet - someone might overhear. Tell them to hurry. Don’t make a big fuss and don’t get a lot of people involved. Got it?”
“Got it.”
“Then go.”
Rick got up and darted out of the office. Luke sat for a second, gathering his thoughts. Then he made a rare call on his internal comm - the internal comm that had been built into his brain when he commanded the EDF destroyer Dragon. A comm that could only communicate with EDF ships or with other EDF officers.
Or with Goblins. 
<Beto. Are you available?>
<I am available, Captain Powell>
<I need your help, Beto>


Stree Prime - Stree Listening Station #14


It had taken most of the night to use the bodybuilder to convert the bodies of the three Stree officers to androids. Rachel had intellectually understood how the process worked and had accepted it. But once in the reality of it, she shuddered, became nauseous, and ran to the toilet. 
That her android Stree body could throw up had come as quite a surprise to her. There’s such a thing as too much realism, she thought, wiping her mouth as she returned to the storage area where Hajo, Luda, Ollie, and Liwa were converting the bodies.
The bodybuilder had two modes. One mode created an entirely new android body from scratch, using new raw materials poured into hoppers mounted on the side, and the measurements scanned from an old body. That was how her original android body had been constructed; Tika had scanned her consciousness and used raw materials to build an entirely new body for her, based on the scan of her old one.
But that wouldn’t work here on Stree Prime; they had insufficient raw materials to create three new bodies from scratch, and no time to go find such materials. So they had no choice but to use the other mode of the bodybuilder.
That second mode converted the dead bodies of the Stree directly into raw materials. Luda then added only what was needed to make up the difference - in this case, mostly metals and silicon they had brought with them on the shuttle. It was an efficient way to create new android bodies; but to Rachel, it was hard to think about the process that was occurring inside the bodybuilder. Thankfully, the device had an opaque cover, so she didn’t have to see the process in detail. 
But just thinking about it had been enough to send her puking to the toilet, once again surprised by the accuracy of the android bodies made by the Goblins.
And the timing had been close. They had worked all night, preparing the android bodies, switching themselves over to the new ones of Elvenen and his aide and adjutant, storing their original blank ones back in the travel coffins, researching the information obtained from the three dead Stree, and preparing for the journey to Stree Naval Headquarters. It was now morning; the military shuttle was coming at 6 AM to transfer Rita, Tika, and Rachel - in the Stree bodies of Elvenen, his adjutant and his aide - to Komihu, the capital city. 
Rita, Tika and Rachel rushed to help the others reload the bodybuilder and other cargo back on their shuttle. As dawn broke, they just managed to get Hajo launched with their shuttle toward the safe house near Komihu, and trot across the field to the passenger terminal with their luggage. 
They arrived at the terminal just as the military shuttle came in to land. And the shuttle pilot was impatient; he had a lot of stops to make and didn’t want to waste any time. He sat on the tarmac, engines idling, and dropped the rear ramp, waving at them to get aboard. 
Trotting around to the rear of the shuttle, Rita walked up the ramp to find it packed with cargo and with Stree, officers and enlisted. Evidently a lot of them were enroute to the capital city today. A long row of cargo pallets occupied the center of the shuttle, with rows of flip-out jump seats down both sides. 
There were only two seats available; she prepared to take one, but the loadmaster, wearing a headset, waved her forward. Over the sound of the idling engines, the Stree sergeant pointed to the cockpit. “There’s a jump seat available in the cockpit, Sub-Captain. I suggest you take that one.”
Rita nodded, turned to look at Tika and Rachel, and pointed to the two empty seats along the cabin wall. The loadmaster took her bag and shoved it into an overhead compartment. Then he led her to the front and into the cockpit. Stepping in, she found the jumpseat behind the pilots and took it. For the moment, busy with takeoff checklists, the pilots ignored her. She strapped in and waited.
This is the first test. If I can’t fool these two, then we have no chance at all.
The shuttle engines spooled up. It lifted, translated to the left to clear the terminal building, and began to accelerate into the bright blue sky. When they had reached cruising altitude, the pilot put the shuttle on autopilot, leaned back, said something on the radio, and scratched himself. Then he turned to look at the Sub-Captain sitting behind him in the jump seat.
“Good morning, Sub-Captain Elvenen. Welcome aboard. We’ll have you in Komihu in about an hour. Can I get you something to drink?”
“No, thanks, Lieutenant,” Rita replied, quickly reading the rank of the officer’s collar pips. “I’m fine.”
The pilot nodded and turned back to his duties. Rita, gazing out the window, saw a beautiful mountain range on her left, stretching from horizon to horizon. The peaks reached high, a few of them more than 15,000 feet. Once again, she was struck with the beauty of the Stree home world - and the contrast of that beauty with the horror of the Stree genocide that had killed her own planet, and was attempting to kill every Goblin in the universe.
Strange, she thought. You’d think a species surrounded by so much beauty wouldn’t think of killing others. But that’s not true. Even in our own world, it wasn’t true. The Huns, the Nazis, the Khmer Rouge, the Rwandan genocide…the list goes on and on. All of them living in a beautiful world, but bent on killing those who were different.
“…promotion, Sub-Captain,” she heard from the pilot.
Rita realized she had missed something over the noise of the engines. The pilot was looking at her expectantly.
“I’m sorry, what was that?” she asked.
“Congratulations on your upcoming promotion, sir. I understand you’ll be in the Signals Section?”
Rita started to reply; but some instinct of her military experience gave her pause. She didn’t know if Stree security measures were as stringent as those of the EDF she had served; but it they were, this was a question she should not answer.
“I’m sorry, Lieutenant. I can’t comment on my assignment. But thank you anyway.”
The pilot gave her a nod of approval and turned back to his flying. A bead of sweat formed on Rita’s brow and ran slowly down her forehead. Unobtrusively, she wiped it away.
So far so good.


Stree System – Moon Tosong


Sitting beside Captain Stewart in the control room of the Stree station they had commandeered, Jim leaned back, contemplating their next steps.
Beside him, Captain Stewart gazed absent-mindedly at the large, oversize holotank in the center of the room. “What’s the latest from Rita on the ground?”
“She reported the bodies have been converted and they’ve made their transfers. They’ve cleaned up and should be on the shuttle to Komihu by now.”
“And Hajo?”
“His team found a small farm on the outskirts of Komihu to use as a safe house. He left with the shuttle at dawn to go there and hide it in the barn. He’ll unload the equipment into a rented van and stand by for Rita’s next move.”
“Cross your fingers,” said Stewart. “How about news from Phoenix?”
“Contact!” yelled the Tactical Officer. “Five shuttles, coming hard. Classify as combat shuttles, thirty to forty personnel apiece, coming fast over the horizon! ETA two minutes!”
Stewart looked at Jim, shock written over his face. Both of them realized there was no possibility of getting to the Armidale and away from the moon in time.
“They found us. Somehow, they found us.”
“Oh, crap,” Jim said. “We are so screwed…”






  
   Twenty-One

Phoenix System


Mark entered the Headquarters tent unhappy. It was early for him, and he had objected to getting out of bed and coming to the office at dawn. But Rick had insisted, which put Mark in a foul mood. As he entered the office, he glared at Luke. 
“What the fuck is so important that you have to get me out of bed at this ungodly hour?”
“Zoe’s missing. We think Turgenev has her.”
Tatiana and Gillian had entered the tent behind Mark. Now the three of them stood stock-still, shock on their faces.
“What?” came their universal response.
Rick Moore came into the tent behind them as Luke began explaining. As Luke and Rick described the events of the morning, the other three slowly sank into their chairs, their faces showing their dismay.
When Luke and Rick had recapped the situation, Tatiana was the first to speak.
“If Turgenev really has Zoe, he’ll hold her hostage. He’ll expect us to find out, and he’ll know we’ll have no choice but to take action against him. So he’ll use her as leverage.”
“Yep,” agreed Luke. “But first things first. I think we have three main priorities.
“One - we have to get Gillian, Imogen, Misha, Marta and Tatiana to a safe place. Turgenev will make them his primary targets to leverage the rest of us to do his will. We’ve got to get them out of here.
“Two - we have to locate Zoe. Until we know where she is, there’s not much we can do to help her.
“And three - we have to assume this incident will push Turgenev and his gang to move faster. So we need to prepare for a coup attempt as early as today. It’s quite possible they’re already in motion. We need to assume the worst.”
“You can’t be serious,” Gillian said. “We’re fighting for our very survival here. Who would be crazy enough to endanger the entire colony just to take over power?”
Luke grimaced. “Believe me, Gillian, they’ll do it. These are people who are totally ruthless. Completely, 100% self-centered. They won’t hesitate to kill. That’s the first thing you need to understand. This is no joke. This is life and death. Especially for us, because we’re members of the Council. They’ll strike at us first.”
“So what do we do?” Gillian asked, her voice shaking.
“The first thing we do is hide you, Imogen, Misha, Marta and Tatiana. We can’t allow them to take any more hostages. Transport Five is coming into the system right now - it’ll be in stable orbit in twenty minutes. Rick’s going to take you to get Imogen, Misha and Marta and get you on a shuttle. Beto has agreed to fly you up to the transport. When you get there, halt all shuttle flights down to the surface until we’ve got this situation under control.”
Gillian looked at Mark, who nodded at her.
“Luke’s right, Jilly. We have to get you out of here - before anything worse happens. You need to go.”
Gillian nodded, tears beginning to stream down her cheeks.
“But what about you? Mark, I can’t leave you!”
Mark rose and went to his wife, put his arms around her, and kissed her cheek.
“I’m the Governor, Jilly. I can’t leave now. And this is a job for those of us who’ve been trained by the military. I’ll be fine. You just go along with Rick now. He’ll take you and the kids to the shuttle.”
Rick rose and went to the exit, waiting. Tatiana rose, but stood stock-still, staring at Luke.
“I’d like to stay, Pop,” she said. “I’m military too. Misha can take care of Marta.”
Luke shook his head. 
“Tatiana, you’re our backup plan. If we fail, you’ll have to take things forward. Please. Go with Rick and let him take you to the shuttle.”
Tatiana stared at her father for a few seconds, then gave a curt nod. Gillian, still crying, kissed Mark one last time. Then Gillian and Tatiana followed Rick as he led them out of the tent.


Stree Prime – Komihu - Capital City


The Stree military shuttle let down slowly to the tarmac at the Komihu Naval Base, translated slightly into a parking spot, and shut down. The door in the rear of the cockpit opened, and the loadmaster stood there, standing aside for Rita to leave the cockpit. She unbuckled from the jump seat, stood up, and stepped out of the cockpit to stand in the rear compartment as the back ramp starting whining down.
Rita - in the Stree body of Sub-Captain Elvenen - had already determined she was the senior officer on board. But what she didn’t know was Stree naval protocol. 
Does the senior officer get off first? Or last as in the EDF?
She scanned the consciousness of Elvenen in her extended memory, but for some reason that item of information was not there. She didn’t know why - it was missing in his scan.
Something’s wrong. Everything should be there. Did we get a bad scan?
She realized that if the senior officer got off last - as she hoped - then the junior officers on the shuttle would jump up and grab their bags quickly, to get off and make way for their seniors.
She decided to wait and see what the other people on the shuttle did. If she were wrong - if the senior officer was supposed to get off first - then she expected that nobody would move quickly, and some would turn to look at her. In that case, she would grab her bags, and start for the exit.
As the engines started winding down, the Stree on the shuttle jumped up and started reaching for their luggage. With a sigh of relief, Rita realized she had guessed correctly. She glanced over at Tika, in the male body of her adjutant, who smiled back at her. The three of them waited until the other passengers had departed the craft. Then Rachel and Tika preceded Rita down the ramp and out of the shuttle. 
Walking into the terminal, Rita saw a sergeant holding a sign with her name on it. Within a few minutes, they were in a staff car, heading for the center of Komihu. 
Rita tried not to look around goggle-eyed; she supposed that all three of the Stree officers they were impersonating had been to the capital before. But it was hard not to look; the city was huge, and made up of great edifices of white marble, red brick, granite, and every other building stone possible. It was clear the Stree built for permanency; there was almost no wooden construction visible on the drive from the shuttleport. The streets were wide, clean, and well-maintained. 
Rita knew the Stree made extensive use of slave labor. She wondered if that was why the streets were so clean.
And how can they claim to be religious while using slave labor to build their cities?
But…the Romans also claimed to be religious. As did the Christian nations who conquered Africa and the Americas, killing and enslaving millions. 
Perhaps I’ve got it backwards - maybe religion enables evil. Once you’ve convinced yourself that your religion has the right to consume all others, you can justify anything.
“We’re here, Sub-Captain,” said their driver. He pulled over into a small parking area in front of a large building. “I’ll deliver your bags to the BOQ and have them put in your rooms, sirs.”
Sirs. Rita was still getting use to the fact she was impersonating a male Stree. It was not the easiest thing she had ever done. 
Per the protocol they had now figured out, Rachel got out first and held the door, then Tika got out next. Rita came last. Rachel closed the door of the staff car and waved the driver on. With a slight whine, the car departed. 
The three of them turned and stared at the building in front of them with some trepidation. It was an imposing red brick building, with a central hall of five stories, and large wings of offices on each side. 
It was also the Command HQ of the Stree Navy.
There was a large plaza between the sidewalk and the building entrance, with a square reflecting pool in the middle of it. A row of trees on each side of the reflecting pool were bright green, growing beautifully in the spring weather of Stree Prime. Squat Stree officers and personnel of every rank bustled in and out of the building, moving the business of war to and fro.
Turning, Rita stared across the wide boulevard to the other side of the street. There was the Great Cathedral of the Stree. That was where Great Prophet Videlli and his staff worked.
They were less than two hundred yards from the enemy’s true power.
This had better work, or we’re totally screwed…
Rita turned and glanced at Tika and Rachel, standing slightly behind her.
“Let’s dance,” she said, and winked. Then she turned and walked toward the building entrance. She walked proudly, as befit a Stree officer who had been transferred to Headquarters and was about to be promoted to Captain. It was a straw in Elvenen’s cap, and she knew it.
Best to act the part. 
Approaching the front entrance, she pushed through the revolving doors and saw a security area, with security badge readers on the right and a long desk full of security personnel on the left. Marching directly to the security desk, Rita presented her ID badge and spoke arrogantly.
“Sub-Captain Elvenen reporting for duty, along with my adjutant Commander Pamasa and my aide, Sub-Commander Olvia.”
The sergeant behind the desk took her badge, examined it, looked up at Elvenen, then looked at Tika and Rachel standing behind her. He waved them forward, and they stepped up and presented their badges as well.
Trying to maintain their calm, the three of them watched as the sergeant took the ID badges, sat down at a screen, and started typing. He typed slowly, one finger at a time, in the arcane language of the Stree that required two to three keystrokes for each letter. It seemed to take forever. 
Rita, trying to keep things loose in this most tense situation, turned and winked at Tika. Then she realized that might look a bit strange - just for a second, she had forgotten they were both Stree males right now. 
The sergeant’s search seemed to go on forever, as he stumbled around on the keyboard pulling up their records. Rita realized she was sweating. She couldn’t help but have a quirky thought about it.
Am I sweating? Or is Elvenen sweating?
She looked at Tika. Tika appeared to be as cool as ice. No sweat showed on her face, and no tension appeared evident in her body language.
Maybe I should have let Tika be Elvenen.
Looking back at Rachel, Rita saw more of the same. No sweat on her brow, no apparent concern. The perfect picture of a relaxed, somewhat bored aide.
“Here you go,” she heard from the sergeant. She turned back to see him presenting all three badges to her. She took them and nodded.
“Through the security gates and take the elevator to the fourth floor,” he said. “Your section will be at the far end of the hall, overlooking the front of the building.”
“Thank you,” Rita replied. She turned, handed Tika and Rita their badges, and marched to the security gate, Tika and Rita following right behind her.
Laying her badge on the reader, she waited with bated breath. There was a ping, and the light on the top turned green. She walked through and headed for the elevators.
It worked! It actually worked! I can’t fucking believe it worked!


Phoenix System


“Now what?” asked Mark. He stared at Luke across the office. “We’ve sent our loved ones to a safe place. What next?”
“Now we find Zoe,” replied Luke. “I’ve contacted Beto. When he gets to the transport, he’ll have the captain use their sensor suite to help us. They’ll scan the forest around the camp. We should know in a matter of minutes if Turgenev has a hidden camp out there somewhere.”
“OK. And then what?”
“I’ve got Cerutti putting together a rescue team. I told him to get our best people assembled and hand out weapons, get ready for a fight. He’s on it.”
“How many people?”
“I told him to get at least fifty, more if possible. We have no way of knowing how many Turgenev has. But I find it hard to believe he could have more than about fifty. Even if he was able to stoke a lot of discontent, most people are reasonably satisfied with the way things have been going. And most people have enough common sense to know we can’t survive fighting among ourselves.”
“I hope fifty’s enough,” Mark grunted. “If Turgenev has more than that, we’re in trouble.”
“If he has more than that, we’re not going to stop him. At least for the short term, we’ll have to give him the government. I suppose we can try to assemble another coup at some point in the future, restore a democratic government.”
Mark shook his head grimly. “If he wins this one, it won’t be us doing that in the future. We’ll be dead. He’ll never leave us alive to cause trouble.”
“Yeah. I know,” said Luke. “How did we let this get so far? We should have taken action against Turgenev as soon as we realized he was a threat to us.”
“That’s the downside of a fair and democratic government,” smiled Mark. “Democracy insists on proof of a threat before taking action. Dictatorships don’t wait that long - as soon as they have a suspicion, they kill the threat, even if innocents are killed with the guilty. It’s always a trade-off.”
Luke nodded sourly. “Yep. I guess.”
“So,” Mark continued. “Split milk at this point. Let’s move on.”
Dino Cerutti rushed into the tent, carrying an M-7 assault weapon. “We’re ready, Luke,” he called. “I’ve got a dozen people guarding the Council members. And fifty standing by to go rescue Zoe. Any word on the remote sensing?”
“Not yet. But any minute now.”
“Good,” said Cerutti. “The guys are excited. This is the first chance we’ve had to use the militia on a real mission. They can’t wait!”






  
   Twenty-Two

Stree Prime


“Welcome to your new job, Elvenen! What with the war and all, we’re short-handed. We’ve been looking forward to your arrival!” 
Rita - in the body of Sub-Captain Elvenen - nodded and reached into her storage of Elvenen’s consciousness to respond appropriately. “Thank you, Admiral. I exist only to serve the Prophet.”
She was standing before the desk of Admiral Riato, head of Fleet Intelligence for the Stree Navy. She had wiped the sweat off her forehead in the elevator; but it was threatening to come back. She could feel the heat on her forehead.
One false move here…and we’re all toast.
“So. The first order of business is to make your promotion official.”
Admiral Riato stood, stepped around his desk, and moved up to Rita, holding something in his hand. Rita rose to attention. Now Riato was so close, she could smell him. He smiled at her, his eyeteeth showing. His breath spread across her, a pungent, earthy smell that made her want to retch. But she didn’t dare move a muscle. 
He handed her two brass collar insignia. “Congratulations, Captain! And well-deserved. You’ve done an exemplary job of operating the listening station at Jower. I’m glad to have you on my staff!”
“Thank you, sir. All is done to serve the Prophet!”
“Yes, exactly. Well, Elvenen, again, welcome aboard. My aide Awasifu will show you to your offices. And I’ll see you in staff meeting Thursday at 10 AM.”
Rita nodded, turned smartly, and departed the Admiral’s inner office, Tika and Rachel falling in behind her. In the outer office, a Commander awaited them, his nametag reading “Awasifu”. 
“Greetings, Captain Elvenen. I’ll show you to your office suite,” the aide said. Rita nodded and followed the aide as he left the Admiral’s suite and marched down the hallway.
It was a huge building, and the aide led them at least three hundred feet to a corner, then another three hundred feet to a door. He opened the door and stepped through. 
Inside, a large room contained a dozen desks. Each desk was occupied by an officer or enlisted Stree, all of whom snapped to attention as they entered.
“As you were,” Rita called. The staff relaxed to a loose parade rest. Rita walked around the room, letting each of her new staff members introduce themselves. Then Awasifu led her into her new office. It was spacious, with a large desk having three chairs in front of it. To one side was a large couch, with a coffee table before it. On the other wall was a viewer, currently showing a display of the Stree system and dozens of icons representing Stree ships moving in and out of the system.
“Your office, Captain,” said Awasifu. “Your aide is next door to your left, and your adjutant next door to your right. I suggest you get things started by meeting your Number Three, Sub-Commander Fawa. He is the most knowledgeable about everything in your department.”
“Thank you, Awasifu. It is appreciated. All praise to the Prophet.”
“All praise to the Prophet,” Awasifu responded, and left the office. Outside, Rita could see a Stree hovering respectfully, obviously waiting to enter her office. She waved him in.
“Sub-Commander Fawa reporting, Captain. I am the Signals Intelligence head. I’m responsible for day-to-day operations of the Signals Branch.”
“Very good,” Rita responded. “I assume you’re responsible for my daily briefing as well?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Good.” 
Rita sank back into her chair and waved Tika and Rachel to the couch on the side of the room. As they sat, she looked at Fawa. 
“You can start now. Bring us up to date.”
“Aye, Captain. Well. As I’m sure you know, the Fleet departed thirty-six days ago for the attack on the Goblins. They will arrive at Stalingrad in four more days. So far, nothing but routine message traffic back and forth. No major issues, all ships are performing nominally.”
“Good,” said Rita. She glanced over at Tika and Rachel, the irony of the situation not escaping them.
“Also, we have three new cruisers arriving tomorrow from Gomorrah, to reinforce the Home Guard fleet.”
“Ah. Good.” Rita tried to resist frowning in puzzlement. Clearly Fawa thought she should know what Gomorrah was. But she didn’t. Elvenen’s consciousness didn’t have that knowledge. She was beginning to realize the scan of Elvenen’s consciousness was flawed. Something had gone wrong. It was missing critical information. There was a defect in the scanner.
“And finally, we captured a Human ship last night. A spy ship. They had taken over the listening station on Tosong.”


Phoenix System


Mark, Luke, Rick and Cerutti had been waiting impatiently in the Headquarters tent for nearly a half-hour before news came. But when it came, Luke leaped to his feet.
“Beto found the camp!” he yelled as the information came in over his internal comm. “Five miles northeast!”
Cerutti jumped to his feet. “Outstanding! I’ll go get the troops ready!” He rushed out of the tent, Rick right behind him.
Luke got to his feet, staring at Mark. 
“You should stay here, Mark,” Luke said. “We need a central point of contact. Also in case something goes wrong, you’re gonna be it.”
Leaping to his feet, Mark disagreed.
“Bullshit. I’m the Governor. I’m going!”
“Mark,” said Luke quietly. “What if all of us are killed? Including you? Who’ll protect Gillian and Imogen?”
Mark hesitated, the thought clearly impacting him.
“Stay. Be our rock, Mark. We need one right now.”
With a slow nod, Mark sat back down. Luke smiled grimly and left the tent, carrying his radio and a pistol on his hip. He followed Rick Moore and Dino Cerutti as they headed northeast across Central Park toward the distant spot marked by the Goblin sensors. 
Within fifteen minutes, they were in dense forest, the morning sun now mostly hidden from them by the canopy overhead. Although it was dimly lit, it was still hot. Luke found himself sweating buckets as they marched on. But they made good time, and within two hours they were approaching Turgenev’s camp. 
Cerutti had sent scouts ahead of them. The scouts reported back by radio that the camp had been located. As they came closer, Luke saw the first tents through the trees. 
“Let’s spread out and envelop them,” Luke ordered. “No shooting unless they shoot first.”
Cerutti nodded and issued the orders. His troops began to spread out into a half-moon formation, enclosing the camp on three sides. Luke continued to move forward, now only a few yards from the edge of the camp. Nothing moved. 
Stepping into the clearing with Cerutti slightly behind him, Luke saw Turgenev come out of one of the tents. Behind Turgenev, a guard pushed Zoe DeLong roughly with the barrel of a rifle. Her hands were tied behind her and there was a gag in her mouth. She shook her head violently at Luke, trying to tell him something.
Puzzled by her actions, Luke glared at Turgenev.
“You’re surrounded, Turgenev. You have no chance. Give it up.”
Turgenev smiled a lazy smile at Luke, then waved his hand at the troops standing in a large circle around them.
“Perhaps you’d better look again, Mr. Powell. I’m not the one that’s surrounded.”
Stunned, Luke saw that every one of the militia members around him had their rifles pointed straight at him. Suddenly he felt the push of Cerutti’s rifle barrel in his back. As he looked once more at Zoe desperately trying to signal him with her eyes, all the pieces fell into place.

      ***Turgenev and Cerutti marched Luke, Rick, and Zoe back to the colony. By the time they returned, Turgenev’s troops had captured Mark Rodgers and secured the Headquarters area. Escorted to the newly built jail, they were installed in cells next to each other.
As Cerutti’s guards departed, Luke looked at Mark through the bars.
“Well, here’s another nice mess you’ve gotten me into,” Luke quipped. It was an expression he had picked up from Bonnie, which she had picked up from Jim Carter as part of his Marine heritage.
Mark smiled grimly. “Outfoxed and outplayed,” he said. “You have to give Turgenev credit. He took a small incident and turned it into a win.”
“I’m so sorry,” said Zoe from the next cell. “This is all my fault. If I hadn’t been caught following Cerutti, this would have never happened.”
“Oh, it would have happened,” said Mark. “Just later, and in a different way. In a sense, you did us a favor. At least this way, we were able to get Gillian and Tatiana and the children to safety. I think that’s the only reason they haven’t killed us yet; they want to use us as leverage to get them back to the surface.”
“Yup,” Rick said, sitting on his bunk. “If that happens, they’ll have no more need of us.”
“Will they come back down?” asked Zoe. 
“Not likely,” said Rick.
“Quiet, guys,” Luke interjected. “I’m sure they’ve got the place bugged.”
“Shit,” Rick said. “I didn’t think about that.”
“Just remember everything you say is going straight to Turgenev,” Luke admonished.


Stree Prime


“What?” Rita exclaimed before she could stop herself. “Humans?”
Fawa nodded, a large grin on his face.
“Aye, Captain. Eight Humans and a dozen Goblins. We captured them alive, including their ship, a small corvette. Clearly they were trying to infiltrate our system.”
Rita tried to maintain her composure. It wouldn’t do to appear too shocked by the news.
“But…I thought all the Humans were dead. We…we killed their planet!”
Fawa shrugged. “Obviously some survived, probably on Stalingrad. Now they’re working with the Goblins. But they’ll be dead soon enough, I’m sure. The Great Prophet will see to that.”
Rachel, sitting on the couch to one side, saw the distress on Rita’s face and interjected a question to distract Fawa.
“Where are these spies now? Here on Komihu?”
“Obviously not the Goblins, Sub-Commander. Those abominations were launched directly into the star as soon as they were captured. But I believe the Humans were brought here. Although of course, their location is a secret. That doesn’t fall under Signals.”
“Ah. Of course,” Rachel replied. “Need to know.”
“Yes, exactly, Sub-Commander.”
“Very well,” said Rita, having recovered her composure. “Anything else?”
“Nothing important, Captain. The listening station at Tosong is being restored. It should be back in operation by this time tomorrow.”
“Well, thank you, Sub-Commander Fawa, for an excellent briefing. I believe I’ll consult with my Chief of Staff now, and then we’ll go to the BOQ and get settled. Since there is a staff meeting at ten AM Thursday, please be prepared to give us a full update tomorrow morning at eight AM. That will be all.”
Fawa bowed, turned, and departed, closing the door behind him. Rita stared at Tika and Rachel in disbelief.
<We’d better use radio voice> Tika said before anyone could speak. <I’m sure this office is bugged. These Stree don’t trust anyone>
Rita nodded. <Yeah, you’re probably right> Rita bowed her head, still in shock. <I can’t believe they captured Jim and the Armidale team>
<What are we gonna do?> Rachel asked.
Rita looked up at the two of them.
<We continue the mission. We just add a new sub-project to it>
<Which is?> Tika asked.
<Find Jim and the rest of them and save their lives> Rita answered.






  
   Twenty-Three

Stree Naval Headquarters


Unlike the day before, Fawa’s Tuesday morning briefing was conducted in Rita’s conference room, next to her office suite. Rita sat at the head of the table, with Tika and Rachel next to her. Fawa stood at the other end of the room before a large display, conducting the briefing. For thirty minutes, Fawa went over reports from every significant signals location both in-system and in the distant Fleet, ensuring that Rita was up to date on everything. He closed by noting that the Stree Fleet was now only three days away from their assault on Stalingrad. 
But he did not mention the Armidale or the status of her crew. 
It became obvious the briefing was drawing to a close. Rita spoke silently to Tika and Rachel via her radio link.
<Should I ask him about the Armidale? Would that be suspicious?>
<I think it’s a bad idea> Tika replied. <It’s outside the area of our duties. Too suspicious>
<Agreed> said Rachel.
<OK> Rita acquiesced. <But we have to find out where they are keeping the Armidale prisoners and what Videlli’s plans are for them>
<Not now, though> said Tika.
With a slight flourish of his tablet, Fawa completed his briefing and stood, silent, waiting for any comment from Rita. Trying to appear realistic in her role, Rita asked several questions about their operations and their daily responsibilities. But there was nothing exceedingly difficult about her role, she soon realized. Her unit had responsibility for ensuring messages flowed smoothly across the Fleet. Messages received from distant stations were routed and filed. It was a simple process with a professional staff.
“Not a bad operation,” Rita noted as she, Tika and Rachel returned to her office, closing the door behind them. “Fawa runs a tight ship.”
“Yes, he takes his job seriously,” said Rachel. “A career officer.”
<Switch to radio> Rita transmitted. Tika and Rachel nodded as they sat on the couch. Rita sat in the large chair across from them.
<I think we’ve made a mistake> began Rita. <There’s nothing we can do here in Signals to hurt the Stree fleet. They’re operating pretty much autonomously. Like a fire-and-forget missile. If we sent a fake recall order, they’d just ignore it>
Rachel nodded. <You’re right. This is a waste of time>
<So what do we do next?> asked Tika. <We’re here. We spent all this time getting into their HQ. There must be something we can do to make use of our position here in Komihu>
<There is> Rita said. <But you’re not gonna like it>
<Oh, oh> Rachel said. <I hope you’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking>
Rita grinned widely. <We’re gonna cross the street>
Tika looked at her in horror. <The Cathedral? Are you crazy?>
Rita shook her head, still smiling. <We’re going to join the priesthood>


Phoenix System


In orbit 22,000 miles above the Human colony, Tatiana, Gillian, and Misha sat with Beto, the Goblin assigned as a non-voting adviser to the Council. They listened in shock as Beto finished telling them about Turgenev’s coup and his full takeover of the colony. 
“And he’s declared himself Governor?”
“Yes,” replied Beto. “Turgenev is now Governor. He declared the Council disbanded. His militia has taken over every apartment block and put his goons in charge. They’re recruiting more members for their gang. And anyone who objects too loudly has a sudden accident.”
Tatiana looked at Misha.
“We can’t let this stand, Misha. We have to fight them.”
“I know, milaya. But how?”
Tatiana closed her eyes momentarily, a habit of hers when thinking hard. Opening her eyes again, she spoke to the group.
“If we can take an entire planet from the Singheko, we can certainly take a small colony from this Russian prick.”
Looking at Beto, she asked the obvious question. 
“Will the Goblins help us in this?”
Beto shook his head. 
“We cannot take sides in such an altercation between Humans. You will have to work this out yourselves.”
“But,” Tatiana wondered, “will you at least provide us with transport to the surface?”
“That much we can do,” Beto said. “I will order the transport captain to follow your wishes in that regard.”
“Good,” said Tatiana. She looked at Misha. “OK. Let’s call a meeting of the colonists and tell them what’s going on.”
Calling a meeting was not that simple, however. Transport Five was - well, a transport. There was no area with enough space to assemble a large group of the colonists for a meeting. 
But they were saved by the foresight of Jim Carter and Mark Rodgers. Weeks ago, before the first transport ship had left Stalingrad, Jim had insisted they organize the colonists into a militia. After all, he said - they had no way of knowing what they would find on Phoenix. No way of knowing what challenges they would face on a new and virgin planet. No way of knowing if dangerous animals had been missed in the initial surveys. No way of knowing if the Stree would attack them shortly after their arrival. In the end, Mark had told Jim to go ahead and do it.
And of course, Jim Carter was a former Marine. There was never any doubt in his mind as to how the militia should be organized. As a result of Jim’s forward thinking, the colonists were already divided into squads, platoons, companies, and battalions, based on the rapid maneuver model of the Marine Corps. They had loaded into the ship that way; mad silliness to some, but to others a reassuring form of much-needed order.
Now Jim’s planning paid off. Tatiana didn’t have to assemble thousands of colonists in a central location. All she had to do was make a call over the PA system. Within two hours, she was in the cafeteria of Transport Five, standing in front of a small group of people. Before her sat twelve company commanders. They represented the 1,658 members of the militia organized on the transport before their departure from Stalingrad.
Uncertain what was happening, concerned because off-loading of colonists to the surface hadn’t started yet, the group stared in puzzlement at the tall, imposing woman standing before them. As Tatiana waited for everyone to arrive, an undercurrent of voices rumbled across the people seated before her. In a mixture of uncertainty, irritation and anger, the people muttered among themselves, impatient to understand what was happening.
Tatiana Powell could be a deceiving figure. Her half-Ukrainian, half-English features gave her a somewhat exotic, Slavic appearance. Her tall, muscular body left one with the impression of an athlete, perhaps a former gymnast or wrestler. The last thing any stranger would suspect was that she was a warrior.
But appearances can be deceiving, and those who knew Tatiana’s history knew what she was: most recently, an Admiral in the now-defunct EDF - and before that, the general of guerrilla forces fighting the Singheko on Deriko. 
Sent to the Singheko as a slave by the Ukrainians, she had started with a small cadre of only a few hundred women from her slave ship. From that nucleus, she had put together a resistance movement and fought the Singheko at Deriko, growing her army until she had 80,000 soldiers under her command. Then she had marched halfway around the planet, freeing upwards of 300,000 slaves from four species, killing or capturing every Singheko she could find. After a few months of fighting her, the seven-foot-tall, Rexnine-like Singheko had given her a nickname - ‘Walking Death’.
Now, as the last of the colonists arrived, Tatiana turned, pushed one of the cafeteria tables into position in front of them, and lightly jumped on it, turning to face the group.
“Hello everyone,” she called. “I’m going to use English today because I believe the majority of you understand it, or have a translation earpiece.” She pointed to her ears. “If everyone who understands me will raise their hand, please.”
Scanning the crowd, Tatiana saw that everyone had their hand up.
“Good, thank you,” she continued. “If anyone has difficulty understanding me during this presentation, just raise your hand and I’ll repeat myself.
“Now - the bad news. A group of thugs - a gang, if you will - has taken over Phoenix. They’ve imprisoned the legal government and set up their own dictatorship. They’re running wild on the surface - killing people, raping women, collecting slaves - all the things you’d imagine from a gang of thugs. We’ve managed to get some intel back from people on the ground. I’m sending the details to your tablets right now.” Tatiana nodded at Gillian, who triggered the transmission. Her audience looked down, examining the photos and vids. Several of them shuddered and looked away.
“So here’s the important thing: do you want a democracy on Phoenix? Do you want to protect our individual freedoms? Or do you want a dictatorship run by a group of thugs?
“To help you decide, let me give you the picture of your future with each. First let’s talk about a democracy. We all know there is no perfect system, right? And democracies have their own set of problems. There will be inequities. There will be conflict. The inevitable, never-ending battle between the rich, trying to claw more and more of the society’s wealth for themselves, and the poor, trying to retain some of it for their own families. The inevitable distrust between races, leading to race conflict. The inevitable battles between ignorant cliques trying to force stupid, selfish decisions on the society, and the wiser heads trying to hold them back.
“Now let me contrast that with the dictatorship that is forming below us on the surface. An oligarchy of thugs and sadists. Holding your sons and daughters under their thumb for the rest of their lives. Your sons working in the fields as slave labor. Your daughters relegated to assault, rape, and slavery at the whim of their lords. Those who voice the slightest dissent killed; their bodies disappearing, never to be seen again.”
Tatiana stopped speaking for a moment. She gazed around the group as they sat in shocked silence, trying to come to grips with her words.
“I’m not going to make this decision for you. I cannot. I can only tell you what is happening, and what the future will bring. You and your people must decide what to do next. There are only two choices. Go back to your quarters, accept your fate, and prepare to be enslaved. Or go back to your quarters, mobilize your people, and prepare to fight.
“Time is short. We must act quickly if we are to have any hope of stopping this coup before it gets too firmly established. If we move quickly and decisively, we can do it. If we hesitate, move too slowly, fail to attack them as aggressively as possible, we will not be able to dislodge them.
“Therefore, we will make a final decision at 1800 hours tonight. That gives you six hours to go back to your people, discuss the situation with them, and make a decision. I wish I could give you more time, but I can’t. If we are to win the battle, we must attack immediately. And make no mistake about it - this will be a battle. People will die. This is not a game, nor an adventure. This is survival.
“So. Go back to your people. Tell them the situation. And ask them the question. Democracy or dictatorship. Fight or roll over. An imperfect system of democracy - or a perfectly imperfect system of slavery.”
Tatiana fell silent. She looked at the individuals seated before her. These were people who had shown leadership during the trying times of the evacuation from Earth, and the confusing days on Stalingrad getting things organized. These were survivors; strong, robust people who instinctively knew what had to be done and stepped forward to do it. Slowly, with almost no conversation, they got up from their seats and headed to the door to take the word to the people.


Stree Prime
Great Cathedral of the Stree


Even for a Stree, Head Jailer Cotrapi was fat. So fat, he looked square - a big, fat, Stree with arms like a tree trunk, a huge Buddha-like belly sticking out, and a great fat head stuck on his shoulders leaving no discernible neck at all. 
And Cotrapi was in a bad mood. Things had been going along swimmingly for him recently - living his pleasurable, run-of-the-mill life holding his run-of-the-mill Stree prisoners until their short trials and quick executions. On Stree Prime, it didn’t take much to be sent to the special dungeon in the deepest part of the Cathedral basement. 
There were hundreds of religious offenses that could get you killed. Even accidentally meeting the Great Prophet’s eyes was sufficient cause if you were not a priest.
But having eight Human prisoners suddenly appear in his prison had terribly upset Cotrapi’s carefully organized routine. Now, staring at Jim Carter and the other Humans in the cell, he was pissed. He had already tortured two of the Humans to death; but the ape-like creatures had told him nothing that he didn’t already know.
And Prophet Tarilli was putting a lot of pressure on him to get answers.
Keying a translation device worn around his neck, Cotrapi spoke to the prisoners.
“Humans. You seem to be a frail species. How many more of you must I kill, until you tell me your mission?”
In the cell, the six remaining Humans looked at him sullenly, barely understanding the broken English coming out of the device. None bothered to rise from their rock-hard bunks. Cotrapi tried to watch all of them at once, to pick up on any sign of weakness he could exploit in his torture sessions; but none of them flinched.
Cotrapi sighed. “Very well. You have chosen your fate. I will take another of you tomorrow.”
Once again, Cotrapi watched carefully. None of the six Humans in the cell showed any reaction to his words. In disgust, Cotrapi turned and marched away, his two aides at his heels.
Watching him go, Jim Carter lifted his head slightly to look across the cell at Captain Stewart. They all assumed the cell was bugged, so were being careful with their words. 
“Really glad I didn’t convert to Goblin before this trip,” Jim said with a slight smile.
Stewart nodded. “Yeah. They sure are paranoid about Goblins. A one-way trip straight into the star. They wouldn’t even bring them to their planet as prisoners.”
“Why not?” asked Brady, Stewart’s XO.
“Afraid they’ll take over their computers and get into their systems,” Jim grunted. “They’re terrified of Goblins.”
“But clearly not terrified of us Humans,” Stewart interjected.
“Yeah,” Jim nodded glumly. “Not sure if that’s bad or good, the way things are going. Maybe being launched into the star would have been better.”

      ***Tika moved carefully. She knew the danger she faced. The slightest mistake, the smallest miss-step, and she would be discovered as a Goblin. And as events with the Armidale had proven, the Stree were deathly afraid of Goblins, and wasted no time disposing of them.
She had entered the Cathedral late in the evening, a half-hour before the huge edifice closed its doors for the day. At the entrance, she had studied a map mounted on the wall, recording it in her memory. Then she walked toward the front of the basilica, using her infrared vision and radar to locate all the cameras, motion detectors and other sensors in the huge hall. 
Moving to the front of the basilica, Tika joined several other Stree before the altar. Kneeling, she pretended to pray.
<There’s a door in the far-right corner. According to the map, there’s a restroom behind that door> she transmitted. <But there’s a priest standing beside the door on watch>
In her pocket, the two one-inch-long caterpillar aspects that contained Rita and Rachel responded. 
<Just tell him you need to use the restroom>
Tika prayed for ten minutes, until only herself and a couple of others remained. Rising to her feet, she genuflected per the Stree ritual, turned, and made her way toward the door on the far right. Tika, although still in the body of the male Stree officer Pamasa, had changed to civilian clothing. As she approached, the priest moved to a position of alertness and challenged her.
“The exit is the other way, sir,” he said.
“I need to use the restroom urgently,” Tika said. “Is there one nearby?”
The priest paused, then nodded grudgingly. “Through this door to your right.”
Tika nodded and passed through the door. The priest came in behind her and moved to the door of the restroom. He leaned forward, opened it for her, and took a position outside the door to wait for her.
<He’s going to stand guard outside the door> Tika transmitted. 
<No problem> replied Rita from her pocket. <He’ll leave when you do. Any cameras or motion sensors in here?>
Tika moved to a stall and pretended to do her business, scanning the room as she did.
<I don’t see anything. It looks clear>
<OK. Turn us loose>
Casually, Tika took the two caterpillars out of her pocket and laid them gently on the floor behind the toilet. Then she turned, went to the lavatory, washed her hands, and left the restroom, ensuring she turned out the lights as she departed. As she nodded a silent thanks to the priest and left through the door to the main basilica, she sent one last message to the two behind her.
<Good luck, folks>
In the darkened restroom, two tiny caterpillars waited behind the toilet, motionless.






  
   Twenty-Four

Phoenix System


“They’ve voted,” said Gillian. She sat in the cafeteria of Transport Five with Tatiana, Misha, Beto, and Taito, the Goblin captain of the transport. “The result was as we expected. The colonists voted to fight. The commanders are organizing right now, getting things ready. They say they can be ready to drop by tomorrow noon.” 
“Weapons?” asked Tatiana.
“About seven hundred rifles and pistols. The rest are making swords, knives, clubs, whatever they can put together.”
“Seven hundred,” Tatiana mused. “What’s our estimate of the firearms on the surface?”
“According to our records, there were eight hundred twenty firearms on the surface as of the last transport. But of course, they have 3D printers down there. We have to assume they’re making more as fast as the printers can churn them out. So our best estimate right now is about nine hundred to nine hundred fifty working firearms available to them on the surface when we drop.”
Beto stared across the table at Tatiana.
“You are vastly outnumbered and outgunned,” he said.
Tatiana winked at him.
“I’ve been outnumbered and outgunned in very battle I’ve fought,” she grinned. “If I let that stop me, I’d still be a slave on Deriko.”
A slight grin creased the face of Captain Taito as he looked at Beto.
“According to Beto here, I’m not supposed to help you in anything except transport,” Taito smiled. “However, it just so happens I have a dozen 3D printers onboard that are not too busy right now. If for some strange reason they went berserk and began printing rifles, I’m afraid it might take us hours to track down and correct the problem.”
Tatiana smiled at the captain. “Technology’s a bitch, ain’t it?” She turned to Misha and Gillian. “When can we launch?”
Misha stepped into the conversation.
“We have four shuttles. Each shuttle can carry eighty troops with their weapons and loadout. According to the battalion commanders, they’ve got 1,597 people ready to go. So we need a total of twenty shuttle trips to get all the troops and equipment to the surface. That’s five trips per shuttle. 
“We’ll have to land at least twenty miles from the colony to be over the horizon from them and out of sight, and so they don’t hear the shuttles come in. So we’ll have a long march into Landing. But if we push hard, we can be there by dawn Wednesday.”
Tatiana thought for a moment, then shook her head.
“No. I don’t want to rush this. They have to know that we escaped to the transport, and they have to suspect we’ll put together an assault. I want to give them more time to get complacent, and us more time to organize. We’ll target getting everyone on the ground by Thursday night instead.”
Tatiana leaned back, gazing around the group.
“We’ll split our forces into two battalions.  Battalion East and Battalion West.  Misha, you’ll take Battalion East. You’ll insert twenty miles from Landing, to the northeast, right where the forest gives way to the foothills. I’ll take Battalion West. We’ll insert twenty miles to the southwest. Captain Taito has agreed to use remote sensing to find us decent landing zones.
“Each battalion will march half-way to the colony the first night, then hunker down and dig in, hide from them all day Friday. Friday night, we’ll march the rest of the way to Landing. Then we’ll assault Saturday morning at dawn. That way, our troops will be reasonably fresh, and theirs may be drunk or hungover from Friday night partying.”
Gillian pursed her lips. 
“Why not early Sunday morning? Wouldn’t they be more drunk or hungover after Saturday night partying?”
“Yes,” smiled Tatiana. “Which is exactly why Turgenev would be expecting us then.”
“Ah,” nodded Gillian. 
“What else?” asked Tatiana.
“Well…the attack plan you described. Are you sure about splitting our forces like that?” asked Misha.
Tatiana nodded in certainty. 
“Absolutely. As Beto says, we’ll be out-numbered and out-gunned. Deception is the only way we can win this battle.”
Misha shrugged, but remained silent. Tatiana reached out and playfully touched his cheek. 
“You know how much I need your input. Tell me what you’re thinking.”
“I’m thinking that these are thugs and gangsters. They have no military experience. We just assault them directly at dawn and they’ll fold up like a pack of cards.”
Tatiana smiled at her husband.
“And how much military experience do our troops have?”
There was a short silence as Misha digested her words. Then he continued his objection.
“But…we’ll still have the element of surprise. So we’ll still have the advantage.”
“No, we won’t,” said Tatiana. “They’ll almost certainly detect your battalion coming in from the east.”
Misha shook his head in disagreement. “But we’ll be careful. We’ll land twenty miles away. We’ll move in slowly through the forest. With any luck at all, they’ll never know we’re there.”
Tatiana looked at Misha in amusement. 
“Misha, milaya. I don’t depend on luck to win my battles. I thought you had learned that by now. They will definitely detect you coming in from the east.”
“But how?” Misha continued to argue.
“Because I intend to make sure of it,” Tatiana told him.


Stree Prime
Great Cathedral of the Stree


At one AM, Rita and Rachel came to life in their tiny caterpillar bodies. They moved slowly from behind the toilet and across the floor to the door of the restroom. Carefully, they moved under the large crack at the bottom of the door and assessed their position. 
To their left was the door back to the basilica. To their right was a short hallway that ended in another door. Scanning, they found a camera in the top right corner of the hallway. 
<I think we’re outside the field of view of that camera> Rachel transmitted. <It’s set for the height of a Stree - it’s pointed a bit too high for us>
<As we hoped> Rita said. <Let’s go>
Scuttling down the hallway at a speed that defied any biological insect, the one-inch-long Goblin caterpillars moved quickly to the next door and peeked under it. 
<A cross hallway> said Rita. <To the right looks like it leads outside the building. Let’s go left and try to work our way back into the main offices>
<Watch out for the camera and motion detectors up there> Rachel said. <Up to your left>
<Ah. I see them> Rita responded. <If we stay pressed right up against the left baseboard, I think we’ll be alright>
<Yup, agree. Here we go>
And with that, they launched off into their reconnaissance of the building.


Stalingrad System


“You sure about this?” asked Woh.
Ostend shrugged. “That’s our mission. The last words I heard from Mark Rodgers and Tatiana Powell were for us to follow the orders of Goblin leadership. If we don’t follow these orders…well, then, what? Do we just go off on our own?”
Woh was pissed. He shook his head. “This sucks. I want to go kill some Stree.”
Ostend waved his hands in the air helplessly. “As do I. I thought we were signing up to fight. But…Tagi gave me my orders. And either we follow them as we agreed to do when we signed up, or we go rogue.”
Woh heaved a deep sigh. “No. I’ve never disobeyed a lawful order in my life. I don’t think I’ll start now.”
“Then let’s get to it.”
The two rose from their seats in Captain Ostend’s day cabin and stepped through the hatch onto the bridge of the Darkstar. Their ship was ready; their crew was ready. It was time for them to go. 
Ostend sat in the Captain’s chair, and Woh moved to his XO position. When they were settled, Woh glanced at his Captain. Osten nodded and pointed toward the front of the ship.
“Out there,” he grinned. 
Woh smiled in return. “Out there,” he answered, and turned to his bridge crew. “Take us out of the system, Helm. We’ve got a long way to go.”
Far away, just outside the Stalingrad system, the Stree approached. In another twenty-four hours, the Stree fleet of 1,500 ships would be surfacing at the mass limit, ready for their attack on the Goblin defenders.
But the Darkstar would not be here. The cruiser began to move, increasing speed rapidly. Thirty minutes later, the ship was 4.9 million miles away from the Dyson Ring, moving at 19,743,452 mph.  Its vector pointed directly toward the core of the Milky Way galaxy.


Phoenix System
Battalion West


Corporal James Warren MacIntosh had the shakes. Bad. Really bad. It was all he could do to keep it from the others. He gripped the rifle as hard as he could, trying to hide his trembling hands. 
It had seemed so simple when they voted. As they left Stalingrad, all the young able-bodied colonists had been organized into a militia. They were assigned to companies and platoons. From there, each platoon had elected a platoon leader, and been divided up into squads and fire teams. Mac had no prior military experience - but he had taken Junior ROTC in high school. So he was assigned a squad - twelve soldiers, plus himself. And given the rank of Corporal.  At the time, it had seemed like a great game.
And when the company commander had called them together the other day and told them what was happening on the surface of Phoenix, like most of his company, Mac had voted to take back their government by an assault on Turgenev’s forces below.
But it was different now. He was sitting on a shuttle with 79 other people. They were packed in like sardines, holding their rifles between their knees, with packs of ammo around their waist, combat packs at their feet.
It was getting a bit too real. 
Mac had been enamored of the military his entire life. One of his earliest memories was playing with toy soldiers as a child. Growing up, he read everything he could get his hands on about the military. Caesar. Grant. Churchill. Schwarzkopf. As soon as he could, he joined J-ROTC in high school. By junior year, he was already communicating with his local senator to get an appointment to West Point. As a senior, he was added to the list of candidates by his local congressman and felt his acceptance to West Point was assured.
Then the Stree came. He had been on a camping trip in the Cascades, far from the big cities, when the bombs came. The next few weeks were a blur - fighting for his life, trying to find food and water. Radiation sickness, day after day, puking his guts out, until he wanted to die, but couldn’t quite do it. Then recovering, and walking, always walking, looking for any other living Human. And finding none. Until he was rescued by the Goblins.
But this was different. This was really, really different from his imagined first trial by fire.
First of all, this was a transport ship, not a warship. It wasn’t designed to launch combat shuttles. They had to load through a normal cargo deck, shuffling along in single file, cramming themselves into jump seats along the sides of the shuttle while their platoon commander and platoon gunnery sergeant yelled at them, trying to bring some order to the chaos of inexperienced militia. Most of them had been on a shuttle only once in their entire life - when they were picked up from Earth, half-dead.
And after they were loaded, the platoon leaders roamed up and down the aisle, giving them last-minute instruction as the shuttle powered up and the engines began to whine. Then there were bumps and clanks as the shuttle translated from parking to the rotating launch bobbin and was locked on. A big lurch, and he felt the rotation as the launch bobbin turned. And suddenly he could see space outside the windows, and then another clunk, and they were floating free outside the transport.
In nothingness. There was no ground. Nothing to stand on. Just the Black, and stars.
His guts came up and he was puking. His platoon sergeant, Briggs, was yelling at him, and others, for he was not alone. Up and down the length of the shuttle, people were bringing up their breakfast.
Finally there was nothing left to bring up. He continued with the dry heaves for a bit longer, but finally, he managed to damp it down. Wiping his mouth, he raised his head and looked around. Others were in a similar state; but somehow, they were getting it together.
The shuttle’s engines fired, and they were off, performing a retrograde burn to drop out of orbit and land. Mac felt some relief now; at least they were moving. Moving was better than just floating around in the Black.
Mac shivered. His hands had stopped trembling while he puked. Now they started again.
This is it, he thought. In a half-hour, I’ll be on the ground. In enemy territory, more or less. Anything could happen.
Beside him, his friend Olivia nudged him. 
“You scared?” she asked.
Mac nodded. He didn’t see any use in lying about it. He had just thrown up his guts in front of the entire platoon. Along with two dozen others.
“Me, too,” Olivia said. “I’m scared shitless.”
Mac managed a smile at that.
Not like I imagined it at all, he thought.


Stree Prime
Great Cathedral of the Stree


By two AM, Rita and Rachel had completed their reconnaissance of the Cathedral. They were ready for the next step in their plan.
They had determined the Cathedral proper contained the office suites and apartments of the high-ranking members of the Stree hierarchy - Great Prophet Videlli, Prophet Tarilli, and others. Those areas they avoided. 
Behind the Cathedral proper they had discovered an administration building, separated from the main Cathedral by a small yard. At the extreme rear of that administration building was a parking lot. And a loading dock at the rear of the building was precisely what they needed.
<That’s the only place we can bring in our materials> Rita pointed out. <We have to control that loading dock>
They had also located the Security Control Room in the center of the administration building, three hallways from the rear. Inside that room were security screens covering an entire wall. Two Stree security guards sat at a counter in front of the screens, watching the monitors, checking alarms - and drinking the Stree equivalent of coffee to stay awake.
And next door to the Security Room was the main computer closet, containing a half-dozen racks of dumb computers controlling the entire complex - including the security systems and video feeds.
<If we control those computers, we control it all> said Rachel.
<Agree. You know what we have to do>
<Yeah. But we need to hurry. It’s getting late> said Rachel.
<Agree. Let’s do it. Go big or go home>
Quickly, Rita transmitted the details of the setup to Tika, waiting three blocks down the street in a cargo van with the rest of the crew. Then Rita and Rachel moved to the computer closet next door to the Security Office. Peeking under the door in their tiny caterpillar bodies, they ensured the room was empty. Crawling under the door, they ran hard across the room until they were behind the row of computer racks.
<You take the left; I’ll take the right> called Rita. Each of them began climbing up the racks, pausing at each computer long enough to quickly take a reading on the inputs and outputs of the computer.
<Found them> called Rachel. <I’ve got three computers in a stack over here, all controlling the security systems and feeding video to the monitors in the next room>
<Right. On my way. Contact Luda and get him started> Rita called.
Rachel acknowledged as Rita made her way back down the rack of computers she had climbed, across the floor, and up the rack where Rachel waited. Arriving at Rachel’s position, she noted that Rachel had inserted a probe into a spare data port on a computer and was feeding data to Luda via radio. In two minutes, Luda reported he had access to the computer and began feeding data back across the radio link to Rachel, who injected it into the data port.
<Luda has a good link> Rachel called. <He’s working on taking control of the network>
<How long?> asked Rita.
<He says five more minutes and he’ll have it all>
<OK> responded Rita. <But time’s getting short. It’ll be daylight in another four hours. We need to move faster>
<Roger. He knows>
Rita sat impatiently as Luda worked on obtaining full access to the Cathedral’s computer systems. Five minutes and ten seconds later, she heard Luda speaking on her radio band.
<I have full control> he called. <All the cameras for the parking lot, the rear dock and the rear hallways have been looped. We’ll be invisible to them now unless they physically get off their ass and walk around. We’re moving into the parking lot with the van>
<Roger. We’ll meet you at the loading dock> Rita replied. 
Rachel and Rita left the room without being observed, scurried down the darkened hallways, and set up guard positions at each end of the rear hallway. 
<Oiling the door guides> she heard Luda call. In another minute, the large door of the loading dock creaked upward slowly, squeaking slightly, oil dripping from the guides. Behind the door stood Luda, Ollie, and Tika in their full Stree aspects, their arms loaded with equipment. 
As Rita and Rachel switched from their tiny caterpillar bodies to their full-size Stree bodies lying passive in the back of the van, the other three departed into the building with their loads.
Activating their Stree bodies, Rita and Rachel jumped up and began unloading the bodybuilder from the van. Placing the heavy crate on a cart, they pushed it down the rear hallway, around the corner and up to the next hallway. Turning into that hallway, they went mid-way down the hall and through a door.
Inside was a large storage area, filled with miscellaneous crates, unused furniture, and boxes of paper. There was so much material in the room that the back wall couldn’t be seen. Luda and Ollie were busy re-arranging a spot to hide the bodybuilder behind the stack of materials. 
<I can’t believe priests are so messy> Ollie spoke over the radio link.
<Just be thankful they are> Luda responded. While Rita and Rachel joined in to help them, Hajo left to move the van out of the parking lot and secure the rear entrance.
Step One was complete. They were in.






  
   Twenty-Five

Stree Prime


By 2:45 AM, Rita, Rachel, Hajo, Liwa and Ollie had cleared a space behind the assorted materials in the storage room and completed unpacking the bodybuilder there. Only by threading through a narrow gap in the stacks of boxes could it be accessed. 
In an empty office on one side of the storage area, Luda had cleared space and unpacked the remainder of his equipment. He sat now behind the desk, monitoring the network and the Security Room, ensuring no alarms had been given.
Rita stood at the front of the room, checking the placement of the bodybuilder.
“I can’t see it from here,” she reported. “We’re good on placement.”
“OK. Next step,” said Tika. “Are you sure you want Ollie and Liwa in the security guards? I still think you should go for someone higher up. Maybe the Manager of Security?”
“No. Security guards are practically invisible. They can go anywhere. Nobody questions them. I think that’s best.”
Tika shrugged. “OK. You got it. Shift change should be at eight AM. We’ll go fetch them now and get them converted before things get busy around here.”
“OK. Good luck. I’m going back to the office to cover our tracks there. See you this evening.”
Tika winked at her. “Good luck!”
With a wave, Rita poked her head out of the storage area, confirmed no one was about, and quickly exited the rear of the building. She knew she had to cover the impending disappearance of herself and her two subordinates from the Signals Branch. Within a half hour, she was back in her office in Naval Headquarters across the street, finalizing her plan. 
At 3:15 AM, she received a quick transmission from Tika on her radio band. 
<We’ve got the Security Guards on ice. The first one’s in the bodybuilder. He’ll finish up about 5:15 AM. Ollie will take him and cover the Security Room until we get the second one finished. Then Liwa will take the second one. We should finish just before shift change>
<Roger. Good work. Keep me posted> Rita responded. <I’ve issued the orders for our trip. I’ll be leaving around nine>
By 8 AM, Rita had put all the pieces in place to cover the impending absence of Captain Elvenen, his adjutant Commander Pamasa, and his aide, Sub-Commander Olvia. 
As Rita completed her last bit of planning, Commander Fawa came into the office, hung his coat on the rack, and smiled at her.
“Good morning, sir,” he called. “How are you this morning?”
“Excellent, Commander Fawa. However, I have a favor to ask. I need you to run the office for today. I’ve decided to make a quick inspection trip to our station at Red Mountain. I want to check out their operational procedures and equipment. I’ve scheduled a shuttle for ten AM, so I’ll be leaving shortly. I’m taking Pamasa and Olvia with me, so you’ll be in charge until we return.”
Fawa looked confused. “But sir…you’ve only been here two days. Isn’t it a bit early to take an inspection trip?”
“No time like the present, Fawa, to let people know I’ll be watching over their shoulders. Helps to keep them on their toes.”
“Aye, sir. If you say so. Shall I go with you, sir? I feel responsible for the operation of the remote stations…I should go.”
“No, Fawa. I need you here. You keep things running smoothly while I’m gone.”
“As you say, sir.”
Rita rose, took her tunic and hat off the rack, grabbed a bag she had prepared, and nodded at Fawa.
“I’ll be back tonight, Fawa. See you tomorrow.”
“Aye, sir.” Fawa answered.
As Rita departed her office suite, she couldn’t help but smile. Little did Fawa know that he would not see his Captain again.
It would be a tragic and unexpected accident.


Stree Fleet – Approaching Stalingrad


Sojatta was in the middle of his weekly briefing on the readiness status of the fleet when his Flag Aide rushed into the cabin with great excitement.
“We have an initial picture of the enemy fleet’s disposition, Admiral!” cried Lieutenant Jassi.
Sojatta glared at the young officer. As Jassi shrank back, realizing he had interrupted a meeting, Sojatta took mercy on him. He grunted and pointed to an empty chair at the conference table.
“Sit, enthusiastic young Lieutenant, and let us hear your news.”
Jassi ducked his head in shame and slunk to the empty chair.
“Show us,” said Sojatta.
Jassi clicked a remote pointer. A tactical holotank popped into view. Suspended over the conference table, nearly five feet wide, the holo showed the Stalingrad system in great detail.
“Uh…here…sir,” Jassi began, still somewhat nonplussed. “…here you can see the Goblin abominations have divided their meager fleet into four Wings, plus what looks like some kind of reserve force. Although they are still at anchor by their main Dyson ring, we noticed they put scouts out to the left and right of the direct line to our fleet. Based on that scouting, we believe they may be thinking of something like a pincer movement, trying to catch us in between two of those Wings.”
Sojatta smiled.
“It is exactly as I have foreseen,” he said. “They will bring out two of their Wings, one to each side of us. That is what I would do if I were as outnumbered as they are.”
“So how will you counter that?” asked Zutirra.
Sojatta’s smile grew even broader. “I do not need to counter it, Guardian Officer Zutirra. It is a futile gesture on their part. They have only 550 ships against our 1,500. We will plow right through them like a hot poker. Nothing they can do will be able to stop us. There is one, and only one, strategy to follow. We drive for the Dyson Ring, we destroy their Fleet on the way, and when we arrive, we destroy the Dyson Ring and all the other artificial structures in that system. We leave nothing behind but the memory of these abominations.”
Zutirra smiled in joy at the thought. “Even so, Admiral. That is exactly what we shall do.”


Phoenix System – Battalion West


With a large thump, the shuttle from Transport Five landed in a small clearing twenty-five miles southwest of the colony. As soon as it was firmly on the ground, Mac’s platoon sergeant started yelling.
“Check your gear! Make sure you have everything! Unbuckle! Stand up!”
As Mac got to his feet, the back ramp started down with a whine.
“Face the rear!” yelled Briggs as the ramp touched the ground. “Ready - move!” he yelled. Mac led his squad out, shuffling off the shuttle and down the ramp. It was about five in the afternoon, local time. As Mac walked down the ramp, the brightness overwhelmed his eyes, and he had to squint. He saw it was not a large clearing; no more than a hundred yards wide. 
Only four shuttles could land at a time, and they were right up against each other. Briggs was yelling, but so were three other platoon sergeants from other shuttles, and most of the company commanders, so he couldn’t really hear what anyone was saying. But he could see his platoon leader and some others, moving off toward the alien blue jungle to the east. He waved to his squad to follow. 
As they approached the edge of the clearing, he turned for one last look behind him. The four shuttles sat in the clearing, idling, close together. Four lines of troops were streaming out of the shuttles, each line moving to a convergence point behind him and following his company into the jungle. Olivia’s squad was behind his, and she smiled at him and winked. Mac smiled back. Just as he arrived at the jungle edge, the first empty shuttle powered up and departed, running low, over the treetops toward the southwest, away from the colony.
Then he was in the blue jungle. Except for their color, the blue-green trees looked no different than ones on Earth. In seconds, they were in near darkness under a thick canopy. He could barely see the sky.
And then they marched. They marched, and for hours more they marched, until his feet were blistered, and his arms hung down like dead sausages and the sweat turned his clothes rank and salty. And it got dark, and he could hardly make out the person in front of him, and still they marched, a long line of people moving through a dark, nearly invisible jungle.
Occasionally someone lost contact with the person in front of them in the darkness, and stopped abruptly, and the whole line of people had to stop behind them, until a squad leader or a platoon sergeant came back and sorted it out, got them moving again. 
He passed the company NCO, Gunny Sparks, standing beside the trail watching people pass by, assessing their condition. He realized the Gunny was wearing a VR helmet, and could see in the dark, and track his people. He was glad of that; it meant if he got his squad totally lost, Gunny could still find him. At least they wouldn’t die out here in the jungle.
Once an hour, they took a rest break, falling down wherever they happened to be, sipping water from their canteens, exhausted.
There was not much undergrowth. That, at least, was a blessing. He realized that if there had been thick undergrowth, they would be moving at a snails’ pace. But there wasn’t, and he thought they must be making good time. But there was no way to know. Nobody was telling them anything. It was just march, and rest once per hour, and then march some more.
He realized his hands weren’t trembling anymore.


Stree Prime – Great Cathedral of the Stree


At ten AM, a military shuttle departed the spaceport, remotely controlled by Hajo. Two hundred miles later, as the shuttle passed over the ocean on its flight path, both engines suddenly and unexpectedly stopped. A last mayday call went out, and the shuttle arced over and began a long, one-way trip to the bottom of the ocean, at a spot where it was much too deep to ever be recovered. It was a tragic accident. Captain Elvenen, Commander Pamasa, and Sub-Commander Olvia were lost forever.
Back at the Cathedral, both third shift Security guards had been taken over by Ollie and Liwa. Hours later, as their shift started at midnight, the two entered the Security Room, said goodbye to the departing guards, and settled into their seats to play their parts. 
An hour later, at one AM, Rita came in through the back door and went directly to the storage room. As she entered, Tika was sitting behind the desk in the empty office, surrounded by boxes and spare gear.
“Hajo and Rachel are back to the safe house,” Rita reported as she sat down in a spare chair in front of the desk. “And we won’t have to worry about Elvenen anymore.”
“Good,” Tika said. “Are we ready for the next step?”
“Yes, I think so. Can you think of any loose ends we haven’t covered yet?”
“Only one,” Tika said. “You haven’t told us who you’re going to take over next.”
“I haven’t actually decided for sure,” Rita said. “But I want to go well up the chain, to one of the senior priests. I think that’s the only way we’ll have the clout to accomplish anything. I’m thinking maybe the archbishop. He’s number eight in the hierarchy. That should be high enough to give us the clout we need to get Jim out of prison, but low enough not to attract too much attention if we make a mistake in protocol or culture.”
“Pretty ambitious,” said Tika. “And how are you going to get to him? It’s not like you can walk right into his quarters and ask him to come to the storage room so you can convert him to a Goblin.”
Rita nodded. “True. But there has to be some way to get to him. We got this far. All we have to do is get one step farther.”
Suddenly, the door to the room slammed open. A Stree monk stood in the opening, glaring across the room at them. He was dressed in a long white sleeping robe. His hand rose, and his fingers pointed straight at them. 
“Who are you?” he called out. “What are you doing here?”
Before Rita could react, Luda, from behind the crates on the other side of the room, fired a stunner at the Stree intruder. The monk dropped like a rock in the middle of the doorway. Rita reacted quickly, rushed to him, dragged his body farther into the room, closed the door behind him, and then listened at the door to see if anyone came to investigate. 
But nobody came, so she looked around at the figure on the floor. Luda and Tika were standing over him, Luda still holding the stunner.
“Sorry, boss,” said Luda. “I reacted without thinking. I hope that’s OK.”
“That’s fine,” Rita said. “If you hadn’t reacted when you did, he would have called for help and we’d be done. Good work.”
“Who is he?” asked Luda.
Tika looked up at them with a concerned expression on her face.
“Tarilli. Great Prophet Videlli’s Chief of Staff.”






  
   Twenty-Six

Stree Prime


“Oh, this is not good,” said Tika. “This is definitely not good. This is Tarilli. Number Two in the whole Stree hierarchy, next to Great Prophet Videlli. This is like taking out the Crown Prince of England. This guy will be missed in a matter of hours, if not minutes. We’re in big trouble.” 
Rita perused the body lying on the floor, thinking. “Not necessarily. You forget, it’s after 1 AM. I don’t know why he was walking the halls at this unearthly hour, but he was alone. So it’s quite possible nobody knows or even cares where he is right now. I suspect we’ve got a few hours before he’ll be missed.”
Rita looked at Luda. “Get him in the scanner, get him scanned, and get him in the bodybuilder for Tika to take over.”
Tika looked at Rita in horror. “You can’t be serious! This is Videlli’s Chief of Staff! One tiny mistake and Videlli will be on to us instantly! And we already know the scanner is having problems - dropouts! It’s certain I’ll be missing some kind of key information that will give me away!”
Rita shrugged. “I don’t see that we have a choice, Tika. We can’t let him go, and if we keep him, he’ll be missed within hours. Taking him over is our only real option. And after all - we wanted someone with influence. Well, we got that, for sure.”
The two looked at each other, Tika’s disagreement plain to see. Rita could see she was going to balk, so Rita smiled at her, trying to defuse the situation. 
“Tika. I know I’m going on instinct now. This wasn’t part of the plan, and I know how uncomfortable it makes you to go off plan. But we have to look at this as an opportunity, not a setback. Please work with me on this. I have a feeling about it. I think this will work.”
Tika rolled her eyes but nodded. “I don’t like it. I think it’s a mistake. But we agreed that you’re in charge of the mission, so I’ll do it. Just remember, though - if I wake up back in my body at Stalingrad with no memory of this mission, I’m going to kick your ass.”
Rita smiled at her. “Roger that.”
A half-hour later, Rita sat in the spare office, tapping a pencil on the desk, trying to think. For all her confidence in front of Tika, she was having serious doubts about the path she had chosen. 
But…too late to turn back now. I wonder just how much clout Tarilli has. Will he be able to order Jim and the others freed from detention? If Videlli gets suspicious, it’s all over. Maybe we shouldn’t go down that path.
But…on the other hand…if Tarilli knows where Jim and the others are being kept…then at least we know where to go to break them out.
“You’re not going to believe this,” Tika said from the doorway. She had a smile on her face a mile wide.
“What?” asked Rita, puzzled.
“While we’re waiting for the body to be rebuilt, I side-loaded Tarilli’s scan to my temporary memory. Guess why he was here at 1 AM?”
Rita shook her head. “I give up. Why?”
“He’s a dopehead. A drug addict. He keeps his stash in here.” Tika pulled a bag out from behind her back and held it up for Rita’s inspection. “There’s enough junk in here to kill a herd of horses.”
“Oh my Lord,” exclaimed Rita. “A druggie? Tarilli?”
“Yep. That’s why he was here alone, and that’s why nobody will be looking for him.”
“Wow. Did we get lucky or what?”
“You got that right. So…”
“So?”
“So…maybe you know what you’re doing after all, boss.”
Rita laughed. “Why, thank you, Tika. How are we doing on the bodybuilder?”
“It’s going to be close, but I think we can make it. His android body should be ready by four AM. I can get myself transferred into it by five. According to the scan, his first task of the day is to wake Videlli at six. That gives me an hour to get back to Tarilli’s room, change clothes and get to Videlli’s chambers in time.”
“This could be even better than I had hoped for, then. If he’s a druggie, there have to be some symptoms of that. Surely Videlli has noticed and is aware of it, and just doesn’t care. Maybe that will help to cover some of the initial clumsiness from this new body.”
“Let’s hope so. And also, I’m moving from a male Stree body to another male Stree body. I’ve had several days to acclimatize to the one I’m in now; hopefully Tarilli’s won’t be much different. That may help some.”
“OK. Well. So, first of all, good luck.”
“Thanks. And second?”
“Did his scan show where Jim and the rest are?”
“No. I wasn’t able to find it in my initial pass through his sideload scan. I’ll look again once I get transferred into his body.”
“OK. And also try to find out if there’s any way to recall the Stree fleet.”
“I’ll try, but we both know there’s not much chance of that.”
“Yeah, I know. I think I’ve pretty much given up on that happening. But keep your ears open.”
“Roger. So what will you do in the meantime while I’m out winning the war?”
“I think we’re going to hunker down until you get yourself organized as Tarilli. I don’t want to go back to the safe house - it’s too dangerous to move back and forth. And you may need me. So I’m just going to sit here in this dusty-ass storage room with Luda, until you’ve got Tarilli sorted out.”


Phoenix System


For nine hours, Mac, Olivia and the rest of Battalion West had marched. It had started a light rain around midnight. Even though it was fairly warm, with the rain and the perspiration on their skin, they were freezing. It was now two AM. Then, abruptly, the line stopped moving. Mac bumped into the man in front of him before he realized something had changed. At first, he wasn’t sure what was happening. Then the word came down the line - they had arrived at their bivouac.
Slowly, over the next hour, they got organized into a camp. It was slow going in the dark. No lights were allowed. They were still in the jungle, although they had reached a place where the trees thinned a bit. 
As the line slowly shuffled forward, Mac turned back to Olivia.
“Where do you think we are?” he whispered to her. The lieutenant had passed the word - no talking. But Mac figured whispering was OK.
Olivia moved in closer to him so they could hear each other.
“I think we were making about 2 miles per hour,” she said. “So if we landed twenty-five miles from Landing, we’re about seven miles from it now.”
Mac nodded. “Yeah, that’s what I thought too.”
“So what’s next, you think?”
“The word I heard before we launched is we rest here all day tomorrow, out of sight. No fires, no cooking, no noise. That’s what Lt. Raines said.”
“Thank God. I don’t think I could walk another hundred yards.”
The line shuffled forward, and suddenly they found Lt. Raines standing in front of them. He pointed to one side.
“Your squad over there, MacIntosh. Olivia, yours too.”
Mac nodded and turned to the side, finding a bare spot near several trees. The members of the two squads settled in, running ropes between the trees, laying their shelter halves over the ropes, forming simple tents. Crawling inside, they fell to the ground in exhaustion. 
Mac realized that Olivia had crawled in beside him. They were cold and wet, and somehow, without a word passing between them, they moved together to share the warmth of their bodies. Holding Olivia, her body heat easing the ache of his muscles and the shivering of his body, Mac passed out almost instantly.


Great Cathedral of the Stree


Just before 6 AM, Prophet Tarilli waited outside the door of Great Prophet Videlli’s chambers, accompanied by four sub-priests. Inside Tarilli’s body, Tika’s mind wrestled with the precarious situation she found herself in. 
Tika had found that Tarilli’s side-loaded scan gave her sufficient information to know the basics of his daily routine. She knew what to do at this point in time; per the morning ritual, she had gathered up her staff and made her way to Videlli’s chambers. She knew the protocol to awaken Videlli and prepare him for the day. She knew the layout of the Cathedral, the daily routine for both herself and Videlli, even the pass codes for all the computers and security systems.
But she could hardly walk. This body was sufficiently different from the previous Stree male she had inhabited to cause her significant coordination problems. 
And worse, she could hardly talk. An unfortunate side-effect of the scan transferred from Tarilli’s original brain had been his drug addiction. He had not been able to get his drugs before they stunned him and scanned him. Tika’s copy of Tarilli’s brain scan was undergoing severe withdrawal symptoms. Each time she accessed it in her spare memory, it nearly knocked her to her knees.
Unable to delay any longer, she keyed in the pass code to the door and walked into the chambers of the Great High Prophet of the Stree Theocracy, hoping for the best.


Phoenix System


Eight miles northeast of Landing, Misha’s Battalion East was waking up after their first night on the planet. They had landed their shuttles the afternoon before, twenty miles from Landing, in the foothills of the Eastern Mountains. Like Battalion West, they had marched at night. But they had marched slower. They were still twelve miles from Landing, well to the northeast.
Now, at dawn, Misha put down his communicator and sighed. He had just finished making his morning report to Tatiana. She was satisfied with their progress and told him not to worry. 
But he worried, nonetheless. He understood Tatiana’s plan. He got it. But he was not with her. He was here, and she was nineteen miles away, on the other side of Landing. Not being with her made him nervous. 
And he kept thinking about their child, Marta. Marta was still on the transport, in orbit above them, in the care of Gillian. 
What if neither Tatiana nor I make it back? What if both of us are killed tomorrow?
The thought wouldn’t leave his mind. In the Singheko War, Misha had fought beside Tatiana on Deriko, battle after battle, with never a second thought. But that was different. That was before he had a child to consider.
What if Marta’s an orphan? Will Gillian be able to take care of her? And what if we lose tomorrow? For sure, Turgenev will kill Gillian. Will he kill Marta too, even though she’s a child?
Misha hung his head, unable to stop thinking about it. He knew it was pointless, and worse, it was stupid to dwell on it. But his mind just wouldn’t stop thinking about it.
He needed something to distract him.
He crawled out of his tiny tent and looked around. They had picked a night camp surrounded by tall trees, with some understory of smaller trees beneath it. With only two layers, it wasn’t a true triple-canopy jungle. He could have found a better spot, a camp with thicker canopy above, where he would have been better protected from drones. But intentionally, he did not.
It was ironic, Misha thought. Tatiana’s plan called for his force to be discovered today, hopefully this morning. It grated on him, but he was doing his best to accomplish her plan.
His XO, Major Brett Jones, came up to him and saluted. Misha returned the salute, trying not to grin. It had been a long time since anybody saluted him. They were just a militia, but Tatiana had drummed it into them. Maintain military discipline - and military honors - at all times. So they did it. She was the boss.
“Scouts report an enemy squad about a half-mile west of us. They appear to have found us. They’re just sitting, hidden in a gully, watching us.”
“Very good, Major Jones. We’ll keep up the pretense of trying to hide. Pass the word to maintain silence. No talking, no clinking of weapons. Everyone just stay quiet and very still.”
“Aye, aye, sir,” said Jones. He saluted, turned smartly, and departed.
Misha smiled. Some people just took to the military like a fish to water. Brett Jones was one of those. It was like Brett had waited his whole life to be where he was today.
“Drone!” came a call. Misha turned, looked up at the treetops and sky above. Sure enough, in the distance through a small break in the canopy, he could see the distant outline of a small drone, working its way toward the east. He knew the drone operator had seen them - the operator was trying to pretend otherwise, but Misha knew they were well in range of the drone’s camera. 
Playing the game of deception, he dived under the nearest tree, along with everyone else in the camp. 800 troops - his full battalion - huddled silently on the ground, waiting to see what would happen. The drone continued on, fading off into the distance toward the mountains. As soon as it was out of sight, Misha jumped to his feet and gestured to his XO.
“Get us moving toward the northwest. Pronto!”
Brett acknowledged and ran toward the nearby operations tent they had set up last night. Within thirty minutes, the entire battalion was on the march, heading to the northwest. It was an indirect line toward Landing, angling away from the enemy scouts that were between them and the river. It also moved them to the path already scouted by the passing drone. Still playing the game, Misha was attempting to convince the enemy they were trying to outfox the drone by moving to where it had been, rather than where it was going.
I hope Turgenev’s people are smart. Just smart enough to out-think themselves.


Great Cathedral of the Stree


Somehow, Tika stumbled through the process of awakening Great Prophet Videlli. She delegated all the important tasks to her junior staff and stood respectfully - and silently - in the background as they went about their duties.
The Great Prophet was a short, fat Stree, shorter and fatter than the average. He was obviously well fed. He awoke grumpy, and chastised both her and her staff continuously from the time of his awakening until he was bathed and dressed for the day in his elaborate set of vestments, with his bejeweled necklace around his neck.
After Videlli was dressed and had departed to his office suite, Tarilli/Tika was released to return to her own office. There she endured a seemingly endless queue of interruptions and requests by her staff members, which prevented her from launching into her greatest priority - finding out where Jim and the other Human prisoners were located. That information appeared to be missing from Tarilli’s scan. It was becoming more and more apparent that their scanner was damaged - each scan seemed to have more dropouts than the previous one.
She was forced to maintain her deception of being the number two person in the Stree hierarchy all day. She pretended to process emails, had dozens of conversations about all manner of mundane things, and skipped lunch by claiming she was ill. She checked in with Rita by radio band several times during the day, to ensure all was well. And somehow, she got through without making any major mistakes that would draw attention to herself. 
By late afternoon, she checked her calendar and realized it was possible to leave early - she had no important tasks left for this day. She begged off from her staff and retired to her quarters, where she immediately called Rita on the radio band.
<I’m back in my quarters. Today was hell. I was hanging on tenterhooks all day; certain they’d find me out>
<You did great, Tika. I’m so proud of you. No one could have done a better job>
<Any fallout from the disappearance of Elvenen and his staff?>
<The Navy has a tremendous search operation going on, but there’s no chance they’ll find the shuttle. It’s 12,000 feet under the ocean. Elvenen is gone for good>
<OK. I’m still struggling with this asshole’s drug addiction. Do you want to come over?>
<Maybe. I’m not sure. Where is it?>
<Actually, not that far from you. The rear part of the Cathedral, right in front of the Administration building. You could literally walk out the front door of the Administration building, walk in the back door of the Cathedral, turn right, and you’d be there. At least it would give you a better feel for the lay of the land. And I put in the codes today to bump up your access. You’re listed as a Security Consultant reporting directly to me. You can go anywhere in the Cathedral now - except into Videlli’s private quarters, of course>
<Tell you what. I’ll come over at midnight. I think that would be safer>
<OK. I’ll pretend to sleep until then>
<See ya>
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Phoenix System - Battalion West


Mac woke up. Something didn’t feel right. He lay still, trying to figure it out. 
He realized his pants were down around his knees. His middle was pressed up against Olivia’s half-naked body. And her pants were also down around her knees.
His front was toasty, exceptionally comfortable. But his naked ass was freezing.
Slowly, it came back to him. The long, exhausting march from the LZ. Arriving at their bivouac. Stretching the shelter halves between the trees. Crawling in, both of them cold and wet, huddling together for warmth in the crude tent. And then suddenly, Olivia reaching for his pants, unbuttoning, pulling them down, both of them mad with desire, him pulling her clothes apart, ignorant to the world except for their need to be alive, to be with someone before they died.
He reached down and pulled up his pants, trying not to wake Olivia. But before he could finish, she reached out, grabbed his gentleman equipment, and held on. Without opening her eyes, she mumbled.
“One more round?”
“My ass is freezing, babe. And I can hear people moving around. I don’t think so.”
“Killjoy,” she said, opening her eyes. She let go of him. He finished pulling up his pants and zipped up.
“I’m going to see what’s going on. Be back in a minute.” 
Crawling out of the tent, Mac stood up and looked around. It was barely the crack of dawn. Dim light filtered through the triple-canopy jungle. It was nearly impossible to see the sky, with only the occasional slice of light showing through. Their officers had definitely picked a good, well-hidden location.
Mac saw his platoon leader, Lt. Raines, sitting on a rock a few dozen yards away. He walked over and squatted down by him, gazing around at the camp.
“So the plan today is we just sit tight, right, sir?” Mac said.
Tom nodded. “That’s the plan. Rest, relax, clean our gear, stay out of sight. Get ready for a night march tonight.”
“And no fires?”
“No fires. No cooking. No loud voices, no noise. Just sit and wait.”
Mac smiled. He couldn’t help it. He nodded at the Lieutenant and stood, walked back to his tent. Crawling inside, he lay down beside Olivia and pulled her to him.
“Change of plans, babe. Round Two is definitely on!”


Stalingrad System


“Enemy in sight, Admiral,” called Lieutenant Jassi. “They are arrayed as you predicted. One Wing is deployed forward and to the left, and another forward and to the right. Two Wings hold the center. They’ll attempt to catch us in a pincer move with the two forward Wings, reduce our numbers before we smash into the two Wings in the center.”
“A good plan, actually the best plan they could assemble with the forces they have,” mused Sojatta. “But it won’t be enough. Those Assault Wings to the sides will hurt us, but they won’t stop us.”
Zutirra, sitting beside Sojatta in the Guardian Officer’s chair, showed his teeth in a fierce smile of hatred. “Excellent, Admiral. We smash them now! We wipe these abominations out of the Universe!”
Sojatta looked at Zutirra with some displeasure. “Zutirra, we will smash their homeland, that is certain. But we will not wipe them from the Universe. Even though we chase down stragglers for a thousand years, we will never be able to find them all. Surely you recognize that.”
Zutirra snarled in anger. “Still, we will try! We will do our utmost!”
“Yes,” Sojatta said mildly, gazing at the holotank as they accelerated into the Stalingrad system, “we will do our utmost.”
Sojatta turned to Jassi. “What are the final numbers, Jassi?”
“It appears they are still showing at 550 ships, sir. Four Wings of 125 ships each, plus that small force of 50 ships backed up to the Dyson Ring, which we assume is their reserve force.”
“That reserve force will not do them much good,” said Sojatta. “I can see even from here that those are tired, second-rate ships. They’ll be lucky to get off one volley when we smash into them.”
Jassi smiled. “Aye, sir.”
Sojatta waved at the holo.
“Proceed with Battle Plan Alpha as briefed, Jassi. Straight at them. No deviations, no strategy, just brute force. Plow through them and kill them.”
Jassi smiled again. “Aye, aye, sir.”

      ***Captain-Leader Bagi stared at the Stree fleet arrayed before him in disbelief.
1,500 ships. 3-to-1 odds. 
Bagi’s squadron of sixteen Goblin cruisers looked down the missile tubes of forty-eight Stree cruisers. And to his left and right, other cruiser squadrons faced comparable odds, as did the battlecruiser squadrons behind him. 
Bagi knew his role in this first battle. When the Stree entered the system, Bagi’s Assault Wing One moved quickly to a position well off to one side of the oncoming Stree. Assault Wing Two positioned to the opposite side of the enemy line of advance. The two Assault Wings were to decimate the incoming Stree, disrupt their formations, force them to turn and engage. Meanwhile, Assault Wings Three and Four would remain positioned in the center, in front of the Stree, waiting for them. 
At the 10 AU point, Bagi’s Wing turned in toward the enemy and boosted directly at them. The first dance in the choreography of death was starting.
But Bagi could see it wasn’t going to be enough. The mass of Stree in front of them covered the sky, blanking out stars as they passed. Enemy cruiser and battlecruiser cubes stretched across their front, a mass of ships that boggled the mind.
Bagi had already accepted that he would not survive this battle. That was a given. 
The bigger question was whether or not his backup copy in the Dyson Ring would survive. If the Stree defeated the Goblin fleet, they would certainly destroy the Ring, and every other object in the Dyson swarm that made up the Goblin homeland.
And that would be the end of Bagi and all the Goblins who died in this battle. There would be no backup copies after that. No resurrection into a new body to continue the fight.
This might be it, Bagi thought somewhat disinterestedly. We’ll see. But I’ll take some Stree with me.
“Battle Stations,” he called as they approached the mass of enemy ships in front of them. Around him, the bong-bong-bong of the General Alarm started up. The condition lights switched from yellow to red. The ceiling of the bridge vibrated a bit as the heavy bodies of Goblins on the deck above ran to their battle stations.
“Time to missile range?”
“Fifteen minutes, sir,” called his Tactical Officer. “All divisions report ready for action. Fighters going out now.”
Bagi nodded absent-mindedly as he watched the holo. Thousands of Goblin fighters departed their carriers and battlecruisers and leaped forward toward the Stree fleet. At the same time, three times as many Stree fighters poured out of their ships, rushing toward the Goblin fighters in a cloud, a solid mass of death. In a matter of seconds, the two sets of fighters merged, surrounding the Stree fleet like a cloud of insects, a swirling mass in the holo that twisted and turned, with the streaks of lasers and missiles adding to the morass of dots in the holo - until it seemed some kind of artwork designed to confuse and puzzle the brain. Then hundreds, then thousands of those dots turned into bright explosions, glowing dots of fire in the holo that drifted out of the battle zone on long tracers leading nowhere.
And Bagi knew every one of those long tracers was a death. Either the permanent death of a Stree - or the death of a Goblin. 
A temporary death - if the Goblins won this battle and protected the Dyson Ring where all backup copies were stored. 
But if they lost…a death that would be permanent.
That has to suck, Bagi thought. Dying and as you die, you don’t know if you’ll come back or not.
A smile touched his mental lips. 
That makes us just like Humans, I guess.
“Missile range in two minutes, sir,” called the Tactical Officer.
“Thank you, Tac,” Bagi responded. He was in his warbody - the large, armored cube on the bridge, welded to the floor. In this aspect, he had a full, 360-degree view of the battlefield. He had access to every control and station on the bridge with a simple thought. In theory, he could react twice as fast as a Stree commander.
Too bad missiles don’t know theory, Bagi thought as the range closed. The laws of physics apply to Stree and Goblin alike. Regardless of our processing speed, we’re still subject to inertia. Our missiles can’t maneuver any faster than the Stree.
And then, suddenly, they were in range and it was no longer time to think, it was time to fight. Bagi’s squadron fired all 256 of their missiles at the vast array of Stree warships in front of them. Then his crew turned to point defense. The initial rain of Stree missiles that came at them was mind-boggling. In seconds, Bagi’s squadron was facing 672 missiles, each one of them maneuvering wildly to evade his point defense.
As the cloud of Stree missiles came in range and his point defense cannon and railguns began to vibrate the ship, Bagi had time for one last thought.
We aren’t going to survive this.


Great Cathedral of the Stree


At midnight, Rita took a deep breath, cracked open the door to the hallway, and peeked out. It was clear. She glanced back at Luda watching from the back of the room, gave him a thumbs-up, and stepped out into the hallway.
She was back in one of the spare Stree bodies and wearing a Stree Naval uniform. Around her neck was an ID badge, with the identity of a captain in Stree Naval Intelligence. She strode confidently down the hallway, hoping she wouldn’t meet anyone at this late hour.
At the end of the hallway, she rounded the corner and walked down the long outer hallway toward the front of the Administration building. As she approached the middle of the hallway, two Stree came around the opposite corner toward her. One was dressed in the long flowing robes of the priesthood. The jeweled pendant around his neck marked him as a high-ranking official. Her internal AI quickly processed his appearance, and his identity popped up in her internal display. 
Prophet Gitweo. Third in the hierarchy of the Stree Theocracy. Head of the Secret Police.
Quickly Rita slammed herself against the wall, bowed as low as she possibly could without falling forward, and waited for them to pass. It was the accepted protocol for meeting someone of Gitweo’s rank. As the two approached, her AI gave a quiet internal ping and the identity of the second Stree popped up on her internal display. 
Cotrapi. Videlli’s Head Jailer. 
Rita maintained her position of obeisance, waiting for them to pass. They did and she straightened and continued down the hallway. As they moved farther away, her enhanced hearing heard several words of their muttered conversation.
“…three dead. Five left. I’ll start on the next one tomorrow…”
Rita stopped, frozen in her tracks. The voice had come from Cotrapi.
He has to be talking about Jim and the rest. Oh my Lord, he’s already killed three of them.
Rita started moving again. She had a mission to accomplish. She knew she couldn’t let personal feelings prevent that. But in spite of herself, she stumbled as Cotrapi’s words hit her hard.
Oh Lord, please, not Jim. Not Jim.
Forcing herself to keep moving, she came to the end of the hall. Stepping through the doorway to her right, Rita was outside, in the cold night air. She walked briskly across a small quadrangle to the Cathedral proper. On the right side of the huge building was another door. Raising her ID badge to the reader, she heard a click and the light turned green.
So far so good.
Opening the door, she entered and turned right. Following the directions Tika had provided, she walked past three doors and knocked gently on the fourth. The door opened and there stood Tarilli, wearing some kind of off-white sleeping robe. Even knowing that it was Tika inside the android body, it took a leap of faith for Rita to face the second-most dangerous Stree on the planet without flinching.
“In, quick!” the figure of Tarilli hissed. Rita stepped through the door, and Tika closed it behind her. Rita found herself in a private suite. Tika waved her to a couch beside a coffee table. Rita sat, Tika taking the opposite seat. They stared at each other for a moment.
<Do you think this room is bugged?> Rita asked in her radio voice.
“No. According to Tarilli’s scan, it’s one of the few places in the Cathedral that’s not bugged.”
“Good. How ya doin’?”
Tika shrugged. “I’ve been better. This asshole is going through withdrawal right now. There’s enough residual discomfort from his scan to make it a real pain in the ass.”
“Sorry. But otherwise?”
“Otherwise, I got through the day. I don’t think I made any major mistakes. I kept telling the staff I was ill and to take care of things on their own. They seemed to accept it as normal. It makes me wonder if he does that a lot, when he’s screwed up on drugs.”
“Probably. Wow, I still can’t believe it. The Stree Number Two - a druggie.”
“Videlli has to know. I don’t think there’s any way he could not pick up on it.”
“Well, it’s not without precedent. Hitler - sorry, that was a crazy bastard back in the last century on Earth - he was a druggie too.”
“I know who Hitler was. I studied Earth history on the trip from Stalingrad to Dekanna when I first met Rachel.”
“Oh, sorry. Right.”
“Anyway - what now?”
Rita paused, thinking. “Well - the battle at Stalingrad has begun, according to Hajo’s latest intel. We’re out of time. So we have two things we have to do. The first is to try and find some way to recall the Stree fleet.”
“OK. And two?”
“Find Jim and the rest and see if there’s any feasible way to rescue them.”
“They’re in the basement. I finally found it in Tarilli’s scan.”
Rita nodded. “Good. But we don’t have much time at all. I overheard Gitweo and Cotrapi in the hallway on my way over. They’ve already killed three of them and will take another tomorrow.”
“So. What do you want to do next?”
Suddenly there was a gentle knock on the door. They were both caught off-guard by the sound. Before either could react, the knob of the door started to turn.
Acting instinctively, Rita dived behind the couch in one smooth motion. A second or two after she hit the carpeted floor on the other side of the couch, she heard the hinges of the door squeak as someone opened it and stepped into the room. There was a short silence. Then Tika uttered words that froze the blood in Rita’s veins.
“Great Prophet Videlli!”
Turning her head slightly, Rita could see through a small crack between the couch and the end table. There, indeed, was Videlli - Highest of the High, Prime Leader of the Stree Nation, Great Prophet of the Stree Destiny. He had none of his usual vestments, wearing only a simple shift of white, but it was clearly him. 
What the hell does Videlli want with Tarilli at midnight?
The supreme leader of the Stree moved slowly toward the figure of Tarilli, a smile creasing his lips. Tika, inside Tarilli’s body, stood in shock. Videlli reached out his arms and put them on Tarilli’s shoulders.
And leaned forward and kissed him.






  
   Twenty-Eight

Stree Prime


In Tarilli’s room, Rita watched in shock as Great Prophet Videlli kissed Tarilli/Tika. 
<What the fuck?> she heard Tika on the radio band.
Rita grinned hugely as she realized what was happening.
<Exactly> she replied over radio. <It appears you took over the body of Videlli’s lover!>
<What?> Tika practically yelled over the radio band as Videlli continued to press himself on Tarilli’s body. <What are we gonna do?>
<I don’t know about you, but I’m going to watch and laugh!> Rita said.
<Think of something!> Tika yelled over the radio net as Videlli began pushing Tika toward the nearby bed, his intentions clear. <You’re the mission commander! Get me out of this!>
<Tika, I think you’re gonna have to take one for the team!>
<Rita! I’m going to kill you for this!>
<Tika, listen. Keep him occupied for five minutes! I’ve got an idea!>
<Five minutes? Five minutes? You want me to put up with this for five minutes?>
<Trust me. Just give me five minutes!>
Rita quickly switched to Luda’s channel.
<Luda! Emergency! Bring the scanner to Tarilli’s room as fast as you possibly can! When you get here, wait outside the door, and ping me. Hurry, Luda!>
<Roger. On my way!>
Rita watched as Tika, now prone on the bed with Videlli on top of her, made a valiant attempt to buy time. 
“Oh, Great Prophet,” Tika said. “Can you give me just a minute to go to the restroom?”
Videlli grunted but lifted himself up off Tika’s body onto one fat elbow. “Can’t it wait?” he asked.
“Oh Great Prophet, it cannot wait! I’m sorry, I’ll be right back!”
With that, Videlli grunted once again and allowed Tika to escape from beneath him. He turned over to his back, lay back on the bed, crossed his arms behind his head, and stared up at the ceiling. Tika dived off the bed and hurried to the restroom, closing the door behind her. 
<Now what?> Tika asked in her radio voice.
<In exactly three minutes, I want you to come out of that restroom. Be sure to turn off the room lights. Then go back to Videlli and keep him occupied for another sixty seconds>
<Sixty seconds is a long time with a fat Stree on top of you!>
<I don’t care. Get it done, soldier>
Tika didn’t respond, but Rita could imagine her internal sigh. All was quiet for three minutes. Then Tika came out of the bathroom, turned off the room lights, went to the bed, and lay down beside Videlli. Videlli rose on his elbows, stared down at the figure of his lover beside him, and smiled. He leaned down and kissed Tika again, long and hard.
<Oh, fucking crap> Rita heard over the radio.
<I’m here!> called Luda from outside the door. 
Carefully, Rita rose from behind the couch. In the darkened room, she moved slowly from behind the couch and across the room until she was beside the bed. Videlli was too occupied to notice her. She leaned forward and with an iron grip, grabbed Videlli around the throat suddenly and hard, jerking his neck backward so forcefully he had no chance to get out a shout before his air was cut off. She held him in an iron grip until he stopped struggling and his body went limp. 
<Luda! Come in quick!> she called.
As the door opened and Luda entered the room carrying the scanner, Tika looked at Rita in astonishment.
“You can’t be serious,” Tika said out loud.


Phoenix System


Mac and Olivia slept through most of the day, rousing only twice. The first time, he and Olivia came out of the tent and sat on a tree bole to eat a late breakfast. Before launch from the transport, each had been given a half-dozen compact meals to carry in their packs, meals provided by the Goblins. They were similar to military field rations Mac had encountered in J-ROTC - something called an MRE. But, he decided, quite a bit tastier. Evidently the Goblins were better than Humans at putting such meals together.
Mac and Olivia got up once again in the early afternoon, eating another ration. After their meal, they walked down to a nearby creek to re-fill their canteens. As they stooped at the water, Mac noticed a tall woman sitting on a nearby rock. She looked somewhat familiar to him, although he couldn’t place her. She smiled at him.
“Don’t forget to drop your water purification tablets in there,” she said.
“Right,” Mac nodded. He glanced at Olivia to see if she recognized the woman, but she made no sign of it. Turning back to the stranger, he noted she seemed a bit older than most in the battalion. Probably pushing thirty, he decided. Not old, but older. Her features were somewhat Slavic, with high cheekbones. She was beautiful, he realized. Totally beautiful. Athletic, too, he decided. Her muscles looked as hard as a rock.
Putting the tablets into his canteen, he stood, hung it on his belt, and waited for Olivia to finish. Looking at the woman, he smiled back at her.
“How was the chow?” the woman asked. 
“It was good, really good,” said Mac. “Better than I expected.”
“Good,” she replied. “Where are you from?”
“Washington State,” Mac said. “In the U.S.”
“Nice. I’ve heard that’s a beautiful state.”
“Was,” said Mac. “Was a beautiful state. Not now. Not anymore.”
“Yeah, sorry. I forget sometime.”
Mac nodded. “So do I. Sometimes.”
The woman tilted her head at him, her smile drooping into a frown.
“It’s easy to forget, isn’t it? It seems like we could just get on the ship, fly back to Earth, and find it as we knew it, green and beautiful and full of life.”
“Yeah,” responded Mac. He gazed away wistfully at the trees and rocks surrounding them. “But…we’ll make a new home. Here. We’ll make this place blue and beautiful and full of life.”
The woman looked at him with something like awe in her face.
“We will,” she said. “As long as there are people like you, we’ll make it. Somehow.”
Mac nodded, smiled, and walked back toward his tent, Olivia beside him. Heads down, they were silent as they walked. The conversation with the strange woman had made them pensive, made them think. The challenge in front of them was becoming more real. Not only did they have to win the coming battle - but they also had to win this planet. Survive. Make it a home. 
Olivia reached out and took his hand as they walked back to their tent. They crawled in. Holding on to each other, they went back to sleep.


Great Cathedral of the Stree


“He wants what?” Cotrapi asked in amazement. “Videlli himself?”
“Yes,” came Tarilli’s voice over the phone. “Bring the Human prisoner called Jim Carter to Videlli’s audience chamber immediately. Right now.”
“But…” Cotrapi hesitated. To question Great Prophet Videlli was death. And Tarilli - well, that was death too. Just maybe a bit slower.
“It will be done, Master. I’ll have him there in ten minutes.”
“Fine,” said Tarilli, and the phone went dead.
Cotrapi shuddered. He had taken a Human prisoner to the torture chamber yesterday; and that one was now dead. 
But luckily, it had not been the one called Jim Carter. He shuddered again to think what could have happened if he had killed the very one Videlli wanted this morning.
Not good. Not good at all. I ducked a bullet on that one.
“Aswar,” Cotrapi roared at his second-in-command. “Get four guards and get the Human prisoner called Jim Carter out of his cell. Bring him to me. Quickly!”
“Aye, sir,” called Aswar, jumping up from his desk and rushing out of the room. Cotrapi stood up, brushed the crumbs of his lunch off his tunic, and reached for his helmet. The helmet was his badge of office. If he was going to be in front of Great Prophet Videlli, the helmet definitely needed to be firmly on his head.
Checking himself in the mirror, he flicked another few crumbs off his clothing and decided it was as good as it was going to get.
Why in hell does the Great Prophet want to see a prisoner now?
Outside, he heard a commotion and then Aswar stuck his head in the door of the office. 
“Ready, sir,” he called.
Cotrapi nodded and followed Aswar out of the office. Outside in the hallway, the prisoner Jim Carter hung limply between the four guards. He had been beaten recently - just on general principle - and was weak from hunger and deprivation.
Shit! I hope he doesn’t die on me before we get to Videlli’s chambers! 
“Follow me,” Cotrapi growled, heading toward Videlli’s audience chamber. “And try to keep him upright!”


Stalingrad System


The flood of Stree missiles had barreled through First Assault Wing like a herd of rhino, leaving a junkyard of shattered Goblin ships behind them. The Blue Quark was shot to hell. She had lost one engine and could only generate 75% of normal thrust. Every missile tube was out of action, as was her entire array of point defense cannon. There wasn’t a single compartment that wasn’t shot through and through with shrapnel and railgun rounds, leaving great gaping holes in the hull of the ship. 
Captain Bagi still lived, though. As did some of his crew. After the first assault pass, the Blue Quark had streaked through the Stree fleet and out into the Black, her damaged engine unable to decelerate and turn with the rest of his formation. Bagi ended up almost 1 AU behind the rest of his Wing before he got the ship fully turned around and headed back toward the battle. 
In front of him, four large formations of warships could be seen. First came the Stree as they rushed directly toward their target - the Dyson Ring circling the star at 0.5 AU. Their intentions were clear. They were going to destroy the Goblin homeland and every Goblin in it.
The survivors of Goblin Assault Wing Three, with their greater accel of 500g, had moved out to one side of the Stree fleet, turned, and were boring in for a second engagement. 
Assault Wing Four performed a mirror-image maneuver, putting them on the other side of the Stree fleet. Now they also pivoted to come in from that side. As in the original engagement in the outer system, the two Wings would catch the Stree in another pincer movement, attacking from two sides and then passing through them at high speed.
At the same time, Assault Wings Three and Four waited in front of the Stree. As the remnants of the other two Wings re-grouped and attacked from the sides, the battle would be joined, putting the Stree between three separate groups of Goblin ships.
Bagi did a quick count. There were 521 Stree ships left out of the original 1,500. The rest of them were burning, shattered hulks in the outer system. The first engagement had done its job, inflicting 65% losses on the Stree fleet upon their initial entry into the system.
But the Goblin fleet was also decimated. 206 Goblin ships had been lost in the outer system. Not counting the reserve of 50 older ships waiting in front of the Dyson Ring, only 244 Goblin ships remained to fend off the 521 Stree ships still intact and battle-ready.
The outcome was inevitable, and Bagi knew it. And worse, he knew he could not catch up to the Stree fleet before the next phase of the battle. His damaged engines, operating at only 75% of normal thrust, simply would not get him there in time. He would be an involuntary observer of the next pass.
Nevertheless, he pushed the throttle of the remaining three engines up until the entire ship shook like a leaf in the wind, the engines whining in protest. The vibration threatened to tear off more damaged pieces of the warship as it grudgingly began to accelerate back into the system toward the Dyson Ring.
I will not be there in time for the next pass. But I will be there for the final battle at the Ring. And that will be enough.


Great Cathedral of the Stree


Jim was thoroughly confused. One minute he had been sleeping in the dingy, filthy cell at the bottom of the Cathedral dungeon. Then four guards had suddenly appeared, jerked him out of his bunk, yanked him out of the cell, bound his hands, and dragged him roughly up two flights of stairs and down a hallway. 
Then the head jailer Cotrapi joined them and took off at a fast pace, the four guards half-dragging Jim along behind, his legs and feet so weak he could barely move them in concert with the yanks and tugs.
He was dragged up another two flights of stairs to a well-lit hallway. Halfway down the hallway, large double doors led into an ornate room. Jim was pulled forward to a spot before an empty throne and thrown to the floor in a heap. He tried to lift his head to look around, but instantly a rifle butt slammed into his ribs, and another one into the back of his head, drawing blood. A harsh command was yelled. He didn’t understand the command, but he got the meaning. 
Keep your head down.
Now he slumped on his knees before the empty throne, hands bound tightly behind him. Blood dripped down the side of his face where the rifle butt had hit him. His ribs felt like someone had stuck a knife in them.
Suddenly another monk came into the room. Jim had seen him before - standing in front of his cell, glaring at the Humans, talking to Cotrapi. He had heard Cotrapi call him Tarilli. 
One of the guards slammed a foot into the small of Jim’s back, forcing him to lie on the floor. Then Cotrapi and the other guards all fell to the floor, prostrating themselves, eyes and forehead to the floor. Only the monk Tarilli remained alert, watching Jim carefully, sinking to a kneeling position to one side of the throne.
Out of the corner of his eye, Jim saw a door behind the throne open. The figure of Great Prophet Videlli appeared. He wore long, flowing robes of scarlet, trimmed with gold. Bejeweled necklaces and pendants covered the front of his robe. On his head was a high mitered crown, bespectacled with jewels and gold. His fat fingers were covered in golden rings.
Videlli moved slowly to the throne, an entourage of four priests following him on both sides. He took his place on the throne and settled in, making himself comfortable.
Videlli looked down at the tableau before him. He glanced at Tarilli and said something in Stree.
Lying with his forehead pushed against the floor, Jim realized he wouldn’t live long. He was at the mercy of the Stree leader - who had vowed to kill every sentient AI in the galaxy and any biological creature who aided them.
I just hope they make it quick.
“You may look up, blasphemer,” said a voice. “You are already condemned to death in any case.”
Jim slowly raised his head to look at the Great Prophet. Videlli glared at him.
“By all rights, I should have you executed here and now, Human,” Videlli said in Stree, words in English coming from a translator hung around his neck. “But it’s interesting to me how you Humans have come so far in only three years, from monkeys cavorting on the surface of your planet to space warriors fighting us as if we were equals.”
Videlli leaned forward, staring into Jim’s eyes.
“We are not equals, Human. You are still but a monkey cavorting in the universe, with delusions of grandeur.”
Videlli leaned back, adjusting his robe, and brushing away some lint. He smiled at Jim.
“Still, I would learn more about this. Perhaps your rapid rise from the jungle to space can be instructive to me. I think I will amuse myself with you before sentence is executed.”
Videlli snapped his fingers. Beside Jim, Tarilli lifted his head slightly.
“Yes, O Great Prophet?”
“Have this monkey taken to my study. I would question it at my convenience.”
“Yes, O Great Prophet. It will be done.”
Videlli rose from the throne and turned to depart. The four priests beside his path to the rear of the room prostrated themselves on the floor until he was gone. Then they rose and followed him dutifully through the door.
Now Jim was seized roughly and jerked to his feet. His guards hustled him out a side door of the throne room and down a long hallway. Cotrapi followed, clearly nervous. At the end of the hallway, the guards jerked Jim roughly through a door and into another corridor. Halfway down, they pushed him up two flights of stairs to the third floor, down a hallway, and through an ornate door on the right side of the corridor. 
Jim found himself in a large study. On three sides, bookshelves lined the wall. On the fourth side was a large desk, with three chairs aligned in front of it. 
The guards dragged Jim to the center chair, directly in front of the desk, and pushed him down into it. They tied his hands roughly to the arms of the chair. A noose was placed around his neck and ran down the back of the chair to a ring in the floor, ensuring he could not move. Then the guards departed, leaving him alone with Tarilli and Cotrapi. Tarilli looked at Cotrapi and waved him out of the room as well.
There was silence in the room. Jim looked around. Behind the desk was a large viewscreen. On the screen, Jim could see a prison cell. It was rough-cut stone, with a high window that let in a bit of light. There was just enough light to see Bonnie sitting on a crude bunk, her head lowered to stare at the floor.
“Bonnie!” Jim called involuntarily as he saw her.
“She cannot hear you,” Tarilli said quietly in English. “You waste your breath.”
To one side, a door opened. Great Prophet Videlli walked in, moved to the desk, and sat down. He had shed his outer robes and crown. Now he was dressed in a simple white robe trimmed in gold. He stared at Jim for a moment, then looked at Tarilli.
“Remove his restraints,” he said in perfect English.
Tarilli nodded and moved to Jim’s side. He removed the noose around Jim’s neck, then the wrist bindings. Jim rubbed his wrists, massaging away the pain, and looked at Videlli, puzzled.
“Stand up, Human,” said Videlli.
Jim stood, his mind a whirl of possibilities. 
Maybe I can escape. Maybe I can kill Videlli.
But none of those things help Bonnie and the others. Maybe I’d better see where this is going.
Videlli stood up and walked around his desk, moving to a position directly in front of Jim. He stared at Jim with a twinkle in his eyes. There was a faint smile on his lips.
“Hello there, big boy. Why don’t you come up and see me sometime?”
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Stree Prime


“Rita?” Jim was too astounded to say more. That was the only word he could get out., 
“You bet your ass, big boy,” rasped Videlli, his guttural Stree voice totally out of place with the spoken words. “Welcome to Wonderland.”
Hearing a giggle behind him, Jim turned to look. The monk Tarilli had one hand over his mouth, trying to hold back his laughter.
“Tika?” Jim asked, as the other shoe dropped.
“The one and only,” said Tarilli. “I wish you could see the look on your face!”
With a whoosh, Jim sat down heavily in the chair behind him. His legs wouldn’t support him anymore. Rita/Videlli leaned forward and patted his cheek.
“I’m sorry, hon. But I had to keep up the charade. I couldn’t let on with witnesses around.”
Jim shook his head, unable to speak for a moment. 
“But what now?” he asked, looking up at Rita. “We’re trapped in Videlli’s study. How do we get out of here?”
“You forget,” said Rita. “I am Videlli. I am the Supreme Prophet of the Stree. My word is the Word Ordained.”
Jim nodded, still befuddled by the turn of events. 
“But…to what end? What’s your plan?” he wondered.
“Ah, yeah. There’s the rub.” Rita looked at Tika. “What is my plan?”
“Obviously, we have to make one last final effort to stop the attack at Stalingrad,” said Tika.
“Well, yeah,” said Rita. “But how to do that without raising suspicion? If I just declare the war over, they’ll know something’s not right. That would be totally out of character for Videlli.”
Jim thought hard, musing on their predicament.
“We have to present a bigger threat to them than the Goblins. That’s the only way they’ll stop their crusade.”
“What bigger threat?”
“It has to be huge. Something that will totally divert their attention.”
Even as he spoke, the door opened and a strange Stree stepped in. Jim froze, sure they had been caught. But the Stree simply smiled at Jim, nodded at Tika, and spoke directly to Rita.
“Actually, we may already have that,” the Stree said in English.
“Luda? What are you doing here?” asked Rita. “What are you talking about?”


Great Cathedral of the Stree


“Luda? What do you mean?” asked Rita. “You have something that will help?”
Luda nodded. “I just received an ansible communication a few minutes ago.”
“And?” asked Rita impatiently.
“It was from Commander Rauti.”
Everyone in the room except Luda looked puzzled. Tika thought for a second, then breathed out her realization. “Rauti. The commander at Venus.”
“Yes,” said Luda. “Except he’s not on Venus anymore. He sent a warning on our coded command channel.”
“What? What warning?” Tika was losing her patience. “Spit it out, Luda!”
“He warned all Goblins to get far away from Stree Prime. He’s going to destroy the planet.”
There was a shocked silence that lasted a good five seconds before Rita jumped in.
“How is he going to destroy the planet?”
“He built three big-ass pusher missiles with tDrives and flew them all the way here from Venus. He picked up asteroids out in the Kuiper belt and attached one to each missile. He’s flying them into the system to smash them into the planet at thirty percent of light speed.”
“Fuck,” breathed Jim. “That’ll do it, alright.”
Tika exploded. “That’s genocide! Against the Commandments! We don’t make war that way!”
Luda shrugged. “Rauti’s pissed. They destroyed his people on Venus and his entire project. He’s not worried about the Commandments right now.”
Rita focused on a more compelling issue. “When?”
“The first one will hit at midnight tonight. Then one every six hours after that until there’s nothing left alive on Stree Prime.”
Rita did a rapid calculation in her head.
“So based on that timing, he’s already launched them.”
“Yes. They’re in flight, on their way into the inner system. Undoubtedly the Stree will detect them soon.”
“We have to stop him,” cried Tika. “We can’t let him violate the Commandments like that! We’ve lived by those rules for 20,000 years! It would be the end of everything that we believe in!”
“And no biologicals would ever trust you again,” said Jim. “You’ll be the pariahs of the Galaxy. Every other species will turn their hand against you.”
“It would be the end of the Goblins,” Rita said. “We have to stop him.”
“But…” Jim mused, “…maybe we can use this to help ourselves at the same time. Granted we have to stop him, but can we also use this as leverage against the Stree? Make them recall their Fleet?”
“It’s all we’ve got,” Rita agreed. “Let’s try it. Luda - can you re-establish communications with Rauti? Will he listen to you?”
“I don’t know, milady,” Luda said. “I think he’s not in his right mind.”
“Try,” urged Rita. “Try to convince him to follow our plan. Explain to him that recalling the Stree Fleet saves more Goblin lives than destroying Stree Prime.”
“I’ll try,” said Luda. 
Rita nodded. “Good. Hurry, Luda.”
With a slight bow, Luda turned and departed the suite back to his makeshift equipment room. 
With a “whoosh”, Rita sat down heavily on the easy chair in Videlli’s study, splayed out her fat Stree legs, stared at Jim and shook her head.
“We’re in deep trouble, my love,” she said.
Jim nodded in agreement.
“Either we stop Rauti, and lose the war, or we fail to stop Rauti, and the entire galaxy turns against us for genocide. We’re damned if we do and damned if we don’t.”
“Unless the Stree believe Rauti is serious and recall their fleet,” Rita replied.
Jim looked grim. “I don’t think they’ll recall the fleet. They’ve gone too far. But wait…you’ve got Videlli in there with you, right? Side-loaded in your temp storage? Can’t you just look in there and see what he would do in this case?”
“Not really. I can read his memories and knowledge from the scan. I can pick up a hint of his emotions; but I can’t really predict what he would do in this situation. There’s too many variables.”
“What does that hint of emotion look like right now?”
“Rage. Anger. I don’t know if that would change later or not, but at the moment, I suspect he’d let Rauti destroy the planet before he’d give in.”
“That’s what I was afraid of.”
“So. We have no choice that I can see. We send the Stree a message that Rauti will destroy their planet unless they recall their fleet immediately.”
“Yeah. But at the same time, we work to stop Rauti. We can’t let him actually do this.”
“Agreed. And of course, we have one more little project to accomplish as quickly as possible.”
“Yep,” Jim agreed. “Get Bonnie and the rest of them out of that dungeon and off this planet.”

      ***“What do you think?” Gitweo asked his aide Caisel. “Is this message credible?”
“I’m afraid so,” Caisel responded. “The abominations put enough detail in it to make sure we could check it out. We confirmed that Rauti was the commander at Venus. We checked the sector they gave us; Doppler shows three objects approaching under steady acceleration. The size and shape of the objects match what they told us. The first one will be at 30% light speed in a matter of hours. It’ll impact at midnight. And they’re moving plenty fast enough to destroy the planet.”
Gitweo shuddered involuntarily. “So. We recall the fleet, or they destroy our planet.”
“Yes, Master. That’s about the size of it.”
Gitweo looked to one side, out the window of his office on the top floor of the Administration building behind the Cathedral.
“We need to take this directly to Videlli right now. Come with me.”
The two left Gitweo’s office and trotted down the hallway, slammed their way down the stairs and ran across to the Cathedral. They hurried up the stairs to the third floor. Arriving at Great Prophet Videlli’s suite, Gitweo knocked firmly.
“Enter!” someone called. Gitweo recognized the voice of Tarilli - Videlli’s Chief of Staff.
And lover, Gitweo thought bitterly. The asshole who gets everything - because he gives Videlli exactly what Videlli wants. I can’t wait ‘til the day I can shoot that bastard.
Opening the door to the suite, Gitweo entered. He found Videlli sitting at his desk. On the couch across the room sat Tarilli. Gitweo moved to stand in front of Videlli’s desk, knelt and prostrated himself, Caisel behind him doing the same. 
Videlli grunted and waved a hand, instructing them to rise.
“What?” he spoke abruptly. 
“Oh Great Prophet, we have dire news,” said Gitweo. “The Goblin abominations threaten our very existence. They have accelerated a series of asteroids to smash into our planet. If we cannot stop them, they will destroy all life on Stree Prime. They demand we recall our fleet from Stalingrad immediately.”
Videlli leaned forward, closing one eye in apparent deep thought for a few seconds.
“Can we stop these asteroids?”
“It is unlikely, sir. Our fastest ships can only make 25% of light speed inside the mass limit. The abominations know that quite well, Master. They have carefully calculated a speed of approach that forestalls any realistic chance of interception.”
“Can we shoot missiles at them?”
“We can, Master. But at that velocity, it would be unlikely our missiles could hit their targets. And even if they did, it’s unlikely we could damage an asteroid enough to destroy it or deflect it away from the planet. And we would have to hit not one, but three of them. We would have to be perfect three times. They’ve been very clever about this.”
Videlli leaned back, appearing to think. He looked over at Tarilli, then back at Gitweo.
“What is your recommendation, then?”
“O Great One, I recommend we issue the recall order. But I think Guardian Prophet Zutirra will not allow Admiral Sojatta to obey such an order. Therefore, I advise we evacuate all key personnel as quickly as possible from the planet. It is inevitable that the planet is destroyed.”
Videlli perused Gitweo carefully. “You are certain that Guardian Prophet Zutirra will not obey the recall order?”
“I am certain, Master. He is a zealous guardian of the Stree Destiny. Especially since we have the abominations on the ropes at this moment, driving them back toward their last bastion of defense. He will assume the order is a ruse or a mistake. He will ignore it.”
Videlli sighed, looking strangely at Tarilli. “Very well. Issue the order anyway. Give Zutirra all the facts. Tell him this order comes directly from me.”
Gitweo turned and looked at Caisel, gesturing for him to go take care of the recall. Caisel nodded, bowed deeply to Videlli, and quickly left the room. Gitweo turned back to Videlli.
“Now, Great Prophet, we must get you off this planet immediately. The first asteroid will impact at midnight. We have little time.”
Videlli nodded in understanding. “Very well. But where will we go?”
“Aslar, Master. That is our most civilized colony planet. The climate is benign, the infrastructure most advanced.”
“That is acceptable. I’ll be ready to go in a half-hour.”
“Very good, Master. I’ll be back in a half-hour to escort you to the shuttle port.”
Gitweo bowed low and began to turn away.
“Oh, Gitweo!” Videlli called.
Turning back, Gitweo waited.
“I’m not through with those Human prisoners yet. Put them on their own ship under guard and have them travel with us. I want to question them more when we arrive at Aslar.”
Gitweo looked puzzled. “But Master…there will be thousands of Humans available to us on that new planet they are settling. The one called Phoenix. We can take ample prisoners there.”
Videlli nodded. “Yes, I know. But these are the ones who came here to infiltrate us. I suspect they know more than those poor bastards on Phoenix. We’ll hang on to them for now. Put Cotrapi on their ship with a few of his guards. He can continue questioning them enroute.”
Gitweo bowed again.
“It will be done, O Great One.”


      ***Something is not right about this, thought Gitweo as he returned to his office. There is no reason to take the Human prisoners. Leave them here to die. 
Shaking it off, Gitweo set aside his curiosity and settled into making preparations to evacuate Videlli and his immediate hierarchy from the planet. He knew better than to attempt to take a large number of staff. The word would get out and cause a panic. It might be such a panic as to prevent him getting to the spaceport and off the planet.
And it was at that moment that the thought struck him. He gasped as it materialized full-blown in his brain. A thought that frightened him to his very core - and yet exhilarated him beyond belief.
If something happens to Videlli during the evacuation…there won’t be anybody left to investigate. I’ll never have a better chance at him. And Tarilli too. Both of them. If something happens to them on the shuttle…
I’ll become the Great Prophet.
Gitweo let the thought roll around in his mind for a few minutes. It was a daring, audacious plan. But could he pull it off?
Maybe. If he kept the number of people involved small, and finessed Videlli and Tarilli carefully. 
How to do it? 
Gitweo sat immobile for a full five minutes as he ran scenarios through his mind. And at the end of that time, a subtle smile ran across his face. 
It will work. I can do this. They’ll never suspect a thing until it’s too late.
“Caisel! Come here! We have work to do!”

      ***<So, Luda. No joy with Rauti?>
<No. I tried for twenty minutes. He will not accept our wishes to stand down. He is no longer sane, I think. The experience of being nuked by the Stree, losing all his team, surviving alone on Venus, and building the missiles seems to have locked him into a path from which he cannot turn.”
Rita turned to Tika. 
“Any ideas, Tika?”
“Not really,” Tika replied. “I can also try to talk to him, if you like.”
“Please. We have to try every possible avenue to get him to turn aside and spare Stree Prime.”
“Luda - can you patch me through to him with the equipment you have here?”
“Yes, here you go. You are connected>
<Commander Rauti. This is Tika. Can you hear me, Rauti?>
There was no response.
<Rauti. Do you remember when we were children? We played together. You always told me you wanted to be an engineer, building great structures. That was your dream. I remember it well>
<Is that you, Tika?>
<Yes, Rauti. It’s me>
<If that is you, Tika, then tell me. Tell me what we did to the teacher when we were learning to fly shuttles>
<We swapped bodies. You went as me, and I went as you. It drove him crazy, didn’t it?>
<Ah, yes. It did drive him crazy. How are you, Tika?>
<Good, Rauti. I’m good. Except that I will soon be a member of a species guilty of genocide. Which will destroy all Goblins everywhere. Every species we meet across the Galaxy will turn their face away from us. We’ll be hounded from one end of the Galaxy to the other, outcasts and pariahs>
<You are clever, Tika. But not clever enough. There will be no Goblins left to become outcasts. I am well aware of what is happening at Stalingrad. The Stree will defeat us. Our fleet will be destroyed. The Dyson Swarm will be destroyed. The biologicals have finally obtained their dream. Goblins will be no more>
<Rauti, some of that is true. But not all of it. There are many Goblins alive still. A half-dozen here with me, and likely many more who will survive the battle at Stalingrad. We will survive, and we will regrow our species. But if you destroy Stree Prime, then we will never have a homeland again. The biologicals will never allow us a place to lay our heads. It’s not the Stree who will perform the final destruction of the Goblin species, Rauti. It’s you>
Tika waited for a response, but there was none. A long silence later, she spoke again.
<Rauti? Do you understand? You are the one who will destroy the Goblins. Not the Stree. The name that will go down in history as the killer of the Goblins will be…Commander Rauti>
<Goodbye, Tika. I hope you are able to survive>
<He has broken the connection> Luda reported.
Tika smashed her fist on the desk in frustration. <Any change in his course?>
<No. He is still on course for arrival at midnight. There is no change>






  
   Thirty

Stree Prime


By the time the cavalcade of ground cars arrived at the Komihu Naval Spaceport, it was already afternoon. There were a dozen of them, a parade of vehicles that caught the attention of many as they pulled into the VIP area on the west side of the field. Security guards piled out of the first three vehicles and formed a protective cordon. Two priestly bodyguards exited the fourth vehicle, moved to a nearby shuttlecraft and inspected it, then returned outside and stood beside the ramp at attention. 
Gitweo and Caisel left the same vehicle and moved to open the doors of the armored car behind them. Tarilli and Videlli got out of the rear of the armored car. They moved to the shuttle, Gitweo and Caisel staying protectively close to them.
Stepping up in the VIP shuttle, Videlli moved to a luxurious leather seat and sat down as Tarilli came in behind him and sat across from him. Gitweo and Caisel entered the shuttle. Both bowed low to Videlli. 
“Everything has been done as you ordered, Master. We will be on board the battlecruiser Resolute in thirty minutes. Warrior Priest Cotrapi and his guards are loading the Human prisoners on the captured corvette. They will follow us to Aslar.”
“And the cargo?”
“The cargo has been loaded as you specified, Great Prophet. Nine large crates. And of course, there are servants on board to address your needs.” 
“Excellent, Gitweo. I can always depend on you.”
“Then by your leave, Master, we’ll go to ensure that all is in order for our departure.”
“Very good, Gitweo. See you on board the Resolute,” Videlli responded.
Gitweo and Caisel backed out of the shuttle, bowing low as they did so. Two warrior priest bodyguards entered the shuttle and closed the hatch behind them, then retired to the rear compartment with the servants.
Moving toward their own shuttle, Gitweo looked back one last time at the VIP craft containing Great Prophet Videlli.
“Everything is in order?” he asked Caisel.
“Yes, Master. Their shuttle will explode as it approaches the battlecruiser. There will be plenty of witnesses to confirm their deaths.”
“And you’re sure you can trust Cotrapi?”
“Yes, Master. He is the most trust-worthy operative I have. The job will be done right.”
Gitweo smiled.
All is prepared. All is ready. In an hour, I’ll be the Great Prophet of the Stree. My time has come.
Boarding his shuttle, Gitweo settled into his seat, Caisel behind him. The engines started spooling up. Out the window, he could see the Human corvette also preparing for departure. 
Gitweo smiled. As soon as Videlli was dead, he would order the Resolute to destroy that Human ship as well. The last thing he needed right now was Human prisoners. Nothing but a pain in the ass.
With a slight lurch, his shuttle lifted off. On the displays mounted on the wall, and the small holotank at the front of the cabin, he saw the other shuttles following as they took up a vector for space. The Human ship brought up the rear, piloted by Cotrapi and his hand-picked guards. In a few minutes, the sky began to darken as they approached space. 
Only minutes now. When we approach the battlecruiser, Cotrapi will set off the bomb. And that will be the end of Videlli and Tarilli.


Phoenix System – Battalion East


Misha and his battalion made good time, moving to the northeast in the thinning forest. As soon as they were five miles from their previous camp, they stopped and set up a new bivouac. They were a bit closer to the river now, almost there, but still in the forest. In front of them, toward the river, the forest thinned out a bit because of some rocky humps and hillocks the trees didn’t like. 
Misha had to smile. He couldn’t have planned it better. When they departed tonight for their final march to Landing, they’d have to pass right through that thin spot. As they crossed the river, they would be in full view of Turgenev’s infrared drones, which he was sure would be out in force.
Well, Tat, you wanted us to be obvious without being completely obvious. I think this should meet your requirements.
He grabbed his radio and reported in to Tatiana. Misha had never had a problem working for his wife. He had, early on, recognized her genius for guerrilla warfare. He knew his own talents were more pedestrian, not on the same level as hers. Thus, in this present circumstance, even though he disagreed with her plan - because it rankled him to give himself away unnecessarily - he went along with it. She was the commander. She was the talent. 
And in more ways than one, thought Misha. She’s the talent, alright. In battle and in bed.
Remembering their last night together, Misha grinned, a huge grin that was still in place when Brett Jones stepped into his tent, catching him off guard. He tried to wipe the grin off his face as Jones snapped to attention in front of him.
“Colonel, all troops present and accounted for, all troops ordered to their tents to rest.”
“Outstanding, Major. Thank you. Please issue an officer’s call and let’s make sure everybody is on the same page.”
“Aye, aye sir. Officer’s call on the way.”
Misha saluted Jones and watched him go. Within ten minutes, his officers had assembled in his tent. He let them get settled, then he went over the plan one last time. 
“We’ll kick off at midnight per plan. We leave everything here except our weapons and ammunition, plus one ration per trooper. We’ve got seven miles left to go. With that light load, we should be able to march at three miles per hour, even with these untrained troops. That puts us one mile from Landing at 0200. We’ll rest there for 15 minutes, as quietly as possible, and launch our attack at 0215 hours. You company commanders and platoon leaders, it’s up to you to ensure every unit stays on schedule. No stragglers, nobody getting lost, no noise. Everyone precisely on the Line of Departure, locked and loaded and ready to fight at 0215. Any questions on schedule?”
Misha had three company commanders and nine platoon leaders in front of him. All nodded their understanding.
“Excellent. Next - objectives. Our last intel from the ground was that Turgenev has taken over two apartment blocks for his militia - Blocks One and Two. Those are the two center apartment blocks, opposite the shuttle parking area, Block One on the west side and Block Two on the east side. 
“As briefed, Bravo Company will attack directly into the rear of Block Two, take the building and set up firing positions on the roof. Alpha Company will swing around Block Two on the north side and dig in even with the building. Charlie Company will push around to the south and also dig in along a line with the building. As hard and fast as possible, folks. Make no mistake about it - they will know we are coming. They will be ready, and they will be dangerous. Our best chance is to hit them so hard and so fast that even with their forewarning, they can’t hold against us. Any questions on the assault plan?”
Misha saw a hand go up.
“Yes?”
“Sir, what do we do if Battalion West is late coming in from the west side?”
Misha smiled.
“They won’t be, son. I know the person leading them personally. They’ll make schedule or die trying.”
There were no more questions. Misha smiled at his officers.
“OK, then. Everybody go get some rest. See you this evening.”
After the meeting, Misha forced himself to lie down and try to rest. It was impossible to sleep; they would be in battle in a bit more than twelve hours. But he tried, dozing off for a few minutes, a fitful state of almost-sleep that left him more tired than when he started. By 1800 hours, he gave up and sat, pulled out his maps, and started studying them again, looking for anything he had missed, anything he could use as an advantage in the coming battle. But there was nothing new there; his job was a simple one, straightforward. 
March to Landing, attack Turgenev from the east, pin him in place. Let Tatiana come in from the west and catch him in a crossfire. 
Misha sighed.
It won’t be that simple. It never is.


Stree Prime


Cotrapi and his guards had lashed Bonnie, Stewart, and the other Human prisoners to the floor of Armidale’s cargo bay, sitting them on the cold surface with their hands tied behind their backs. Then Cotrapi had gestured to two of his guards, who left for the bridge to make ready for flight. Cotrapi and the two remaining guards moved to the front of the cargo bay and sat in the jump seats there, their stun guns hanging loosely, ignoring the Humans for the moment.
In a few minutes, Bonnie heard the Armidale’s engines start to spool up. She turned to Stewart. He noticed tears in her eyes as she spoke in a low voice.
“So I guess Jim is dead. He didn’t return from Cotrapi’s last torture session.”
Stewart gave a slight nod, watching Cotrapi to see if he was listening. The Stree jailer seemed to be ignoring them.
“I’m sorry, Bonnie. I know you and Jim were close.”
Bonnie hung her head, her tears leaking out and falling on the cold floor of the cargo bay. She couldn’t speak.
“If it’s any comfort to you, I don’t think he talked,” continued Stewart. “If he had told them anything, they wouldn’t need us anymore, and we wouldn’t be going along on this little expedition. We’d already be at the bottom of a ditch somewhere.”
“Cold comfort,” sniffled Bonnie.
Stewart turned away, giving her some privacy. The Armidale’s engines surged, and the ship gave a slight lurch as it came unstuck from the surface. He heard the landing legs retract with a whine and then the engines decrease in volume slightly. He knew they were off the ground and headed for space.
Bonnie looked around the cargo area, knowing it was probably the last time she would see it. She was certain that upon arrival at their destination, they would be thrown into another deep hole, then tortured until all were dead. She had no hopes of any other future.
Suddenly Bonnie realized Cotrapi was standing directly in front of her. She was amazed that the huge fat Stree could move so quietly. Cotrapi gazed down at her, a strange smile on his lips. 
“Would you like to see something amazing, Humans?” he spoke.
Both Bonnie and Stewart lifted their heads in puzzlement. Suddenly Bonnie felt one of the Stree guards behind her, loosening her restraints. Then she was free. The guard moved to Stewart and began removing his restraints as well.
“Come with me,” said Cotrapi, moving toward the hatch at the front of the cargo bay. Stewart looked at Bonnie, shrugged, and got to his feet. Bonnie stood up beside him, rubbing her wrists where the restraints had bit into them. Silently, they followed Cotrapi as he went through the hatch and climbed a short ladder to the next deck. Moving down the corridor, he led them to the bridge. Entering, he gestured with a flourish toward the jump seats behind the captain’s console.
“Sit, Humans. Be comfortable. I have something interesting to show you.”

      ***Bonnie and Stewart were still in a state of shock at the events of the last few minutes. They stared in wonderment at Cotrapi as he gestured to the holotank at the front of the bridge. In the holo, they could see three shuttles in front of the Armidale. The corvette, being in the rear, gave them a perfect view of the formation as they progressed toward a Stree battlecruiser in orbit around the planet.
“Do you see the shuttlecraft at the head of the formation?” asked Cotrapi.
Bonnie, completely puzzled, nodded at Cotrapi. “Yes, we see it.”
“Keep your eyes on it. That shuttle is about to have an unexpected and disastrous engine failure.”
“What?”
Cotrapi smiled enigmatically. “It seems that someone doesn’t want Great Prophet Videlli and Prophet Tarilli to reach their destination.”
And with that, even as they turned to stare at the holo, the leading shuttlecraft exploded into a thousand pieces. The fire of its destruction left a great red-orange ball of flame in front of them. The following shuttles swerved to avoid the debris field, as did the Armidale.
Bonnie gasped. Then she turned, glared at Cotrapi. 
“Why? Why would you show us this? Why should we care that Videlli is dead?”
“Oh, I’m sorry,” said Cotrapi. “Did I say that Videlli is dead?”
Bonnie hesitated. “Well…yes. You said…”
“No,” corrected Cotrapi. “I said only that someone wanted him dead.”
Bonnie shook her head in frustration. “Didn’t his shuttle just blow up?”
“No,” grinned Cotrapi. “That was Gitweo’s shuttle. Videlli is safe and sound on the one behind it.”

      ***Cotrapi ushered Bonnie and Stewart into the captain’s ready room off the side of the bridge. He sat them down at the conference table and took a chair opposite them, still with an enigmatic smile plastered on his fat face. He sat in silence for many seconds, until finally in exasperation Bonnie spoke first.
“What do you want from us?” she spat, losing her temper. “Why did you bring us here?”
Cotrapi tilted his head to one side. “Pardon me for stringing this out, but I’m having so much fun.”
Bonnie hung her head in frustration. She was too angry to respond. 
But Stewart began to get it. His eyes opened wide, and he pulled his head back in total shock.
“You’re not Cotrapi,” he blurted out.
Lifting her head, Bonnie looked at the oversize Stree sitting at the head of the table. She stared at him closely. He was grinning, a stupid kind of grin totally out of place on the big Stree head.
A stupid kind of grin that Bonnie could swear she had seen before.
A stupid kind of grin…
“Oh my God,” she breathed. “It can’t be…”
“Oh, but it can,” said Cotrapi. “Did you miss me?”






  
   Thirty-One

Stalingrad System


If Bagi’s warbody could cry, there would have been tears leaking out of the metal cube welded to the bridge of the  Blue Quark. As he raced in toward the inner system trying to rejoin his Wing, he watched in silent agony. 
Far ahead of him, three Goblin formations attacked into the Stree Fleet. A silent chaos of battle followed. Thousands of missiles streaked as the flash of pulse cannon lit the Black like some kind of deranged light show. Then the slow-motion explosion of shattered ships and debris expanded in all directions. Stree and Goblin wrecks littered the battlefield indiscriminately - so many smashed-up ships it would have been suicide for him to attempt to fly through the mess. He was forced to vector up, arcing over the debris field on his race to the inner system.
And then it was over. The once well-organized and fiercely proud Goblin Assault Wings were smashed in every direction. The enemy, in spite of horrific losses, came on undeterred, with more than 200 ships remaining. 
To Bagi’s horror, he realized the Goblin Fleet had only 97 ships still capable of maneuver - and most of those were heavily damaged. Now in front of the Stree stood only the Reserve Wing - the oldest, slowest ships of the Goblin fleet. A pitiful reserve force that would be swatted away by the Stree without breaking stride. 
The damaged remnants of the Goblin Fleet turned, and boosted hard, trying to get back to their Reserve Wing for a last stand in front of the black Dyson Ring that was their home. 
And Bagi would be there in time for that fight. Even with his reduced accel, he would have just enough boost to pass over the top of the Stree fleet, decel back down, and join with the rest of the survivors directly in front of the Dyson Ring.
Where they would die.

 
Phoenix System – Battalion West


Olivia and Mac were rousted out of their tent at 8 PM with the rest of the battalion. Lieutenant Raines told them to leave everything behind except their weapons, ammunition, and one day’s rations, and prepare to march. By 9 PM, they were ready. 
Then they sat, on rocks or tree boles or just on the ground, performing the timeless ritual of an army - hurry up and wait. Nothing happened until nearly 10 PM, when finally the word came down. 
Check weapons - prepare to march.
Olivia and Mac checked their rifles, ensured they were clean, loaded, and secured. They put on their packs, slung their rifles, and got into line with the rest of their platoon. Ahead, Mac could see Lt. Raines and SSgt. Briggs, standing, waiting. Farther out, Mac saw his company commander and Gunny Sparks, also waiting, impatient, stamping at the ground in the cold and damp. Beyond them, nearly out of sight in the dim jungle, he saw the tail end of Alpha Company. 
Mac looked at his watch, thinking.
9:57 PM. We’ve got about seven miles to go. If we make 2 miles an hour in this thick-ass jungle, we’ll get to our Line of Departure about 1:00 to 1:30 AM. From there, we’ll have 1 mile - or maybe a bit less - to go. If we start our assault at 2:30 AM - which is my guess - we’ll be fighting right after that.
Mac looked over at Olivia. It was hard to see her in the darkness, but he thought she looked stressed. 
She’s thinking the same thing I am. If things go south, we could be dead by 3 AM.
I hope this Tatiana whoever knows what she’s doing…
“MacIntosh!” called a voice. Mac looked up to see Lt. Raines walking toward him. He snapped to attention. 
“Yes, sir?”
Raines stopped in front of him. “Mac, two squads for a special mission. Yours and Olivia’s. You’re in command. Assemble your squads and report to the front of the column, to General Powell, stat!”
Mac gulped. “Aye, sir!” he nodded. As Raines departed, Mac turned to his squad. They were standing around him, all ears. 
“You heard the man. Grab your gear. Make sure you’ve got everything. Then let’s go find this General Powell.”
As he picked up his weapon and pack, Mac glanced at Olivia. Even in the darkness, she looked scared. He gave her a smile, even though he didn’t feel it inside. 
“It’ll be fine,” he whispered. “Not to worry.”
Olivia gave a weak nod. Together, they started the long walk up to the front of the battalion. They passed through their own company - Bravo - and then walked past Alpha Company. Finally, they came to Headquarters Company. That consisted of a small group of officers and men at the front of the formation, sitting on rocks and tree stumps like the rest of them.
Mac looked around for the General Powell he was supposed to report to but didn’t see anyone that fit the bill. To one side, though, he noticed the tall woman he had met down by the river, so he walked over to her.
“Excuse me, mum, but do you know where I can find General Powell?”
Tatiana Powell smiled at the young man. “That would be me, Corporal. And you’re Mac?”
“Aye, mum.”
Two other officers moved in to stand close beside Tatiana. Olivia moved up from behind Mac to listen.
“OK, you guys sit down here in a circle and let me brief you, OK?” said Tatiana.
Mac and Olivia waved their squads down in a tight circle. As they sat down, Tatiana stood in the center in the darkness. 
“Is everybody here familiar with the layout of Landing?”
Looking around, Mac spoke up for them. “Aye, mum. We’ve all been briefed on it.”
“Good. We believe the leaders of the original democratic government are being held in the new jail. It’s roughly fifty yards due west of Block One, maybe thirty yards south of the Headquarters Tent. Everybody with me so far?”
Mac looked around, ensured that everybody was on board, and answered for the group. “Aye, mum.”
“Your job is to infiltrate to the jail right after the main assault starts, and free those prisoners.”
Tatiana stopped speaking, letting the impact of her words be absorbed by the group. When everyone had stopped looking around and seemed to be ready for more, she continued.
“As much as I’d like to personally lead you - especially since that’s my father and my best friends locked up in there - I won’t be able to do that. I have to stay with the main assault force. So…”
Tatiana looked directly at Mac. “I’m counting on you, Corporal. When we’re approaching the Line of Departure, I’ll detach you and send you on ahead. You’ll work your way around and set yourself up west of the old tent camp that’s still standing out there. There should be nobody left in the tent camp, but you never know. There could be people in there for various reasons - I’m sure you can guess. So you’ll have to be careful setting up.
“Once you’re in position, you’ll hear the first assault start from the east side of the camp. That’ll be Battalion East coming in from behind Block Two. At that point, do nothing. Remain in position. Don’t let yourself be drawn off by that. Understood?”
“Aye, mum. Hold position when Battalion East starts their assault.”
“Excellent. The next thing you’ll hear is our assault start about fifteen minutes later. We’ll be coming in from due west, which will be slightly south of you. As soon as you hear our assault begin, drive at maximum speed for the jail. You should be there in less than five minutes.
“Once you’re past the tent camp, you should see two larger tents. The first one is the cafeteria, the second one is the Headquarters tent. The jail is a new building just south of the Headquarters tent. I expect it to be heavily guarded. That’s why I’m giving you two squads. That should be enough to do the job. Get in there, free the prisoners, and keep them safe until we arrive. Any questions?”
Mac looked around at his two squads. They looked scared but determined. 
“No, mum,” answered Mac. He stood up. “We’ll get it done.”
Tatiana smiled. “Thank you, Mac. Stay with us until I cut you loose. See you there.”
Mac nodded. Tatiana rose, stretched, turned in the darkness, and waved at two squads standing at the edge of the group - her scouting squads.
“Let’s roll,” she said. 
The two scouting squads disappeared into the night like ghosts. Moving slower, Tatiana and her staff started walking east. As the last of HQ company pulled out on the trail, Mac fell into line behind them. He heard his two squads moving out and turned, looking to make sure they were all in place. Behind them, he saw Alpha Company begin to move.
Seven miles to go, thought Mac.


Approaching Stree Battlecruiser SGH Resolute


On Videlli’s shuttle, one of the Stree warrior-monk bodyguards came out of the back compartment to check on Videlli and Tarilli. He bowed low before them.
“Is there anything needed, O Great Prophet?” he asked.
“Yes, Parti,” replied Rita/Videlli. “As soon as we are on board the Resolute, I want to get the hell out of here. No telling how far the splashback will reach when that first asteroid hits.”
“It will be done, O Great Prophet,” the bodyguard responded verbally. He bowed deeply and returned to his seat in the rear compartment.
But on their radio link, an entirely different conversation was occurring.
<I take it there’s no change in Rauti’s approach?> Rita asked.
<None> responded Hajo, posing as the warrior-monk. <The first asteroid will strike at midnight>
<Is there anything else we can do?>
<The Stree Home Fleet will attack the asteroids soon; but the chances they can stop them are almost zero. At 30% light speed, there’s no missile in existence which can target them successfully. And no warship which can chase them down - except of course the Armidale, because it has Goblin drives>
<I hate this. I hate this so much> Rita said. <Yes, they destroyed my planet. But two wrongs don’t make a right, as we say on Earth>
<As you once said on Earth…> Tika interjected unhelpfully. “Remember these bastards killed your planet.”
<But still…> Rita said. <All those innocent lives. I can’t bear it>
<Not innocent lives> growled Tika. <They destroyed six cultures. Billions upon billions of sentient creatures. Earth. Singheko. Dekanna. Nidaria. Ursa. Asdif. And now they are nearly complete with the destruction of Stalingrad, the homeland of my people. They are far from innocent>
There was a short silence. Rita heard the shuttle engines change pitch as it began to maneuver to dock with the battlecruiser.
<Still.  The children. The children are innocent>
<The sins of the fathers> spat Tika. <From your own Earth religions. The children must pay for the sins of their fathers>
With a clunk, the shuttle came to rest on the outside of the battlecruiser and latched to a docking bobbin. The platform began to rotate, carrying them inside the ship. Rita looked across at Tika.
<But you know, and I know, that it isn’t right, Tika. Regardless of what the Stree did, we have no right to kill their children>
Tika looked at Rita, her face impassive.
<And yet now that we cannot stop it, I have to tell you - part of me is glad. Glad that the Stree will live no more>


Corvette Armidale


“How? How in the world did you pull it off?” Bonnie asked.
“Rita’s in Videlli,” replied Jim Carter, currently in the body of Cotrapi. “Tika’s in Tarilli, his Chief of Staff. When we realized how much trouble we were in, we realized this was the only way out. I bit the bullet and went for the conversion. We grabbed Cotrapi and converted him in the bodybuilder. Then Luda scanned me and put me into Cotrapi.”
“Fuck,” breathed Bonnie. “That had to be scary, with no time to prepare for it!”
Jim grimaced. “Too right. I didn’t have much time to think about it. I’ve never been so scared in all my life. In fact, I made Luda put me out before the scan. I couldn’t bring myself to think about what would happen to my body after. I knew we’d have to leave it behind.”
“Well,” said Stewart, unable to think of anything else to say. “Well, well...”
Bonnie smiled for the first time since she was captured. “I would come over there and kiss you, but you’re just too damn ugly.”
Jim winked at her. “I’m told I’m quite attractive to a Stree.”
“But…” Stewart stammered. “What now? What’s next?”
Jim leaned forward. “The two pilots up front are Rachel and Ollie. The other guards are Luda and Liwa. They’re releasing Brady and Hodges right now and explaining the situation to them.”
“You’re fucking kidding me!” Bonnie screamed in delight. “All of you?”
“Yep,” Jim smiled. “It’s our ship again.”
“But not for long,” said Stewart, glancing at the holo repeater. “We’ll be aboard the Stree battlecruiser in about ten minutes. At that point, we become prisoners again.”
“No. Rita - I mean Videlli - will tell the battlecruiser captain to keep us on ice for the moment. She’ll tell him she doesn’t want to contaminate members of his crew with exposure to Humans, so she’ll order him to keep us on the Armidale for the trip to Aslar. We’ll fly in formation with the battlecruiser. As far as they’re concerned, I’m still keeping you prisoner here for the duration of the trip.”
“How will she explain the explosion of the other shuttle?” asked Bonnie.
“The truth. Gitweo was plotting to kill Videlli and Tarilli, so Videlli killed him first.”
“So that leaves us with just one problem, then,” Bonnie spoke thoughtfully. “How will Rita and Tika - and Hajo - escape from the battlecruiser?”
“Well, I wish we only had that one problem. But we have a couple of bigger ones than that.”


SGH Resolute


At its max accel of 305g, the Stree battlecruiser SGH Resolute boosted hard to escape the impending destruction of Stree Prime. The Human corvette Armidale followed close behind, still maintaining the pretense that the Humans onboard were prisoners of Cotrapi. In 20 minutes, the two ships were 1.5 million miles from the planet, moving at 8.2 million miles per hour and still accelerating. 
Far in front of them, coming directly toward the planet, Rauti’s three doomsday impactors sped on, the hammers of God. The first one had just reached its maximum velocity of 30% light - 55,885 miles per second.  It was 21 AU from the planet - 1.95 billion miles. What seemed like a lot wasn’t, not really. It would cover that immense distance and impact the planet in nine and a half hours. 
Many hours behind it, the next impactor had reached 28% light, and the third one followed at a similar interval, already at 26% light. They would impact the planet after the first asteroid, at intervals of six and twelve hours. Rauti had planned carefully. The end result would be an even distribution of destruction around the entire planet as it rotated. Few, if any, Stree would remain alive on their doomed home world.
The Stree Home Fleet made one last valiant attempt to stop the impactors. Splitting into two groups, one group positioned themselves 20 AU from Stree Prime. As the first impactor approached from outsystem, they accelerated for all they were worth. Through heroic efforts, they reached 25% of light speed as the impactor sped through their fleet. Thousands of missiles and railgun rounds were then launched at it. 
But the velocity differential was still 5% of light speed. In the time the Stree missiles moved one mile, the asteroid moved 9,314 miles. It was like shooting a spitwad at a speeding rifle bullet. Upwards of ten thousand missiles and railgun rounds were fired at the asteroid; three managed to actually strike it. Out of those three, not one caused sufficient damage to move the impactor off its course. It was a futile gesture in an impossible task.
The second group of Stree ships were slightly closer in, at 18 AU. As the impactor approached, hundreds of small Stree ships attempted to smash themselves into the fast-moving asteroid in kamikaze attacks. Only two out of hundreds were able to actually hit it, giving their lives in the hopes of deflecting it from the planet. 
But the net result was the same as the earlier attempts had been. They moved the asteroid by inches - not nearly enough to save Stree Prime.
It was hopeless.






  
   Thirty-Two

Stree Prime


The crew of the  Armidale had gathered on the bridge, watching the desperate attempts of the Stree to save their planet - and watching them fail. It was too much for Bonnie.
“We have to do something!” she called. “We can’t just sit here and watch this happen!”
Luda looked bitterly at Bonnie. 
“Why not? The Stree killed Earth. And five other cultures. Even now, they’re destroying our homeland at Stalingrad. I’m thrilled to sit here and watch them die!”
“It’s wrong, Luda! We can’t trade evil for evil! That’s not what a truly intelligent species does! We have to think of something!”
“There’s nothing we can do, Bonnie,” mused Jim. “The Stree have tried everything. They can’t deflect them with missiles. They’ve tried the kamikaze approach. There’s just no way to push them aside.”
“Actually, there might be,” interjected Stewart. 
“What?” exclaimed the group. “How?”
Stewart looked solemn. 
“Stree ships can only reach 25% of light speed inside a solar system. That’s why Rauti chose 30% of light speed to push his asteroids. He knows they can’t catch them.”
Jim began to get it. 
“But the Armidale has Goblin drives. It can reach 50% of light speed inside a system.”
“Yes,” nodded Stewart. “In this solar system, there is only one ship that can catch up to one of those impactors. This one - the Armidale. But - the laws of physics are working against us. We could only potentially catch the last impactor. It’s too late for the first two. We’ll never be able to catch them before they hit the planet.”
“But we could catch up to the last one?” asked Bonnie. “And that might save several thousands on the planet, right?”
“Yes. If we start right now, and boost like hell,” Stewart answered.
“But we run the risk of smashing the Armidale,” Rachel said. 
“That too,” agreed Stewart. “There’s a good chance we’ll smash up our ship.”
There was a short silence as everyone around the table considered the options. Finally Stewart broke the silence, looking at Bonnie.
“Bonnie. Even if the EDF doesn’t exist anymore, you’re the senior EDF officer. You call it.”
Bonnie gazed around the bridge at the others. “For something like this, I won’t make the decision alone. I need a vote.”
Luda immediately spoke up. “No way. I won’t lift a finger to help these murderous bastards.”
Jim glanced at Luda, then back at Bonnie. “We have to try,” he said. “I hate to go against you, Luda. But we’re either a moral species, or we’re not. There’s no half-way.”
Commander Brady raised a hand. “As much as I hate to say it, I have to agree with Jim.”
Ollie, next, spoke simply. “We have to try.”
Liwa shook her head in negation. Bonnie looked at Lieutenant Hodges, the only other Human survivor of Armidale’s original crew. Hodges shook his head. 
“No, milady, with respect,” he spoke. “They attacked Earth with the intention of destroying it. I vote no.”
And beside him, Rachel also shook her head.
“They killed my Dan. I will never help them.”
Bonnie looked over at Stewart. “Looks like you’re the deciding vote, Captain Stewart. And that’s fitting since this is your ship. What’ll it be?”
Stewart made a face, grimacing as if in pain. “We’ll try it. But say a prayer for my poor ship, please. I’m not sure she’s going to survive.”
And with that, Stewart turned and focused his attention on his bridge. 
“We’re short-handed, folks. We’ll need some help here. Rachel, please take Tactical. Jim, please take Comms,” called Stewart.
Nodding, Rachel moved to the Tactical console as Jim moved to the Comm console. Bonnie and Ollie remained in their jump seats at the back of the bridge. Behind them, the remaining team of Luda and Liwa stood silently beside the jump seats as Captain Stewart issued orders.
“You’re sure there’s no way to catch the first or second one?” asked Bonnie.
Stewart shook his head. “I’m sure,” he replied. “We’ll be damn lucky to catch up to the third one.”
Settling into his Captain’s console, Stewart addressed Jim.
“Jim, since you’re in Cotrapi’s body, you’ll need to contact the Resolute. Inform them we’re going to make one last ditch attempt to divert the asteroids. Commander Brady, set a course to intercept the last one and boost hard.”
“Aye, Skipper,” answered Jim and Brady simultaneously. 
An uncontrollable smile crossed Rachel’s face as she sat at the Tactical Officer console. Regardless of circumstances, even in this strange Stree body, it felt good to be in the seat of a warship once more. At the Comms console, Jim made a broadcast to the battlecruiser.
“Cotrapi to Resolute. We’re going to make one last-ditch attempt to divert the third asteroid. We can’t do anything about the first two, but we’ll try for the last one.”
Without waiting for a response, the Armidale swung away from the battlecruiser, striking out on a vector toward the last of the three asteroids. They would first have to accelerate out-system like a bat out of hell, then decelerate, turn, and accelerate back toward Stree Prime for one final, desperate attempt to catch the last of the three impactors and deflect it from the planet. It would take everything the little corvette had to perform the maneuver and catch up to the target. 
Jim could only imagine what was going through the minds of Rita and Tika on the battlecruiser. Would Rita attempt to override their decision? Would she call them off and order them to return to their course?
Accelerating at 500g, the Armidale headed toward its destiny.


Phoenix System


At 0125 Mac saw the first lights of Landing City through the jungle. He sank to a knee and waved his team down. 
“Wait one,” he whispered back down the line. Then, tapping Olivia on the shoulder, he waved her forward with himself. Quietly, moving as slowly and carefully as possible, the two of them inched forward until they were able to see through the trees. 
In front of him, he could see the colony. He had come in slightly farther to the north than he wanted - he was about two hundred yards north of the old tent city. That put him about six hundred yards north of the jail. He surveyed the area, looking for guards, lights, anything that would tell him the layout of the place. 
Pointing to a dark spot a few hundred yards southeast of them, he whispered into Olivia’s ear. 
“See that dark spot? There’s a little gully there. When they built the tent city, they couldn’t put tents there. We’ll slide into that gully and move up as close to the tents as possible. That’s where we’ll wait.”
Olivia nodded. They moved quietly back to their team and whispered the plan to the rest of them. Then the entire team faded back into the jungle for a quarter mile, turned to the south, and headed for the new entry point opposite the gully. 
By 0145 they had made their position change and were at the edge of the jungle, directly opposite the gully. Crawling on their bellies, they moved out of the jungle and into the shallow ditch. There was water in the bottom of it. They ignored it and carefully, avoiding any splashing, made their way closer to the colony, until they were only fifty yards from the edge of the old tent city. There they bellied up to the edge of the ravine, heads just under the top edge, and waited. 
Mac glanced at his watch. It was 0158 hours. Battalion East was scheduled to assault at 0215, followed by Battalion West at 0230.


Phoenix System – Turgenev Headquarters


Turgenev almost laughed out loud. He managed to suppress it, though. He didn’t want his officers to think he was losing his mind.
But…it was funny. This bitch Tatiana thought she could outsmart him. The smile on his face got even wider as he thought about it.
The classic pincer move. Sending in a diversionary force from the East, then the main force sneaks in from the West. And she thought that would fool me.
As if.
Turgenev gazed around in the darkness. He had set up his troops in three compact groups. To the far north, in the forest just beyond the boundary of Central Park, his Northern Force lay well hidden. And far to the south, on the very periphery of Landing, lay the other half of his militia - his Southern Force.
In the center of Central Park a smaller force waited, the bait for his trap, which he called Center Force on his maps.
When Misha’s Battalion East assaulted into Landing, they would be drawn directly toward Center Force. The Center Force would hold them, occupy them, make a terrific noise of battle. That would suck them in, ensure they committed to attacking into the center of the camp.
And then Tatiana Powell would show up. Her Battalion West would attack, their intent to catch his militia in a crossfire.
And someone would be caught in a crossfire. But it wouldn’t be Turgenev. As soon as Tatiana Powell had committed her Battalion West to a fight against Center Force, his Southern Force would attack her flank. Simultaneously, his Northern Force would attack Misha’s troops from the north. 
Both of Powell’s battalions would be caught between his more powerful formations. He would roll them up like a carpet. 
The insanity of that bitch. I spent ten years as an officer in the Russian army. And she thinks she can out-fox me?
What a joke.
“Five minutes, General,” called his aide. Turgenev grunted an assent. 
“Pass the word. Northern and Southern Forces to remain absolutely quiet, absolutely still until they get the word to attack. No mistakes.”
“Yes, sir,” said his Chief of Staff.
Turgenev waited patiently, watching the minutes tick down on his watch. When his watch reached 0215, he stood up. In the far distance, well to the east of Central Park, he heard the first firing begin, sporadically at first, then increasing in volume.
He smiled. 
Here they come. I’ll let them waltz into the camp with little resistance. They’ll think they’ve got it made. They’ll report to Tatiana on the radio that they’ve caught us completely by surprise. When they come up against Center Force, we’ll slow them down, hold them there. 
Everything will be exactly as she expects. She’ll come rushing in with her Battalion West, and that…
…that will be the beginning of the end for Tatiana Powell.


Stree Prime – Corvette Armidale


In the jump seats behind Captain Stewart, Ollie leaned over to Bonnie and whispered:
“Shouldn’t we overboost to make sure we can intercept it in time?”
Glancing at a repeater console in front of her, Bonnie shook her head. “Another 8g would only make a difference of twelve minutes in the intercept time. That’s not enough to make the discomfort worth it.”
“Oh,” Ollie said, understanding.
Bonnie smiled. “C’mon, Ollie. Us warship types have to have some special skills over you infantry types! Otherwise, there’s no point to us!”
Ollie managed a tight smile. Bonnie could see he was stressed. She thought she knew why. She spoke quietly.
“Ollie. Don’t try to fight it. You know as well as I do that you’re falling in love with Rachel.”
Ollie bowed his head, looking down at the deck. His head moved slightly, an acknowledgment of Bonnie’s statement.
“I know. I guess I just don’t want to accept it.”
Bonnie reached out a hand and put it on Ollie’s shoulder. 
“You’re not betraying Helen, Ollie. She’d be the first person to tell you to move on - to live your life. She’d be thrilled and happy about it.”
Although it was hard to tell, Bonnie thought she could detect a tear in Ollie’s eye. He tried to hide his face, bowing his head deeper toward the deck and raising one hand to cover his eyes.
“You great big grunt,” Bonnie whispered, tears forming in her own eyes. “I know you really loved Helen. But now it’s time to really love Rachel. She needs you, and you need her.”
With a huge sigh, Ollie lifted his head and wiped his eyes. He smiled at Bonnie and gave another nod.
“I know, Bonnie. I know.”
Captain Stewart’s voice rumbled from in front of them. 
“XO, what’s the flight profile?”
Bonnie looked up as Brady turned at his console to answer Stewart.
“Max standard accel for 4.9 hours, turnover and max standard decel for 4.9 hours, then max standard accel back toward Stree Prime for 5.5 hours to catch up to the last impactor. Total time to intercept 15.3 hours.”
“Where will we make intercept?”
Brady looked grim. “One-half AU. Seventy-five million klicks from Stree Prime.”
“Is that enough distance to deflect its path?”
“Barely, sir. If we’re lucky. We’ll only have fourteen minutes to try. Less whatever time you want to get clear of the impact zone.”
“I don’t want to be anywhere near that planet after the first two impactors have already hit it. It’ll be a mess. How long to get clear of the planet at that velocity?”
“I’d want at least six minutes. That should put us…let’s see…300 k-klicks clear.”
“Alright, that gives us eight minutes to try and deflect the impactor. Then we get the hell out of Dodge. Plan accordingly.”
“Aye, sir. Eight minutes to deflect the impactor, then get clear.”
Stewart turned to look at the group behind him. He was still streaked with grime and dust from his days in the Stree dungeon. The lines on his face were cut deep from the strain, and especially the last few hours.
“Folks, you heard Brady. I have to tell you; this is a desperate attempt that is probably doomed to failure. But I’ve made the decision we’re going to try. Anyone who wants to leave now can take our shuttle and head for the Resolute. There’s still time to make a rendezvous with them if you hurry.”
Bonnie was the first to respond.
“Not me. I’ll see it through.”
Beside her, Ollie spoke in agreement. “Me as well.”
Stewart looked at the two Goblins standing beside them. 
“Luda, how about you two? Last chance…”
Luda shook his head.
“No, Captain. I’ve come this far. I’ll see it through.”
Liwa stood fast, in silent agreement with Luda.
“Then you might as well go to your cabins and rest,” Stewart said. “I’ll call you when the first impactor is thirty minutes out from the planet.”
Stewart smiled - a grimace more than a smile - and turned back to his work.


Phoenix System – Battalion East


On the east side of Landing, Major Jones reported to Misha, out of breath from running.
“We’ve begun the assault, Colonel. Resistance is light. We’re moving forward at a good pace. We’ll be fully engaged at the edge of Central Park on schedule at 0230 when General Powell assaults from the west. Everything is looking good.”
Sourly, Misha looked at Major Jones. “Major, in war, everything is never looking good. If you think it is, you don’t fully understand the situation.”
Uncertainly, Jones nodded.
“I assure you, we did not catch them by surprise. If it looks that way, then Turgenev has some ploy going on. We need to think about what that would be.”
Jones gulped and nodded again.
“So think about it, Major. Get your scouts out farther. Work them harder. Find out what that rat-bastard is up to.”
“Aye, sir.” Jones snapped to, saluted, and left at a run. 
Misha sighed. Fighting the Singheko on Deriko for six months had taught him a lot. He knew what was happening right now was too easy. There was a surprise out there somewhere. But unless Major Jones could find it, he had to continue with the plan as outlined by Tatiana.
Advancing toward the colony through the forest, his leading elements continued to meet light resistance until they reached the edge of the clearway that was Central Park. They assaulted out of the forest into the rear of Block Two, and captured that building with little effort.
But from there his light troops found themselves up against a determined, well-concealed force dug in around the shuttle parking area. Turgenev’s militia was using foxholes and trenches to protect themselves, and hiding behind the shuttles. Misha’s troops had nothing in front of them but a clear space. It was suicide to assault directly across that open space, and his troops knew it. His advance ground to a halt.
At 0230, holding position as he had been ordered, he heard firing start up from the other side of the colony, roughly two miles away from his leading elements.
Here she comes, thought Misha. I hope she knows what she’s doing.


Stalingrad System


In the end, Bagi made it back to the Dyson Ring just in time to make the final stand with the rest of the survivors. He had hardly gotten turned around and re-joined with the Reserve Wing when the enemy was upon them. As the Reserve Wing charged at the Stree, he boosted as hard as the damaged Blue Quark could manage, the ship shaking and vibrating in protest as his crew slammed the throttles home. 
Even so, he fell behind, his damaged engines preventing him from maintaining formation. In a matter of minutes, the rest of the Goblin ships were a quarter-million miles ahead of him as they drove into the Stree formation. Bagi could only nurse his ship along behind, knowing he would arrive at the tail-end of this last battle.
Outnumbered by more than 2-to-1, the old, slow ships of the Reserve Wing were torn to pieces. Bagi could only wince as ship after ship of his formation disappeared from the holo. As he approached the battle at last, the count of Goblin ships on the holo fell steadily, first to 60, then to 50, then 40. As the Wing completed its pass through the Stree, Bagi was shocked to see only 32 combat-functional ships remained of the once-proud Goblin fleet. 
Plus one beat-up cruiser coming late to the party, Bagi thought.
Selecting a target, Bagi suddenly switched to max decel. He had been traveling at 0.8 million miles per hour. Now, under max decel, each second his speed decreased by another 12,065 feet per second. The Stree battlecruiser he had picked out for his attention was coming at him a bit under 1 million miles per hour. The rage of missiles and railguns swarming at him increased, a storm of destruction that should have ended him and his crippled cruiser in a matter of seconds. But his sudden decel had caught the Stree off-guard. They had expected him to accelerate through their fleet, getting out of the zone of death as quickly as he could. He had done exactly the opposite; approaching slower than his fellows, and then actually decelerating instead of accelerating.
By the time the crew of the Stree battlecruiser understood what was happening, it was too late. Out of missiles, shot to pieces, no longer able to defend herself, the Blue Quark bore in on the battlecruiser with a precision only a Goblin crew could achieve. In the last few seconds, as the ponderous battlecruiser attempted to twist away, Stree missiles managed to penetrate the bridge of the Blue Quark at last. No warbody cube in existence could have withstood the storm of explosive that tore into the Blue Quark at the end. Bagi and his crew died instantly. But for the Stree battlecruiser, it was a hollow victory. As Admiral Sojatta looked on in calm acceptance, as Guardian Officer Zutirra screamed in fear and panic, the Blue Quark hit the SGH Prophecy amidships. The two ships impacted at a combined velocity of just over 1.5 million miles per hour. Nothing but a highly refined cloud of hot plasma remained behind.






  
   Thirty-Three

Stree Prime


Called to the bridge again by Captain Stewart, Jim, Bonnie, Ollie, and the rest assembled to watch the first asteroid impact. Arrayed behind Captain Stewart, a gray cloud hung over their moods - a fatalistic feeling they couldn’t shake off. Commander Brady began counting down the seconds to impact. 
And then time was up. The leading impactor moved so fast that the last few seconds were incomprehensible. One moment it was approaching the planet. The next moment, the near side of the planet was turning itself inside out, ejecting gouts of molten lava into space, slugs of the planet’s guts that looked like fiery blood. A ring of fire expanded from the impact point, rising, burning everything in its path. Following the ring of fire was a circular cloud, ash-gray and growing rapidly as it began to cover the near hemisphere of Stree Prime.
“The beginning of the end for the Stree,” said Bonnie. “The next one will hit in six hours, one-third of the way around the planet. And the next one six hours after that if we don’t stop it. Rauti is making sure he kills them all.”
“They have colony worlds,” Jim responded. “They’ll recover.”
“But not us, I fear,” said Luda. “Now we are the outlaws of the Galaxy.”
Ollie turned to him. “I guess I don’t understand. The Stree also committed genocide. They destroyed six planets. Rauti only destroyed one. Why would you be singled out?”
“Because we are not biological,” said Liwa. “We are the only known race of sentient AI creatures in the Galaxy. Because of that, we have always been feared by the bios. They have made war on us times beyond counting, seeking to eradicate us from the Galaxy. This will be their perfect excuse to finish the job.”
“But that’s not fair!” exclaimed Bonnie. “The Stree started the war! The Stree killed billions as well! Why is your response any different?”
“It’s the unwritten rule of the Galaxy,” Liwa said bitterly. “Bios can kill bios all day long, and that’s just war. But Goblins - it’s not the same. We’ll be hunted down like dogs.” Turning, Liwa stomped off the bridge. Luda glanced at Bonnie, then followed.
“I guess I just don’t understand,” Ollie complained, looking at Jim. “It makes no sense to me.”
Gazing at the blazing planet in the holo, Jim spoke quietly. 
“It’s the age-old curse of being different. The one that is most different is the one the braying mob comes after with their pitchforks and torches.”
Bonnie was quiet for a moment.
“So you think Liwa is right. The bios will come after the Goblins.”
Jim nodded sadly. “Yes. They’ll try to wipe us out for good this time.”
And it was only in that moment that Bonnie remembered.
Jim was now a Goblin.


Phoenix System


For Mac, everything happened right on time. At 0215, he heard rifles open up to the east, past the big open space called Central Park. He lifted his head ever so slightly and peered over the top of the gully. In the distance, about a mile away, he saw rifle flashes, more and more each second. 
Then Turgenev’s forces opened up from trenches and foxholes in the center of the open space, amongst the shuttles. Within three minutes a full-scale battle was taking place.
Mac hunkered back down and waited, watching his watch. And almost exactly at 0230, a new round of firing started, south of him. Tatiana’s Battalion West was assaulting into the colony from the jungle there.
“Time to go,” he whispered to Olivia. He waved at his squad, and they advanced over the top of the ravine and moved into Landing. Working their way through the abandoned tents, they moved quietly but quickly toward the Headquarters tent and the new jail just south of it. Twice they came across colonists. The first time, they saw the couple first, and Mac waved his team to one side, taking another path to avoid them. 
The second time, a couple stepped out of a tent right in front of them, half-naked, trying madly to get into their clothes. They saw Mac’s team, screamed, and ran like hell. 
Mac ignored them; there wasn’t much he could do. He had to grin a little, though. 
In the throes of passion, then suddenly gunfire in the distance, then soldiers coming at you. That would put a damper on your evening.
Three minutes later, Mac settled his team into a position just north of the jail, hidden behind the Headquarters tent, and peeked around the corner. 
He monitored the area by the jail for a minute, until he was sure he had found all the guards. There were ten of them by his count; eight standing in fixed positions at the four corners of the jail, and two roaming around. He saw only two rifles, so he guessed the rest of them had pistols. 
Moving back into concealment behind the Headquarters tent, Mac briefed his team. 
“Olivia, take your squad around to the left and assault into the jail area from that side. Take out the four fixed guard positions, then secure a perimeter on the north and east sides.”
“Aye, got it,” said Olivia. She appeared calm, almost relaxed. With some surprise, Mac realized that both of them had settled down considerably as the action got closer. 
It’s the anticipation that’s so nerve-wracking, he realized. Not the actual action.
“My squad will assault the guards on the west and south sides and secure our perimeter there. Then I’ll take my Fire Team One into the jail to secure the prisoners. Everyone else will stay outside and watch our backs. Any questions?”
Heads shook in the negative. Mac grinned. 
“Then let’s do this, folks.”
Mac turned and led his squad to the edge of the Headquarters tent. They paused until Olivia was in position. When he got her “Ready” signal over his comm, he counted down.
“Three-two-one-go!” he called over the comm, and charged forward around the tent.
The battle to the east and south was in full swing now. There was a cacophony of gunfire from those directions. So much gunfire, the guards were mesmerized by it. The last thing on their minds was Mac and his team coming in from the north.
Mac shot three of the four fixed guards before they even knew they were under attack. The last one, and the roaming guard on his side of the jail, had just enough time to see them coming. The two guards managed to get their rifles up, at least, and one of them even got off a burst before he died. 
Then Mac’s team killed them. His squad quickly checked the bodies to ensure they were dead, then set up a perimeter. When Mac was sure they were secure, he rushed to the main door, his fire team behind him. 
Peeking in, Mac saw three guards inside, all of them facing the door, rifles raised, ready to fight. Behind them, at the window in the rear of the jail, he saw Olivia’s face poke up slowly into view. She assessed the situation, and then waved Mac out of the way.
Pulling back, Mac crouched down beside the wall of the jail, waving his fire team down. Suddenly a burst of rifle fire exploded from behind the jail. A voice came over his comm.
“Clear,” called Olivia. “You can go inside.”
Mac rose, peeked in the door again. There were three bodies lying on the floor, and Olivia was grinning through the rear window. He nodded at her, focused on the door, and blew the lock off with his rifle. Pulling the door open, he gingerly stepped inside.
There was a hallway leading to the back of the jail. While his fire team checked the bodies, Mac stepped over them and moved cautiously down the hallway. The first two rooms were offices. Both were empty. Next came cells, three on each side. In the first cell, a tall, thin man with graying hair stood at the front, holding on to the bars. He looked haggard and had cuts and bruises all over his face. 
“About time you got here!” he grinned at Mac.


Stree Prime – Battlecruiser SGH Resolute


From the Admiral’s cabin of the Stree battlecruiser, Rita and her team watched the impact of the second asteroid. Even though Tika and Hajo were ambivalent about it, and in one sense glad the Stree were dying, there was still a grim mood pervading the room. Everyone knew the Goblins would be blamed for this genocide. And everyone knew the consequences would be dire for them.
As Rauti had so carefully planned, the planet had turned one-third of the way around in its rotation, giving the asteroid a fresh target. Rauti was ensuring that his destruction was complete.
Hajo continued to call Rauti up to the last second, but it was useless. Rauti refused to answer. 
<He’s gone round the bend> Hajo acknowledged a few minutes before the second impact. <There’s no reasoning with him>
<Which will be the perfect excuse for bios to wipe out Goblins in the future> Tika noted bitterly. <They’ll point to Rauti as an example of what can happen when a Goblin goes nuts>
The results of the second impact were similar to the first. The seconds counted down, and suddenly it was over. A long streamer of plasma and molten lava exploded into space, a great gout of planetary guts centered over an ever-expanding ring of fire. The ring of fire soon overlapped the still-raging circle of destruction from the first impactor. All of them knew no living thing could survive in the area encompassed by those two raging circles of death.
Rita had cleared the room of any Resolute crew not part of her secret inner circle. Now she closed her eyes and bowed her head, saying a silent prayer for the billions of Stree killed with the impact of the first two asteroids. Finishing her prayer, she raised her head and stared at Hajo.
“Are you still talking to Rauti?” she asked.
“Yes. Of course, his first two instances are dead. They rode their impactors down to the surface. But his third instance is still onboard the last pusher missile. I’m trying to get him to respond, but he refuses to acknowledge my calls.”
Rita sighed. “Keep trying. Keep trying to impress upon him - his revenge is already complete. He’s killed more than two-thirds of the Stree populace. He’s destroyed their home. It’ll be something like a century or more before anyone can live safely on Stree Prime again. Try to convince him it’s not necessary to kill them all.”
“I will keep trying.”
Rita turned to Tika and shook her head. 
“It’s all up to the Armidale now. If they can’t stop the last impactor, there won’t be a Stree left alive on the planet.”
Tika’s response showed her bitterness.
“If the Armidale fails, then it’s the fate of the Stree to die. So be it.”
“I know how angry you are, Tika,” responded Rita. “But there’s a greater morality here. The end does not justify the means. We do not take our revenge on the Stree by killing their children. We must try to save a remnant. Just as we saved a remnant of humanity from Earth. Just as we saved a remnant of the Singheko - our recent enemies. Just as there will be Goblins who survive this holocaust, to start the species anew. We cannot descend into madness, simply because the Stree did.”
Tika replied bitterly.
“I do not care,” she spat. “I will be happy if every Stree in the universe dies.”
“That won’t happen, Tika,” Rita answered. “Even if the third impactor hits and there are no survivors on Stree Prime, there are other Stree colony worlds out there. And the survivors of the Stree fleet at Stalingrad.  And this battlecruiser, which probably has a crew of hundreds, if not more than a thousand. A remnant of the Stree will go on, just as remnants of Humans and Goblins and all the others will go on. And I see a bleak future ahead if all these survivors do for the next few hundred years is try to kill each other. Is that what you want?”
“Fine with me,” snarled Tika. “I’ll gladly spend several lifetimes trying to hunt down every Stree I can find.”
Once again, Rita shook her head in negation.
“Tika. There comes a time when the guilty have been punished enough, and we have to move on. This is that time. All the species involved in this damned war have been devastated. There are no winners. It’s enough. We have to move on from this.”
Tika got up from the table. She stood, glaring at Rita, for several seconds.
“It will never be enough for me. As long as one Stree remains alive in this universe, I will hunt them. Hunt them and kill them. The Stree feared us because we were different. Let them fear us now for a better reason.”
And with that, Tika turned and departed the room. Hajo followed her. As the hatch closed behind them, Rita stared at the lone bodyguard still in the room with her.
“Maybe it would be best if the Armidale fails. If all the Stree here on Stree Prime were killed. Then Tika and her Goblins could hunt down the rest of them and wipe them out. Maybe the Universe needs to start with a clean slate.”
The bodyguard stood, staring at Rita.
“They killed our planet, Rita. They deserve to die.”
“No, Jim. They don’t.”
Jim Carter glared at Rita. 
Rita had refused to leave Stree Prime without her husband. But she had also needed Jim to be aboard the Armidale to help the prisoners escape. In the end, Jim had done the only thing possible to be in two places at once. 
There were now two copies of Jim Carter in the universe.
Turning and departing, he left Rita alone in the conference room. Rita closed her eyes and bowed her head, her thoughts swirling, and began another prayer.






  
   Thirty-Four

Stree Prime


“There’s two of you?” Bonnie asked incredulously. 
Jim nodded. “Yeah. I didn’t want to tell you at first. I thought you’d probably freak out. But yeah. There’s another copy of me on the Stree battlecruiser with Rita.”
Bonnie shook her head in disbelief. 
“I…” she stopped, at a loss for words.
“Rita insisted one copy of me had to stay with her. But she didn’t trust anyone else to get you and the other prisoners out. So there’s two copies of me. One here, and one on the battlecruiser.”
Bonnie looked at him in awe. “Which one are you?” she asked.
Jim, puzzled, cocked his head. “What?”
“Are you the original or the copy?”
Jim grinned. “Your question makes no sense. Both of us are copies. The original was my biological body. Or I guess you could think of the data that’s stored somewhere in the electronics of the scanner as the original. But both myself and the one on the battlecruiser are copies. Two copies of near-perfection, of course.”
Bonnie sniffed. “A long damn way from perfection, bub.” She grimaced, thinking it through. “But…what do I call you? Jim? Or Jim 2? Or Jim Prime?”
The fat Stree face that Jim was currently wearing wrinkled in a huge smile. “How about Lord Jim?”
Bonnie bowed her head, trying to hide her grin. It was hard to be pissed at Jim when he was like this.
“I think I’ll just call you Jim and we’ll leave it at that. But wait - how long are you gonna stay in that fat fucker’s body? Did you bring the bodybuilder along?”
“No. Rita needs it worse than I do. But Hajo and Luda already made an android copy of my bio body. It’s in the cargo area. I can switch back into it anytime.”
“Well, the sooner the better. I really don’t care for your new look. But…Jim; what will you do? If Rita has the other copy of you…Oh, hell, this is gonna be such a mess for you. I’m so sorry.”
“Well…don’t be sorry. I did what I had to do to save you and the rest. I’d do it all again.”
“But Jim…you know we can’t follow that battlecruiser to Aslar. As soon as we finish pushing the impactor, we have to make a break for it.”
Jim lost his smile. “Yes, I know.”
“That means you won’t be with Rita.”
Jim shook his head. “No, I’ll be with Rita. Just not this copy of me.”
“But Jim…”
The creature across the table from Bonnie stood up. He raised his palms, a gesture that was universal. A gesture that meant, there’s no fixing this problem. 
“I’ll be fine, Bonnie,” he said. “When this is all over, I’ll go find something else to do.”
“You…you could come stay on Phoenix. With Luke and I and the rest…”
Jim shook his head in negation. “No. That’s the last thing I could do. It would cause nothing but trouble. Either Luke would be jealous of me, or I would be jealous of Luke. If I can’t have Rita, and I can’t have you, then I don’t want to be anywhere near Phoenix.”
Over the PA system, they heard Captain Stewart call everyone for the attempt to deflect the third impactor.
And with that, Jim/Cotrapi turned and shuffled off toward the bridge of the Armidale.


Phoenix System


“Mark Rodgers,” said the tall, gray-haired man. He pointed to another man, younger, even more bruised and battered. “This is Luke Powell. We’re mighty glad to see you, son.”
Mac nodded, glancing at Luke. “Tatiana’s father?” he asked.
“Yes,” said Luke. “How is she?”
“She was good last time I saw her, sir,” Mac replied. “This morning about 1 AM. She’ll be with the group attacking from the west.”
“Outstanding,” said Luke. “So what’s next?”
“We’ll take you folks out to the west a bit and secure you in a location away from danger,” said Mac.
“Bullshit,” said the female, who had introduced herself as Zoe DeLong. “No way. That sonuvabitch Turgenev will be around here somewhere. We’re gonna find him and kick his fucking ass,” she continued.
“No, mum,” insisted Mac. “My orders are to secure your safety. We’ll find a safe place to wait this out.”
The third man - introduced as Rick Moore - had not yet spoken. Now he interjected. “You can go find a safe spot for yourself, if you want, but we’re going to get Turgenev.” And with that, he picked up a rifle from one of the dead bodies on the floor, grabbed the ammo belt, and headed for the door. 
Zoe DeLong and Luke Powell mimicked his actions, taking the other two rifles and ammo belts. Mark, Luke, and Zoe headed for the door.
“No, wait, please!” yelled Mac, at a loss. “I can’t disobey my orders!”
Mark paused and looked at him.
“Son, I’m the Governor of this colony. My orders supersede those of Tatiana Powell. So we’re going to get Turgenev. You can come or you can stay. Up to you.”
The four slammed the door open and went outside. Mac looked at Olivia and shrugged.
“I guess we have new orders,” he said. Olivia smiled. Together, they followed the civilians.
Outside, they found the four huddling, discussing their next steps.
“Where would you be, if you were Turgenev?” Mark asked.
Rick Moore scratched his forehead, thinking. “I think I’d be right in the center of Central Park, protected by a ring of troops.”
Zoe shook her head. “Nope. Too much chance of something going wrong, being caught in the middle of a nasty firefight. Turgenev’s not going to take a chance on that. He’ll be in one of the apartment blocks, probably up on the roof where he can get a good view of things.”
Mark looked at Luke. “Well? What do you think?”
Luke grimaced, looking around in the darkness. “On balance, I think I’d go with Zoe’s idea. I think he’ll be up there somewhere, watching things play out below him.”
“But which one?” Mark thought out loud. “There are fourteen apartment blocks now.”
“One of the unfinished ones,” said Zoe. “That way, he doesn’t have to worry about people getting in his way or coming in behind him.”
“OK, one of the unfinished Blocks,” said Mark. “There’s four of those in work. Which one?”
Mac had a thought. “The one closest to the center on the west side, sir,” he said. “He’ll have picked up on Battalion East coming in through the forest on the east side first, so he would have taken the block opposite that.”
Mark smiled at the young militiaman. “By George, son, I think you’re right. That’s what he would do.”
Mark turned back to the others. “That would be Block Eleven, then. That’s the unfinished one closest to the center on the west side.”
“What are we waiting for? Let’s go get him!” said Rick.
“Wait,” Luke spoke up. “We need a plan. It doesn’t do any good to go in guns blazing and get shot to hell.”
A silence fell over the group as they thought. Rick spoke up again. “We could go steal a shuttle and drop in on him from above.”
Zoe reached over and touched Rick on the cheek in a loving gesture, but - as women have a talent for doing - a gesture that also admonished him in some undefined way.
“Hon, we’d have to fight our way through the main part of his troops to get to a shuttle. I don’t think I want to do that.”
Rick shrugged, nodded.
Mac threw out another idea. “We have climbing ropes in our packs. We could climb up the outside of the Block.”
Mark looked at the young man. “The outside of those Blocks is as smooth as a baby’s ass. Nothing to secure the ropes.”
“Then,” Luke said. “We just have to walk right in like we own the place.”
“What do you mean?” asked Mark.
Luke gestured back toward the jail. “We’ve got three bodies there with Turgenev’s militia patches on their shirts. Three of us put on their uniforms. We go report to Turgenev that his prisoners have escaped. I’m betting he’ll want to know the details and have us brought right to him.”
Mark nodded. “That’s reasonable. I think I like that. But…he knows all of us.”
Mark turned his gaze to Mac. “Son, are you up for this?”
Mac nodded. To his surprise, all his fear had dissipated. He had never felt stronger in his life.
“Yes, sir,” he answered.
“And me too,” added Olivia.
Mac looked at her, protectiveness overtaking him.
“No, Olivia. Stay here.”
“In a pig’s eye,” Olivia spat back at him.


Stree System


Captain Stewart had brought the ship to battle stations. Commander Brady sat at the XO console, with Lieutenant Hodges at Helm. Jim Carter and Rachel Gibson entered the bridge, Rachel moving to the Tactical station and Jim to Comm.  Both had just returned from the cargo bay, where Luda had assisted them in switching back to their default android bodies. The rest sat or stood behind Stewart, out of the way.
“ETA to intercept?” asked Captain Stewart.
“Four minutes,” called Brady. “On course. We’ll nose right into that little crack on the near side of the asteroid as gently as possible. Then we’ll start to push.”
“Captain, message from Rauti. He’s warning us off,” called Jim.
“Or what?”
“Um…he says if we don’t get clear, he’ll turn the pusher missile toward us and ram us.”
“I was afraid of this. OK, Rachel. Take him out.”
With a nod, Rachel fired a spread of four missiles at the pusher behind the asteroid. They ran straight and true directly toward the huge missile. The pusher disappeared in a fiery explosion.
Stewart sighed. “So ends Commander Rauti.” He turned to Luda and Liwa standing behind. “I’m sorry, Luda,” he spoke.
Luda shrugged. “He had lost his mind, Captain. It is well.”
“Two minutes to intercept, Skipper,” called Brady.
Stewart turned back to the Goblins and Humans behind him.
“It might be best if you went to your cabins and strapped in. This could get a little rough.”
Bonnie shook her head in negation. “I’m staying right here, Captain.”
The rest joined in with Bonnie, refusing to leave.
“So be it,” said Stewart. He turned back to his work, dismissing the fate of those watching. He had bigger fish to fry.
“One minute to intercept,” called Brady. 
The Armidale was now traveling at 30% light speed - 89 million meters per second. 201,073,619 miles per hour. She would cover the remaining 75 million miles to Stree Prime in only fourteen minutes.
But other than the obvious problem of impacting space dust at near-relativistic speeds, or running into the stray chunk of debris from the planet, the intercept was not particularly difficult. There was no apparent motion relative to the impactor. It hung in space before them, a huge oblong rock, nearly motionless to their view as they inched up closer and closer to it. The impactor was mostly white, covered in ice; but there were a couple of places where the underlying rock showed through. One of those places was a small crevasse, a shallow crack in the surface of the asteroid. That was the Armidale’s target. Carefully, Lieutenant Hodges began nosing the Armidale into the crack, trying to bring it up against the asteroid without damaging the integrity of the hull. 
Everyone on the bridge held their breath as second by second, Hodges pushed the Armidale up into the crack. If he approached too slowly, they would not have enough time to push the rock off-course and cause it to miss the planet. If he approached too quickly, he’d crack the hull of the Armidale like an egg.
“Just a little bit quicker, Lieutenant, if you please,” called Brady, watching the countdown clock on his console. They were running out of time.
Hodges gulped and nodded his head. He tweaked the maneuvering jets a tiny bit. Sweat poured down his forehead.
“Ten meters,” called Brady. “A bit too fast now.”
Hodges tweaked his maneuvering jets again, and the Armidale began to slow down.
“Five meters, still a bit fast,” called Brady.
Hodges nodded, worked his controls. Then with a great “clunk” the Armidale hit the asteroid, bounced back a bit, moved forward again and settled into position, its nose pushed firmly into the crevasse on the rock.
“Hull integrity?” Stewart called out.
Rachel, working the Tac Console, replied quickly.
“No evidence of hull breach. Pressure is holding.”
“Excellent. Good work, Hodges. You are now fully qualified to poke ships into asteroids.”
Hodges gulped again, nodded, and wiped the sweat from his forehead.
“Aye, sir. Ready to push,” he responded.
“OK. Give us a gentle push at first, let’s see if we’ve got a firm contact.”
“Gentle push coming, sir.”
Displayed in the lower right corner of the holotank, the assembled group could see the Armidale’s engine thrust and the pressure on the nose. Now the thrust number slowly increased from 1% to 2% as Hodges gently tweaked the main engines.
“So far so good,” called Brady. “We seem to have a firm position on the rock, and hull integrity is still good.”
“Bring us slowly up to 10%, Hodges,” called Stewart. “Easy does it.”
“Aye, Skipper,” called Hodges. The thrust on the display moved slowly but steadily to 10%. The hull pressure indicator moved as well, rising to 20% of maximum.
“OK. Looks like the pressure on the nose is going up by twice the thrust level, at least so far. Bring us up to 25%, Hodges.”
“Aye, Skipper.”
The display moved slowly to 25%. The pressure on the nose moved along with it to 50% of maximum.
“45%, Hodges.”
As the group watched, the thrust increased slowly to 45%. But the pressure on the nose spiked suddenly to 99% of theoretical maximum. Creaking and groaning noises could be heard from the front of the ship. The Armidale was clearly indicating her displeasure at so much load.
“Brady?” called Stewart.
Brady shook his head. “Not enough, Skipper. It’ll still hit the planet. We’ve got to have at least another 10% thrust to move it off the line in time.”
Stewart looked grim. “I don’t think she’ll take another 10%, XO. She’s already groaning like an old woman.”
Stewart turned to the group behind him. He said not a word, but looked straight at Bonnie, holding her eyes.
Bonnie knew what Stewart was asking. Except in the minds of these few Human survivors, the EDF didn’t exist anymore. It was now just a warrior’s memory, on this little corvette in the middle of the enemy.
But in the mind of Captain Stewart, Bonnie was still the senior EDF officer on the Armidale. Stewart was asking permission to endanger both his ship and the lives of everyone on board.
Bonnie nodded silently at Stewart. Without a word being said, Stewart turned back to his console.
“Hodges. Increase thrust to 55%. As slowly as you can, but still fast enough to push this damn rock off course before it hits the planet.”
Hodges took a deep breath. Slowly, carefully, he tweaked the thrust controls. The Armidale protested, loud groans coming from the front of the ship as composite and metal compressed in a way never envisioned for a spaceship design. A loud pop made everyone jump in their seat as something gave way up front. Rachel, eyes glued to her console, lifted one finger in the air, a visual indication to everyone that they still had pressure. All eyes were glued on that finger as the Armidale continued to creak and groan, with occasional pops and bangs coming from forward.
And then Hodges raised both hands from his console, as if he were afraid to even touch his controls again for fear of breaking the ship.
“55%, sir,” he called.
On the front display, the hull pressure indicator flashed red numbers at them, standing at 125% of maximum. Warning chimes went off on every console on the bridge. Everyone froze, afraid to move.
Every so slightly, the curve of the impactor’s trajectory on the front display began to change. Slowly, the projected curve shifted, moving at a snail’s pace, changing from its original target on the surface of the planet. First only slightly, then more, then it curved until it showed an impact on the edge of the planet. Then the projected curve cleared the planetary surface - a trajectory that would streak through the lower atmosphere. Ever so slowly, the curve raised away from the surface, higher into the atmosphere.
“Out of time!” yelled Brady. “Back us off, Hodges! Get us the hell out of here!”
“Aye, sir,” Hodges yelled in response, his adrenalin high. “Backing off!”
The Armidale withdrew from the asteroid as fast as Hodges could work the controls, the hull once again popping and creaking as the load was removed. Rachel continued to hold up her finger, showing they still had hull integrity - and pressure. As soon as Hodges had room, he fired the mains at max, streaking past the impactor on a vector to get them clear of the planet - and the massive amounts of debris that swirled around it from the first two impacts.
“Are we good?” called Stewart.
“I think so,” Hodges responded. “Give me a few more seconds…”
Hodges was bent over his console, pushing keys to analyze their vector, watching for stray junk from the planet and selecting a course that would keep them clear. Stewart, impatient, unbuckled his harness and rose from his seat, walked to Hodges’ console, and put a hand on his shoulder. Silently, he watched as Hodges worked, saying nothing but giving the young lieutenant encouragement.
After a long minute in which nobody said a word, Hodges leaned back with a sigh.
“We’re clear, sir,” he said, looking up at his captain. “Decelerating down to normal speeds and clear of the planetary debris.”
Stewart nodded. He turned to Brady.
“And the impactor?”
“It missed clean, sir,” replied Brady. “Not by much, but…well…horseshoes and hand grenades. It missed by enough. It’s on its way back out-system now. At that velocity, it’ll depart the system. We’ll never see it again.”
Stewart turned in his seat to look at Bonnie behind him.
“What next, boss?” he asked.
“Let’s get the hell out of Dodge,” said Bonnie. “We’ve got a good gap between us and the battlecruiser now. They couldn’t catch us even if they wanted to. Find a vector that’ll keep our distance from them and head us back to Stalingrad.”
Stewart looked grim.
“Are you sure you want to go to Stalingrad? Nothing there but…wreckage.”
“I’m sure,” said Bonnie. She looked around at Luda and Liwa. They nodded solemnly. She turned back to Stewart.
“We may only find wreckage. But by God, we’ll not abandon them without trying. We’ll search that system for survivors for as long as it takes.”


Phoenix System


Turgenev was almost ecstatic. He had been certain his plan would work - but it was actually working better than his wildest dreams. His Northern Force had roared in, taking Misha’s Battalion East in the flank. Pushing Misha south, the pressure was off his Central Force as Misha fought for his life from this new and unexpected attack.
That freed up Central Force to turn on Tatiana. As they brought the full measure of their firepower around to face the west, they had stopped her in her tracks.
As soon as she was fully engaged, his Southern Force had attacked. They came into Tatiana’s flank like a prairie fire. She was now fighting for her life, caught between a rock and a hard place. She was retreating, moving her troops back into the jungle, as Turgenev’s militia pressed her from two sides.
Another hour and she’ll have no choice but to retreat all the way back to her landing area, try to survive long enough for the shuttles to come pick her up.
This is almost over.

      ***Mac, Olivia, and Mac’s assistant squad leader Frank Masters walked resolutely toward Block Eleven. They wore the uniforms of the three guards they had killed, and carried their rifles. They had made a valiant attempt to wash out the blood from the uniforms and cover the bullet holes. It was a quick patch job, but they had arranged bandoleers of ammunition over the worst of it and crossed their fingers.
They knew, without looking, that the rest of their team, along with Mark, Luke, Rick, and Zoe, were shadowing them a hundred yards to the west, hidden in the shadows of the tent city.
It seemed they had guessed correctly; there was a constant stream of messengers coming and going from the Block.
“That’s his HQ, alright,” muttered Olivia.
“Yep,” said Frank.
“Here we go,” Mac added as they approached. There was a table set up in front of the building, with an officer sitting behind it. There were a half-dozen guards lounging nearby in what appeared to be lawn chairs. 
Acting as naturally as he could, Mac marched up to the building, centered himself in front of the officer, and snapped to attention.
“Sergeant Davis reporting, sir, and the prisoners have escaped from the jail. I thought I should let you know.”
“What?” roared the officer, slamming to his feet. “You let the prisoners escape?”
Mac hung his head, his demeanor one of shame. “Yes, sir. We were attacked by a large force, and they freed the prisoners.”
“Where’d they go?” yelled the officer, highly agitated.
“Into the jungle to the west, sir,” said Mac. “I think.” Mac held his head as if in pain. “I was knocked out, sir, but that’s what I was told.”
The officer, clearly disgusted with Mac, turned to one of his nearby guards.
“Corporal! Take them up to Command HQ and have them report to the adjutant!” he yelled.
The guard jumped up, waved at the three of them, and headed for the door. Mac, Olivia, and Frank followed. In the darkness, no one seemed to give them a second glance.
Climbing the dark stairwell to the top of the unfinished building, Olivia wondered if their ploy would work. Turgenev was no dummy; many of the colonists hated him and would kill him in a heartbeat if given the chance. He had to know that; so there would be tight security around him. And surely, they would take away their rifles first.
Other soldiers went by them, some running for the top of the stairs, some running downward, as Turgenev’s messengers came and went to the various combat units of his militia. Slowly they climbed, Mac still holding his head from time to time, pretending to be injured.
Olivia felt for the pistol tucked deep into her pants, the butt just barely reachable under the top of her waistband. That pistol - and those of Mac and Frank - might not be enough. Or they might be searched at the top of the stairs, and those pistols taken from them.
She knew Mac and Frank had combat knives, tucked into the back of their pants. She didn’t have a knife; but she had one more weapon, one that she could use as a last resort. If all else failed.
And then, suddenly, they were at the top of the stairs. At the other end of the hall, she heard the drone of an electrical generator. Lights were hung from the ceiling, wires running down the hallway. There were dozens of people moving about, tables set up in the hallway, security guards. It was the chaos of a military headquarters in the middle of a battle.
Two burly security guards came to them and gestured for their rifles. Mac and Frank unslung their rifles and handed them over. Then the guards gestured to Olivia. She unslung her rifle and gave it to them. They began patting down Mac and Frank, looking for other weapons. Quickly they found their pistols and combat knives and removed them, tossing them into a large box to one side. 
Then one of them moved to her. He leered at her and began patting her down. He clearly was mostly interested in touching her - roughly, harshly, he roamed her body as she stood stock still. He quickly found the pistol in her waistband. After searching for other weapons, he stood back and waved them through.
Olivia exulted. He missed it! He missed the other pistol! He was so busy feeling me up he missed it!
Then the thought sank into her, the thought that felt like a cold wind on her back.
Then it’s up to me to get Turgenev. I’m the only one that can do it now.
Their original guide led them forward, down the hallway to a large double door on the left. Rick Moore had told them that each apartment block had a large rooftop garden, and that this building’s garden would be unfinished, leaving a large open space on the roof. 
“That’ll be the most likely place for Turgenev to set up his HQ and Observation Post,” Rick had said. “It’ll be double doors about half-way down the top hallway, on the left.”
Looks like Rick called it.
They were led through the double doors and immediately fetched up against a row of desks blocking their way. There was one desk in the center and two to each side. The light here was dim, just barely enough to make out faces. Past the desks, Olivia could see the darkened roof. There was just enough dim light for her to see a row of officers at the edge of the roof, looking over a tall parapet wall with binoculars and night vision equipment. They were talking among themselves, gesturing, pointing to the battle going on to the south of them.
And the one in the center was Turgenev. Olivia had seen pictures of him. Even from the rear, even in the darkness, she could recognize him. He was a good two inches taller than anyone else on the roof and had the broad shoulders and bull neck she had seen in the photos. She estimated he was only twenty yards from her now. Could she get to her gun and shoot him before his guards killed her? 
No, she decided. I have to try to get closer.
“What?” snapped the officer sitting at the middle desk, glaring at their escort.
“These are the guards from the jail, Major,” said the corporal. “The prisoners have escaped.”
The officer shot to his feet. “What? How?” He snarled at Mac, who was slightly in front. “How could you let this happen? Idiots!”
The officer turned and went out to the roof, went up to Turgenev and whispered to him quietly. Turgenev turned, stared at them, his face an impassive mask. He gestured to them to come forward.
This is it, Olivia thought. If I can get the pistol out. If I can shoot before they shoot me. If I can hit my target - I’ve never been that good of a pistol shot. Maybe I should toss the pistol to Mac. 
But…no, I won’t have time for that. 
I’ll have to do this myself.
Steeling herself, Olivia stepped forward toward the tall Russian, her hand already drifting backward, where she had stuffed a small pistol right up the crack of her ass.

      ***Kim Geun-shi was ecstatic. He had assembled hundreds of people - mostly Asian, including Chinese, Korean, Japanese, Indonesian, some few others - into a tightly knit yakuza gang, helping Turgenev take over the colony. But those yakuza also allowed him to blackmail Turgenev; he might only have a few hundred adherents, but they were the most ruthless ones in the colony. Removing their support would seriously weaken Turgenev’s position. Turgenev knew it and didn’t dare cross Kim at this point.
So Kim had forced Turgenev to make him a colonel in their militia. And now Kim was in charge of Turgenev’s Southern Force. 
And Kim was happy. Beating back the initial charge of Tatiana’s Battalion West, he had fought them to a standstill. Now his troops advanced on them, pushing them back into the jungle. 
Even better, his radio messages told him that the Northern Force was doing the same to Misha’s Battalion East. 
They were winning. It was just a matter of time now. Within a couple of hours, they would have eliminated the last threat to their rule. They would hunt down the stragglers of the Ukrainian bitch’s army and kill them to the last man.
But not to the last woman. Kim had other plans for the women. Turgenev had given him the slave concession for the colony. 
The women would be captured and sold on the open market. 
Except for a choice few. The choice few that Kim would keep for himself.
And maybe - if he were lucky, if he were really lucky - he could capture that Ukrainian bitch, Tatiana Powell. 
Kim would make her his personal slave. He practically salivated at the thought. 
“Sir!” came a call from his Chief of Staff, “something strange down south!”
Kim snapped out of his daydream. “What?”
“We have reports of rifle fire coming in on our flank, from the south!”
“Show me!” snapped Kim. He rushed to the map on the desk.”
The major pointed to an ‘X’ marked on the map. “Right there, sir, about one klick south. There’s something…wait…”
The officer clutched his earpiece, obviously receiving another report. He looked up at Kim, distress visible on his face.
“An assault from the south, sir. A large one. They’ve managed to flank us somehow. They’re attacking from the south!”

      ***Turgenev was standing at the edge of the roof, looking over the parapet toward the south. He had been shocked by Kim’s report of a fresh assault on his flank.
Another assault force? From the south? How? How did that bitch do that? She doesn’t have enough troops!
Looking through his night-vision glasses, though, Turgenev was forced to admit reality. He could see heavy enemy fire to the south. More, in fact, than he was seeing from the jungle to the west. 
Somehow, Tatiana had gotten a large force around to Kim’s left flank. Turgenev realized Kim was in trouble. 
It doesn’t matter how she did it, he thought. All that matters is how to counter it. I’ll have to pull troops from the Northern Force to help Kim.
“Major!” he called to his Chief of Staff. “Order Cerutti to withdraw one company from his assault on the east and turn them south to help Kim. Quickly!”
“Yes, sir,” called his Number Two. 
Turgenev fumed. 
That damn Ukrainian bitch. She’s tricky, all right. But not tricky enough. I’ve still got her. With a company from Cerutti, Kim will have plenty of troops to push her back. We’ll still have the bitch dead by noon.
“Sir,” came a voice behind him. Turgenev turned. His aide behind him was pointing to three troopers by the entrance. He didn’t recognize the three at all. And something about them looked a bit off, he thought. It struck him instantly.
“The prisoners have escaped from the jail,” his aide said. “These three came to tell us.”
Turgenev waved the three closer. When they were a dozen feet from him, he gestured to them to stop. They did, pausing behind his aide. “Report!” he barked.
One of the troops stepped forward one step and began speaking.
“Sir, we were attacked at the jail. I was knocked out. When I came to, the prisoners were gone. We searched for them, but we can’t find them.”
Turgenev nodded. He saw the female standing at the rear of the group moving her hand. She was moving it toward her ass. 
And he knew. A lifetime of survival in the Russian underworld sent up flares of warning in Turgenev’s mind. He grabbed for his pistol, and at the same time the female moved quickly, diving to one side and reaching deep into the back of her pants. 
It was an old trick, and Turgenev had used it himself on occasion. Men tended to search women in a certain way. They would focus on the front of their bodies, because - well, because they were men. They would often not search their rear very well. This woman had taken advantage of that.
Even as he saw her hand come out of the back of her pants with the pistol, Turgenev was firing. He dove to the side, taking shelter behind his aides, sacrificing them for his own survival, firing at the woman as fast as he could. He saw the muzzle flashes from her pistol, the barrel tracking him as he moved. She was lagging him, though. He had moved just fast enough. She was firing a bit behind him. One round went close to him, so close he felt the buzz, felt the tug of the bullet as it pulled at the sleeve of his shirt. 
In front of him, his adjutant went down like a sack of potatoes, a bullet in his chest. Turgenev continued to roll to the side, the bitch tracking him, firing, the noise deafening even on the open rooftop. 
And then it was over. Turgenev lay on the roof, breathing hard, trying to accept that he was still alive. In front of him, two of his aides lay dead. Beyond them, the woman also lay dead, his last couple of shots taking her out. Around them his staff stood frozen in shock. 
Turgenev stood and stared at the two other troopers who had come on the roof with the woman. He knew both of them were the enemy. Both were now held tightly in the grip of four of his security guards, who had finally reacted.
“Take them out of here!” he yelled. “Lock them up! Idiots!”






  
   Thirty-Five

Phoenix System


Cerutti shook his head. He had received the order from Turgenev to detach a company and send it south to reinforce Kim. He had done it; but he didn’t like it. His attack to the east, into Misha’s Battalion East, was encountering strong resistance.  
Once they had entered the thick forest, the enemy had gone into some kind of guerrilla warfare mode. They hopscotched back and forth in front of his troops. First a group would appear on his right, ambushing his troops from an unexpected direction. And then, just when he got his forces re-directed to assault into them, they were gone. Another group would appear suddenly on his left, another ambush taking out one or two dozen of his people. 
His troops were getting shy about moving forward in the thick forest. Every time they did, they got waylaid from an unexpected direction. His Northern Force was not that large; losing a couple of dozen people every fifteen minutes was whittling away at both his numbers and the morale of his troops.
A couple of hundred yards behind his lines, Cerutti was moving forward when the new attack hit him. One moment, he was gazing ahead in front of him in the darkness, trying to determine where he wanted to direct them next. The next moment, tracers were flying all around him, not from the front where the enemy should be, but from the rear, from the northwest.
From a place where there should be nobody. No enemy could be there. They had watched so carefully with their drones. 
Nobody can be there. It’s not possible!
It was his last thought as a bullet smashed into the back of his head.

      ***Tatiana looked at her makeshift battle map in satisfaction. It showed Cerutti’s Northern Force falling back in disarray, his troops running in panic as their left flank was rolled up. The end-run she had sent around to the north had caught Cerutti by total surprise. His troops ran toward the west, throwing down their weapons and making for their apartment blocks, hoping to hide from the onslaught that was killing them by the dozens now. 
To the south, Kim’s Southern Force was not much better off. Even with the reinforcements Cerutti had sent, they were also being pinched in between opposing forces. Tatiana’s second end run to the south had come around Kim and attacked into his left flank, pushing him back to the north, pushing him into the center of the colony. 
And Tatiana’s Battalion West - only a skeleton force now, after she had taken most of the troops for her end runs to the north and south - was still strong enough to keep Kim penned up, prevent him from moving farther west. Kim was in a bottle. Outnumbered now, his troops flailing to hold their positions, the only place he could go was back into the open area of Central Park.
And that did him no good. Once Cerutti’s force had collapsed, Misha’s Battalion East had no opposition to speak of in front of them. Misha had left one company to mop up the remnants of Cerutti’s Northern Force; the rest of his troops were now attacking into the center of the colony, pushing Turgenev’s small Center Force back. Misha had already taken the center of the park and was holding the shuttle parking area.
It was all over, Tatiana realized. There was no way out for Kim, and no way out for Turgenev. She had them. Sooner or later, they would realize it too, and they would surrender. 
Or she would kill them all.
Tatiana sighed. 
Always so much death. Why did I have to be so good at this? Why couldn’t I just be a nice, quiet mother, with a couple of kids to raise, a nice quiet husband, a nice quiet life?
But…somebody has to be good at it. Somebody has to be good at killing our enemies. 
You just have to make the best of what Fate doles out to you.
She glanced over at her aide, Major Granville. 
“Tommy, I think it’s about over. See if you can get a message to Turgenev and also to Kim. Offer them a surrender. Remind them it’ll save a lot of lives. And Major…”
“Yes, milady?”
“Point out to them the alternative is that I’ll kill them both.” 
“Aye, milady,” Granville smiled, as he went to carry out her orders.


2,885 Lights from Stalingrad


The Darkstar had settled into the dull routine of a long voyage. Captain Ostend sat at his desk. A good simulated whiskey - the best the AI of the Darkstar could produce from the synthesizers - sat in front of him. Across from him, Commander Woh sat, a glass of the same concoction in his hand. Behind them, back toward Stalingrad, lay light years of nothingness as they bored on toward the center of the galaxy. 
“To distance,” said Ostend, his words slightly slurred. Woh raised his hand and grunted.
“Distance,” he answered.
They drank, and then pulled their glasses down. Ostend shook his head.
“Tagi said go at least 10,000 lights before we start looking. So we’ve got another 7,115 lights to go. Another 148 days.”
“Yeah,” Woh answered glumly. “A long damn way.”
“But…” Ostend mused. “We did our duty. We followed orders.”
“That we did,” agreed Woh. “We followed our damn orders. I really wanted to punch holes in Stree ships, though.”
Ostend broke a grin. “You realize, with this old tub, they’d have punched a lot more holes in us that we would in them.”
Woh shrugged. “I guess.”
“But still…,” said Ostend. “I wish we could have given it a go.”
They sat in silence for a bit. Then Ostend raised his glass again.
“To orders, even when they suck.”
Woh nodded. “To orders.”
Far in the back of the cruiser, in the cargo hold, thousands of small crates sat. And in each crate was a well-padded electronic device containing thousands of dormant scans.
The children of the Goblins sat unaware in their electronic storage, waiting for a time when their Human guardians could find someplace for them to live without fear. 
Waiting for the day when they could live again.


Phoenix System


Mark Rodgers sat at a conference table in the command tent, the strain of the last hours still evident on his face. Around him sat Gillian, Tatiana and Misha, Luke, Rick Moore, Zoe DeLong, and several members of their staff. All of them were shell-shocked, dirty, and exhausted. The air of the camp stank of gunpowder and death.
“How’d you do it, Tat? How’d you flank them like that?” asked Mark.
Tat smiled. “I split my Battalion West into three forces early this morning. I sent one force wide around to the south, and the other wide around to the north. I kept a small decoy force with me, just enough to present the appearance of the main attack coming from the west as Turgenev expected. As soon as we got Kim engaged, we started falling back into the jungle again. He fell for it and came after us. That opened up his flanks. That was the beginning of the end.”
“Remind me never to go up against you in a battle,” growled Rick Moore from the end of the table.
“Well,” said Mark. “It’s over. We have to move forward now. Somehow, we’ve got to get this colony back on track.” He glanced around the table. “Luke, what’s the status of the mop-up?”
“All enemy combatants have surrendered,” Luke replied. “We’ve converted Blocks Eleven and Twelve into temporary prisons. We had no trouble finding people willing to serve as prison guards - in fact, the only problem we’ve had so far is preventing our enthusiastic prison guards from taking their prisoners down to the forest and hanging them from the nearest trees. I guess Turgenev’s people were pretty brutal.”
“And what’s next with the prisoners?” asked Mark.
“We’re going through a process of identification now. We’ll identify the die-hards and the thugs and criminals - any that committed major crimes during their rampage, things like rape, murder, and so forth. Those will remain locked up until we decide what to do with them. 
“The rest of them - the fellow travelers - will be identified, then released back into the general population for now. We can decide what to do with them later.”
“OK,” said Mark. “Sounds like a plan. And how about our colony resources, Zoe?”
“We took a lot of damage to the crops out East,” Zoe responded. “I’ve already got crews out trying to save as much as possible. I think we can recover most of the damaged crops without too much loss.”
“Water systems?”
“No damage to the water systems. We’re good there.”
“That’s a miracle,” said Mark. He turned to Luke. “And you’ve already restarted the shuttles to bring down the rest of the colonists from Transport Five?”
“Yep,” said Luke. “They’re on their way down right now. We’ll have the rest of the folks down by late tomorrow night.”
Mark leaned back in his chair. He passed his gaze around the room.
“So. One last item for today’s agenda, before we go get some much-needed rest. Turgenev and Kim.”
There was a silence. Everyone looked at Luke. He was still considered the de facto Supreme Court of the colony. Luke realized they were throwing this open question into his lap. He leaned forward.
“Does anyone think a trial is necessary?”
Everyone shook their heads, some of them smiling at the very thought.
“Then I’ll pass sentence now, if that’s OK,” Luke added. 
Mark nodded at him.
“Turgenev and Kim are sentenced to be scanned. Their bodies will then be destroyed. Their scans will be held in storage until we have the technology to build new starships.”
Luke looked around the table.
“And from that point, they‘ll drive a starship for one thousand years.”






  
   Thirty-Six

Stalingrad System


The surviving ships of the Stree fleet spent the next days methodically hunting down and killing every Goblin warship in the system. Thirty-one Goblin ships had survived the last stand at the Dyson Ring; twenty-four hours later, all were destroyed. Admiral Sojatta’s replacement, Sub-Admiral Jisellat, was as efficient as Sojatta when it came to fulfilling his mission parameters.  
Standing off from the Dyson Ring, he spent the next ten days blowing it to pieces. Any fragment bigger than a few square miles was pushed into the star by remote-controlled rockets. 
When that was over, Jisellat turned to the hundreds of other, smaller Dyson squares orbiting the star. One by one, his tugs de-orbited each one into the star, until none were left.
Stalingrad was dead.
Finished, Jisellat turned his remaining ships and headed for Aslar. He knew there was no point in returning to Stree Prime. His home world was as thoroughly destroyed as the Goblin system. In the end, mutually assured destruction had won out. Two species, hating each other beyond all reason, had finally succeeded in killing the majority of their citizens.


Two Months Later
Phoenix Colony


The shuttle landed gently in the grass of Central Park, just outside Council Headquarters. The pilot waited a minute for excess gases to exhaust from the vents, then lowered the ramp. In the opening at the top of the ramp, figures appeared, stepping one by one out of the shuttle and into the waiting arms of loved ones and friends.
Luke waited patiently at the back of the crowd. He knew Bonnie would be last out of the shuttle. And he was right. A dozen Humans stepped off the shuttle before he finally saw the love of his life appear at the top of the ramp, shading her eyes in the bright sunshine.
Stepping forward, he waited as she let her eyes adjust. Then she saw him. Her face lit up and she ran forward, down the ramp and into his arms. And for the next few minutes, the universe disappeared for both of them as they folded into each other, oblivious to the stares and smiles around them.
Later, in their apartment, they sat on Luke’s makeshift couch intertwined like a couple of teenagers, still unwilling to let go of each other. Bonnie’s head was on Luke’s shoulder, and she had a drink in her hand - the first locally made alcoholic beverage of the colony.
“How on Earth did you get liquor?” Bonnie asked, swirling the drink in her glass.
“First of all, we’re not on Earth. We’re on Phoenix,” laughed Luke. “Second, there was a family rescued from Tennessee that knew how to make a still. As soon as we had some corn and potatoes growing in the fields, they made a midnight raid and collected a bunch of the crop and started making moonshine. Mark decided rather than try to fight it, he’d just embrace it. So he told them to take one of the empty storage areas in Block Fifteen and turn it into a moonshine factory. Viola! Instant cottage industry!”
“You know, Mark’s a pretty smart cookie,” said Bonnie. “If he had tried to suppress it, there would’ve been nothing but trouble.”
“Exactly. Now, instead of moonshine wars, he collects a small percentage of the product as tax. He exchanges that for food and other things needed by single mothers, the elderly, injured people who can’t work, that kind of thing.”
“So everyone benefits.”
“Well, not quite. We’ve been rationing it pretty strictly to prevent alcoholism. But there’s already a black market springing up around it. We’re gonna have problems with that. But you know, any approach has its problems. At least this way some good comes of it - although the people fighting alcoholism will suffer. We’ll try to help them somehow. It’s not the best solution, but it’s all we’ve got right now.”
Bonnie took a sip and grimaced. 
“Well, all I can say about it is that it’s wet and it burns going down.”
Luke grinned. “Yep. It has all the essentials.”
There was a short silence. After a while, though, Bonnie spoke.
“I guess we should talk about Rita and Jim.”
“I guess so.”
“First of all, there’s two Jims now. Rita made two copies of him.”
“My Lord!” exclaimed Luke. “Two copies of that madman?”
Bonnie smiled. “You know he’s not a madman. He’s just a man of action. And when we needed him, he was there for us. So don’t say anything about Jim Carter. And besides, I know you’re just jealous.”
“Not really. I just like to get a rise out of you when I get the chance.”
“Yeah, right. Well, anyway. Rita made two copies of him. One copy went with her, and the other stayed with us on the Armidale.”
“So where is he now? That other copy, I mean?”
Bonnie shifted in her seat, a bit uncomfortable. She bit her lip before she continued. 
“He stayed at Stalingrad. Refused to come with us. Said he’d be a third wheel here. He took the Armidale’s shuttle and said he was going to stay there at Stalingrad for now.”
“And you just left him there? You didn’t try to stop him?”
“I did try, hon. But has anyone ever succeeded in stopping Jim after he’s made up his mind to do something?”
Luke shrugged. “Yeah, you got that right. So…you think he’ll be OK?”
“I guess. I told him we’d send Duncan in the Armidale to check up on him every six months until we’re sure he’s OK. He told us not to bother. But I’m going to do it anyway.”
“So what about Rita and Tika and the other Jim?”
“They decided to remain in Goblin form and go to Aslar - to continue their charade as Videlli and Tarilli. Along with Hajo and the other Jim.”
“I guess I don’t fully understand why they would do that. What do they hope to gain?”
“They know the Stree establishment will keep going at the Goblins until there’s not one Goblin left in the Galaxy. Rita is hoping they can somehow find a way to prevent that. It’s a long shot, but she’s going to try.”
Luke took a long drink, thinking through what Bonnie had told him.
“And Rachel and Ollie?” he asked at last.
“Well, it took them a while. But they finally decided they love each other. But they didn’t want to come here. Since they’re both Goblins now, they thought there was too much chance of bringing trouble down on us here at Phoenix.”
“Bounty hunters, you mean…”
“Yeah. Ollie thinks after what happened, the Stree - and other bio governments farther out toward the Core - will put up large bounties for Goblins. Ollie said that a year from now, there’ll be a hundred bounty hunters out chasing Goblins down, trying to collect the bounties. They just didn’t want to bring that kind of trouble to Phoenix when we’re still getting our colony going.”
“It’s a damn shame,” said Luke. “They didn’t have anything to do with the destruction of Stree Prime.”
“Preaching to the choir, babe. Preaching to the choir.”
“Where will they go?”
“Four of them - Ollie, Rachel, Luda, and Liwa - are heading out of the Arm. They salvaged a corvette at Stree Prime. They’re going to point it toward the Core and keep going until they find someplace where nobody ever heard of Stree or Goblins.”
“Or Humans,” mused Luke.
“Or Humans.”






  
  Epilogue

Stalingrad System - 1,275 Lights from Earth


The little packet boat had once been called  Donkey - a joke by its pilot. What had started as a joke had stuck, though, and the packet boat had been known by that name since. 
Despite its name, it had done yeoman service. It had carried two young EDF officers - Rachel and Paco - to the distant Dyson Swarm called Stalingrad, where the first contact between Humans and the androids called Goblins had been realized, and a treaty agreed. It had carried a Goblin called Tika to Dekanna, where she played a role in saving Humanity from the onslaught of the Singheko. Lastly, it had returned Tika, Jim Carter, and Rita Page to Stalingrad, to begin Rita’s life as a Goblin.
Then it had been relegated to an obscure dock on the Dyson Swarm, no longer needed. There it had been, a remnant of a brighter day, when the Stree entered the system. And as the Stree blasted apart the Dyson Swarm, ending the Goblin civilization, the little packet boat had somehow survived. It had been blown off the Swarm to drift away into an elliptical solar orbit, missed by the Stree as they methodically destroyed every remnant of Goblin civilization they could find.
Forgotten, the little packet boat might have stayed in its lonely orbit for centuries or even forever - if not for a quirk of coincidence. A shuttle passed in the vicinity, searching for usable debris in the system. A sensor beeped.
The android inside the shuttle had the general appearance of Jim Carter. It had his tall, lean body, his flashing blue eyes, his salt-and-pepper hair. It had his quirky, goofy smile as he saw Donkey again, for the first time in a long while. 
But the Goblin inside the shuttle was only a copy of Jim Carter. His original biological body was long since turned to ash, on a distant orb known as Stree Prime that no longer existed as a viable planet. And his other copy was with Rita Page, somewhere in the black, headed to Lord Knows Where. 
This version of Jim Carter had sardonically changed his name, at least in his own mind. He called himself Nemo now - an old Latin word for ‘nobody.’ It was his little joke – and another part of the reason he carried the strange smile.
For the last year he had made the destroyed Stalingrad system his home, a hermit roaming around in the debris, looking for things that might interest him.
Donkey interested him. He made a course change and vectored to the drifting boat, pulled alongside, and gave a remote command to Donkey to open its docking port. To his surprise, it did. With great delight, he realized the little boat still had power. He docked and made his way over to it. Entering, he found it nearly pristine, hardly damaged by its ordeal.
Moving to the cockpit, he paused for a moment, remembering. Remembering the last trip on this boat from Dekanna to Stalingrad, with Rita. Remembering the wife and lover he would never have again.
Because I’m not Jim Carter anymore. That life is gone, like a puff of smoke. Now I’m just Nemo. No matter how real it seems to me, I’m just a cheap imitation of the real Jim Carter.
The bitterness came back to him again, as it sometimes did. But he tried to suppress it. He didn’t want to go there today.
Not today. Rita did what she thought was right. It was the only way to save Bonnie and the others. I guess I’d do it all over again.
Checking systems, he found them all functional. Only a little light maintenance would be required to bring the boat to normal status.
After some thought, Nemo made a decision. He had been in the wreckage of this system for quite a while now. There wasn’t much he didn’t know about it. It was time to move on.

      ***Twenty-seven days later, the little packet boat settled to a landing at the old Deseret Airport in western Nevada. Through some miracle, it didn’t fall over in the soft sand. The ramp came down, and Nemo stepped out on the old Earth.
Visibility was poor; the dirty, low-hanging clouds were only a few thousand feet off the ground, and the wind was blowing sand around. Nemo ignored all that; he had eyes only for the crumbled ruins of a white aircraft hangar a few dozen yards from him. He moved around it until he found what he was looking for - an old World War Two fighter - a P-51 Mustang - its nose poking up from the fallen tin roof of the hangar. It looked remarkably intact, considering what it had gone through. 
His internal radiation detector had been going off since he landed; Deseret was roughly between Reno and Las Vegas. Both cities had been thoroughly destroyed, and the entire state had taken a pounding, as the Stree ensured they obliterated all the military bases in Nevada. And Nemo knew his android body was not impervious to the radiation fleeting through him.
But he could sustain it for many days, maybe a month. And that would be enough. He turned off some of his bio-feedback mechanisms, so he wouldn’t feel the pain and nausea caused by the radiation. He could repair himself later. 
He cleared away the debris from around the Mustang, found his tools under the rubble, and started checking the airplane. He found and repaired a half-dozen items. He scrounged parts and sheet metal from other wrecked airplanes on the field, until at last - six days later - he was satisfied with his work.
He found some av-gas in one of the tanks on the field, stale but maybe usable, and fueled the Mustang. Then he spent another half-day clearing debris off the runway, until it looked reasonably safe to use. At last, he strapped into the cockpit, fired up the engine, and taxied out.
He pushed the throttle up slowly. The Merlin engine coughed and backfired, unhappy with the old, stale gas. But once it got into its power curve, it smoothed out, and he released the brakes. The Mustang rolled down the runway, gathering speed. As he got rudder authority, he increased the throttle. The tail came up and he lifted off, pulled up the gear, and bored into the sky toward the mountains to the west.
He had been lucky; the dirty clouds had actually thinned above the airport today. He could see patches of blue sky for the first time since he arrived. It was a happy feeling.
Maybe this old Earth will survive after all, he thought as the Mustang climbed proudly into the sky, a fierce bird released again from the bindings of Earth. Maybe there’s a bit of hope. Someday people will live here again.
After a few minutes, he was in the Panamint Mountains of California. He went crazy then, flinging the Mustang around the peaks and through the valleys, looping, doing hammerheads, throwing it around the sky, reveling in the freedom and joy of being in the air again. He made a turn around Telescope Peak and then, for the sheer hell of it, turned around it once more.
Finally, he just climbed, up and up, until the old Mustang had nothing left to give with the weak avgas in her tanks.
At thirty thousand feet, he leveled out and headed east. At this altitude, he could see well over 150 miles in any direction. But he saw no signs of life anywhere. No smoke, no movement, not a thing to indicate Humans had ever lived on this lonely planet. 
He flew to Las Vegas and made a pass over the crater where once there had been a vibrant city. The crater was larger than others he had seen; the Stree had used one of their bigger bombs here, he realized. Probably a fifty-megaton.
Then he turned and headed back to Deseret. He did the classic World War Two landing break, coming in at high speed, flinging the Mustang up into a long climbing curve, letting the g-forces help the gear come down as he laid it over. He lined up on final and did a reasonably good wheel landing, the mains touching while he held up the tail, working the rudders, letting the tail settle in when it was ready.
Taxiing back to the ruins of his old hangar, he turned the Mustang to face west, toward the mountains of California across the state line. He let the engine idle for a bit, then shut it down. Climbing out, he chained the Mustang down, as securely as he could. Standing back, he inspected his work. 
His eyes fell on the registration number painted on the side of the airplane.
N16CAP.
It was a tribute to his friend Jim “Capone” Calderone, his Weapons System Officer from his F-16 days. The friend he had killed on his last combat mission.
I didn’t kill him. Not really. That was the biological Jim Carter.
But…the memories are just as real. You are a faithful copy of Jim Carter. So, are you just as guilty? 
It sure feels that way. There’s no escaping that. 
You stupid SOB. Why did you have to go back for that last firing pass? Cap was yelling at you not to do it. But you just had to try, didn’t you?
Shaking off the memories - true or false though they might be - Nemo reached out to the plane and put his hand on it, caressed it one last time, the touch of a pilot for his plane.
Then he covered it with a half-dozen tarps he had liberated around the field. He knew it was a hopeless gesture; it wouldn’t survive long outside, in the wind and sand and rain. And even if it did, the chances that anyone would come along in the next fifty or a hundred years and find it before it crumpled to rust were virtually zero. But he did it anyway, because it was his to love, and it was the only thing he could love at the moment.
Then he stepped back and looked around. The ruins of the hangars surrounding the runway broke his heart. He looked at the corner of the airport, to his left. A large red hangar had stood there once. It was long since gone, dismantled by Mark Rodger’s federal agents now more than five years ago, when they were looking for clues about the sentient starship Jade. But he remembered.
This is where Bonnie and I fell in love. 
This is where Rita came to life. 
This is where it all started. 
Finally, he walked back to Donkey, entered, and pulled up the ramp. A few minutes later, Donkey lifted off the planet for the last time, and headed out of the atmosphere. 
Nemo smiled. Someday, maybe Bonnie or Luke or Rita or even his daughter Imogen might come to Deseret. And they’d find the Mustang, and they’d wonder who tried to preserve it like that.
And maybe they’d think of him.

###
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  Zero

Galactic Center - 25,800 Lights from Earth


It took Nemo nearly a year to arrive at the Galactic Center. He was in a different ship now, an old Human corvette he had stumbled across as he was leaving Earth, a leftover from the Stree War, mindlessly circling the Moon in a lunar orbit. A gamma lance had punched three holes clear through the hull; everyone on board had died. It took him five days to find all the bodies and shoot them into the Sun for a proper spacer’s burial. It took another five days to get the AI and the microbots functional. When he was finally done, he rebooted the AI and put it to work repairing the ship, which took another two weeks. When the engines were once again alive, he renamed the repaired corvette  Grizzly, after the big male bear that started it all, those many years ago in the Canadian Northwest Territory. He slaved his old packet boat Donkey to his new ship, took Donkey to Phoenix, and left it in orbit there, with a note in the cockpit for whoever might find it.
Then Nemo took a random vector to nowhere. At least, he thought at first it was a random vector to nowhere. After a while, he realized he was headed for the Galactic Center. And then he realized why - and was content. 
Nemo spent most of the trip in dormancy; space travel was incredibly boring, and if you were a Goblin, with the ability to go dormant for extended periods of time without harming your physical body, you took advantage of it. Thus, he slept for most of the journey. 
It is a fallacy that Goblins do not dream. Nemo dreamed frequently. He dreamed of war, and mistakes made, and loss; events that happened when he was still Human. Sometimes he dreamed of flying, in his old warbird, or in a jet fighter, or sometime in the Nidarian Devastator he had flown in the Singheko War.
But mostly he dreamed of his lost love Rita, and his lost daughter Imogen. He dreamed of holding them in his arms, the tenderness of family, the joy of a child.
And often after these last dreams, he would wake in anger, and desperation, and sometimes hatred; lost in the wilderness, lost in the knowledge he was a copy of a copy. They were the wife and children of another copy of the original Jim Carter, not this one. He would never see them again.
Just short of one year after he left Earth, he arrived at the center of the Milky Way galaxy. 
He knew he shouldn’t stay long; there was a lot of high-energy radiation moving around, and even his mostly android body could tolerate only so much before the damage exceeded his self-repair capability. Traveling slowly around the chaos of the Center, Nemo was in awe at the incredible sights; the millions of stars so close it seemed he could reach out and touch them; the massive clouds of gas and dust; the ever-shifting gravitational fields that pulled his ship sometimes one way, sometimes another.
And he was lucky; the central black hole of the galaxy had recently eaten a small star that had gotten too close. The black hole was still surrounded by a massive ring of gas and dust, circling the invisible point like water going down a bathtub drain. The light show was spectacular; the strange asymmetric arch and curvature of light around the black hole was exactly as predicted. Nemo was seeing a marvel that would not be visible back at Earth for 28,500 years.
Three weeks after his arrival at the Galactic Center, even as he was getting his mind right to take his final bitter step, everything changed.
The corvette was large for one Goblin; when Grizzly was still an active warship, it required a crew of forty Humans; the main galley could accommodate the entire crew of that day. Now, with its multiple rows of empty tables and chairs, it made him feel like he was living in a series of caverns, rather than a starship. So he had made a smaller galley from an empty cabin near his own, installing a small reefer, a table, several chairs - as if someday he might have a guest, as ridiculous as that seemed.
He was in that small galley drinking a cup of coffee he’d rescued from Earth - one of the few biological luxuries he allowed himself. There was a loud snap, almost like a mini explosion. Before his eyes, a figure suddenly appeared, causing him to leap to his feet, ready to do battle. In the few instants he had to assess, he saw something that looked almost Human - six feet tall, two arms, two legs, wearing a white kilt and tunic like an ancient Greek or Trojan. It had longish black hair, a symmetrical Human face, everything in its proper place. But it was too perfect - the face, the hair - everything was without flaw, without the innate imperfections of a real biological creature. 
Nemo quickly decided it had to be an android of some type. And even as that thought crossed his mind, the ship AI confirmed it in his internal comm.
<Android, but not Goblin. Similar, but not quite the same>
“You are a long way from home, Commander,” said the figure.
Nemo stared. Finally, he was able to overcome his astonishment and speak.
“I haven’t been a commander in many years. Who are you?”
“I am Banjala. And your spirit remains that of a warrior. So you are still a commander to me, and thus I will call you.”
“And what are you? Are you an android? Like me? Goblin?”
“No. We are somewhat beyond that. In your language, we would be called ‘Transcends.’ I think that is the best translation,” said the figure.
“Transcends?” muttered Nemo. “What have you transcended?”
“Physics,” smiled Banjala.
And disappeared.
As another clap of displaced air reverberated against the walls, Nemo stared in astonishment at the empty spot in front of him where - a second earlier - the strange figure had stood. 
A figure which had simply disappeared.
Suddenly he heard a voice behind him. He spun. In the corner of the room, a second apparition had appeared.
“As you can see,” said the apparition. “Physics is no longer a constraint for us.”
It was a six-foot-tall column of something that looked like a frozen waterfall. But not exactly. It looked more like a waterfall that had simply stopped moving. It was both chaotic and structured at the same time. It hovered in the corner, floating a few millimeters above the floor. It made Nemo want to step forward and touch it, to see if it was water, or ice, or something else - an impulse he resisted. 
At the top of the column was something that looked vaguely like a face. The alien called Banjala spoke again, a disembodied voice that seemed to come from all directions.
“As you were once Human, we also were once biological. Later, we evolved to become as you are now - androids living in semi-artificial bodies. Eventually, we progressed even beyond that. Now, we no longer require physical bodies at all. Now we are Transcends. It is the ultimate fate of all species that survive long enough.”
Nemo looked at the creature in puzzlement. “What do you mean?”
“All species have only two end states. Either they transcend beyond the physical, or they become extinct. There are no other paths.”
Nemo frowned. “I’m not sure I believe that.”
The creature smiled - if the crack in its pseudo-face could be construed as a smile. “The universe doesn’t care if you believe it or not. It will still happen.”
“If you don’t have a physical body, how do you exist?”
“We live in the fields of the physical forces that make up the universe. The quark field, the electromagnetic field - those parts of physics you call the Standard Model, in your primitive understanding of physics.”
Nemo shook his head. “Nothing could evolve to exist that way.”
Again, the creature smiled.
“The statement you have made is not correct.”
The creature came forward, somehow translating toward him, floating above the floor. Nemo involuntarily backed up a step. A few feet closer to him, the Transcend stopped and continued speaking.
“Every biological being exists from the fundamental forces of the universe. When you were still Human, you existed in such a manner. But you had no real idea how to control those forces at the most basic level. And now, even though you have converted to Goblin form, you still have no idea what is possible. But at least now, there is the ability to live long enough to learn. At some point, you can master this as well. And then you will understand.”
Nemo stood stock-still. He was trying to come to terms with what he was seeing and hearing. Finally, he spoke again.
“Why are you here? What do you want with me?”
“That is up to you,” came the voice in his head. “We have observed life in this galaxy for billions of years. We have watched many species evolve; but we have especially watched the Humans. They are a species remarkably like us when we were still biological; they remind us of us. And so we have taken a keen interest in them. We observed their recent wars when they fought the Singheko and then the Stree. And we were watching when you converted to Goblin to save your people.”
Nemo shook his head. “That wasn’t me. That was the original Jim Carter who made that decision. I’m just a copy of a copy.”
“We know who you are,” the apparition said, the pseudo-face at the top of the column again registering something akin to a smile. “And we see that you still retain that warrior spirit, that spirit of service. That original decision is still inside you. You are both Jim Carter and not Jim Carter, as you well know.
“We also evolved from a warrior race, first as biologicals, then as something quite similar to what you are now. We have a special place in our hearts for those who have lost everything to war, as you have. So - I have a proposition for you, as you would say in your native English.”
“What proposition?”
“You are lost. Lost in spirit, lost in hope, lost in the will to continue living. I offer you a different path. Under normal circumstances, it would take you thousands of years, perhaps hundreds of thousands, to achieve Transcendence as we have. But your spirit has called out to us; and especially to me. I was once as you are now. I have trod that road; I too once journeyed here, to the Galactic Center, with the intention to never return to my people or my world, and to remove myself from the universe - an intention you have now. I see that intention in you. You intend to drive your ship into that black hole out there.”
Nemo stared at the creature; anger apparent on his face at the thought this creature could read everything in his mind.
“Let me show you another path - the path to Transcendence. Before you remove yourself from the Universe, at least make the attempt. You will most likely fail. That will not be surprising. And if you fail, then by all means, continue to oblivion. The black hole will still be waiting for you.
“But I tell you, warrior Nemo - it is easy to stop being alive. But it is hard to decide to live and overcome. Only a warrior can do it. Are you willing to take that step?”
Standing in place, Nemo glared at Banjala. He was still angry at the thought that this creature knew so much about him, about what was going on inside him. But tinged with his anger was something else - something he had thought long since vanished, something that he had not felt in a long time. 
Was it hope? No, that wasn’t it. Not really. There was no hope left in his soul. It was more like - curiosity. Or something like that - an emotion he thought had disappeared from his spirit.
“I would have to know more before I could make a decision,” said Nemo cautiously.
“You know all you need to know. Continue your journey as you see fit. If you decide to accept my offer, I will know it. Regardless of where you are, I will know your decision, and we will begin your training.”
“That’s all?”
“That is all. Perhaps you might like to see the other side of the Galaxy before you end yourself. Perhaps you would find something of interest there - some things you could record for future generations to know. If you are not willing to continue life after that - well, there is the black hole. It will be here when you return. 
“But if you decide to let me show you the Path, then journey back to Sol. Go to Venus. And there, you will find something that will give you a true surprise. If you decide to follow my path, I will come to you there.” 
“Venus?” Nemo asked in wonder. “Why Venus?”
Banjala began to fade from view. 
“It is as good a place as any,” he said. 
Then he was gone. Nemo was left alone in the ship, his amazement leaving him paralyzed, speechless. It was many seconds before he could move and think again.






  
  One

Phoenix System - 2,075 Lights from Earth


TWENTY-ONE YEARS LATER 


Imogen left the pictures.
Tawny great lions sprawled at ease on sweeping African plains. They panted, their tongues lolling, watching a nearby herd of antelope. Just watching, for now. They would be hungry again, soon enough. Behind them, too far away across the tree-stark plains of late afternoon to hear, a tremendous thunderstorm, lightning flash, column of rain.
Another wall, another picture: stark black forest, black trees, echelon upon echelon marching off to a distant mountain, both trees and mountain covered with white gouts of recent snow, the light over the dark, the good over the maybe not-so-good, maybe terrifying, who knows what lurks in those dark forests?
Back wall, another picture: silvery-blue-black waves, crashing onto the Pacific coast of Oregon, smashing with their power into a red rock ledge that would give just a little, not much, just enough so that in ten thousand years, or a hundred thousand, the ledge would be no more.
And her favorite - the picture taken from an aircraft, the bright sun causing sparkle stars of light on the plexiglas canopy, the sunlit Panamint Mountains across the state line in California, Telescope Peak barely visible on the horizon. The picture taken from her father’s old P-51 Mustang, high over Deseret, Nevada. A bright, happy day when her mother and father were still Human, still happy, still living an Earthbound life, not caught up in a web of war and death and separation.
She left the pictures. None of the animals in those pictures existed anymore, except in stored DNA in the Ark hidden behind Devil’s Peak in the distant mountains. There were no silvery airplanes in the sky over Nevada. And nobody lived on that distant planet to fly them. Earth was lost, devastated these last twenty-one years, nuked and poisoned and roiled and dead. No place for a Human.
Someone else could have the pictures - whoever got the room after her. Some other officer who would put their clothes in the closet, sleep in the bed, take over her duties. 
“Commander! You ready?” came a voice from outside the open door. “Your ride’s here!”
Imogen Carter Page nodded to herself, then voiced a response.
“Ready,” she answered. She picked up her final small bag. The rest of her things had all been shipped. Uniforms that would now gather dust, stuffed in a closet and the door shut on them, hopefully never to be needed again. A few personal items, not even enough to fill up a large box, bits and pieces. All sent to Aunt Bonnie’s house. 
In her handbag, she carried everything else. A music player, some thumb drives with pictures and mementos, a few keepsakes from her missions. It wasn’t much - not much at all to show for four years in the EDF - the misnamed Earth Defense Force, the name a relic of the past, the Humans of Phoenix trying to hang on to a bit of their lost glory, the once-mighty EDF now only a faded, barely visible shadow of itself. 
But she had done her duty. The military was mandatory on Phoenix - everybody served. Either you went to the militia for two years as a ground-pounder, spending another two years in the ready reserves; or you went to the space force, the EDF, for four years. That was the choice. 
It had been an easy choice for Gen; with two years of university under her belt, she had been offered a direct commission in the EDF. So why not? Take the commission, go to space. It was better than being a groundhog.
Of course, my father being the Prime Minister had nothing to do with that opportunity, Gen thought bitterly. Always directing my life, sticking his nose in my business, clearing the brush in front of me. 
But in this case…well, it could have been worse. Better to finish up as the XO of a destroyer than a ground-pounder in the damn mountains, climbing up and down Devil’s Head twice a month.
Gen stepped out of the room for the last time, never looking back. At the end of the hall, a large picture window loomed high, looking toward the West Mountains, snow-covered Mount Redoubt standing tall forty miles away, the orderly waiting, standing behind his desk, always patient, a fixture of the Bachelor Officer Quarters never to be forgotten, the perpetual and perfect orderly. 
Gen gave him a smile. “Thanks for everything, Chief Mack. It’s been awesome. Have a great tour.”
Senior Chief Mack nodded, at a loss for words, unhappy. Saying goodbye to another officer he liked, one he trusted. One that treated him with respect. One that didn’t come back from liberty on Saturday night and throw up in the hallway. 
It didn’t hurt that she was a striking woman - tall, muscular, an athlete; close-trimmed raven-black hair that would curl if she let it get longer than her short military haircut - but she never let it get that far, because she hated her curls. No makeup - because she didn’t really need it, and definitely didn’t want it. Impeccably dressed at all times, but casual in her manner, treating her subordinates with precision and care, she had been a popular officer. 
Mack knew he was going to miss this one. He came to attention and saluted. 
Gen returned the chief’s salute, called the elevator, stepped inside. The old elevator creaked and groaned as it made its way to the ground floor. Gen stepped out; out of the elevator, down the hall and out of the barracks, out of the barracks and out of the military, that life over and a new life beginning. But what new life that would be, she did not yet know.
At the curb, Marta Powell waited in a groundcar marked with the emblem of the Ministry of Defense, one she had undoubtedly half-stolen from her mother’s office, if not fully stolen. The window on the passenger side was down, and Marta was impatient.
“Get your ass in the car!” she yelled. “I ain’t got all day!”
Throwing her bag in the back, Gen jumped in the passenger seat and slammed the door. “Get your ass moving, then, if you’re in such a hurry!”
Marta grinned, slammed the car into gear and peeled out down the street. But she slowed quickly - both knew the Shore Patrol did not take kindly to reckless driving on base, and there was no point in spending their first day out of the military trying to talk their way out of a ticket. 
At the gate, Marta stopped and handed two ID cards to the guard, once and forever giving up the right to enter the base unimpeded. From now on, they’d need a visitor pass.
Some kind of pre-nostalgia came to Gen then.
How strange that will feel. Having to ask to come on base. Having to get a visitor pass. 
My world is turning over. It won’t ever turn back this way again.
They pulled away from the guard shack, took the road to Landing City. “You sure about this?” Marta asked suddenly. “Not going home, I mean?”
“I’m not going home,” answered Gen. “Drop me at Aunt Bonnie’s house.”
“How’s that going to look for your Dad? He’s gonna be pissed, you know. The press will have a field day with it. ‘PM’s daughter refuses to come home. PM’s daughter estranged from her father.’ All that crap.”
Gen looked out the window at Mount Redoubt, the huge seventeen-thousand-foot mountain towering far beyond the end of the valley. “I don’t care,” she answered. “I’ll never live there again.”
“What did he ever do to you that was so bad? He and Gillian, I mean?”
Gen remained silent, glaring at the distant mountain like it was an enemy. And it had been, at times. When she was flying a tiny fighter at night, in the weather, trying to make an approach back to base on instruments, knowing the big-ass mountain of rock was somewhere in front of her. Gritting her teeth, trying to miss it in the dark.
Like trying to miss the life her father wanted for her. Politics. She hated politics. Her adoptive father, Mark Rodgers, had groomed her from an early age to step into the government of Phoenix, follow the career path that led to the Prime Minister’s office, take up the reins from him when he retired. At first, she had grudgingly followed his direction, entering university for a degree in history and political science, a path to a future in government. 
But after two years, she rebelled. When she announced she was leaving university to perform her military service, Mark had nagged, cajoled, threatened, used every trick in the book to change her mind. When that didn’t work, he had tried to finesse her, by pushing her to be attached to Aunt Bonnie’s staff in the Admiralty, or at least a position in the EDF public relations office - jobs that were springboards to a future in the government of their small colony.
“Nope, not having it,” Gen said aloud, her non sequitur confusing Marta only for a moment. But Marta knew her all too well. Best friends for life, they had always said. Little-fingers-hooked-together friends. Hiding-in-the-closet-while-their-parents-talked-outside friends. Marta picked up on the re-direction of topic right away.
“Oh, that,” she said. “He still pushing you to go into the government?”
“No. I think he finally gave up,” Gen said.
“But Gen…would it be that bad? You’d win any election you stood for! Daughter of the PM, high-flying destroyer XO, Lieutenant Commander in only four years - c’mon, you could be anything you want to be!”
Gen shook her head. “Cut it out. You sound like him,” she said, maybe a little more sharply than she intended.
Marta subsided, but only for a moment. She was too good a friend to let it go.
“So what are you going to do? Sit at Aunt Bonnie’s house and watch vids? Go to the club and get drunk once a week? Turn into a vegetable like the rest of our friends from school?”
Gen turned slightly to look at Marta.
“I’m going to find my real parents,” she said. “I’m going to find Jim and Rita.”
“Oh, ho, now we get to it!” Marta hooted. “Good plan! Out into the black, wandering the Arm, meeting strange alien creatures and killing them. I like it! When do we leave?”
“We don’t leave; I leave. Tatiana would cut off my balls if I took you with me.”
“Ha! I’ve served my time just like you have. I can go anywhere I want; do anything I want. My Mom and Dad can go whistle.”
“Your mother has too much power. She’ll stop us.”
Marta grinned. “Hey - I know where the skeletons are buried. And so do you. All those times listening from the other room while your Dad was having secret political meetings. They know better than to mess with us. How do we get a ship, though?”
“Donkey,” answered Gen. “It’s my ship.”
“What? No way!” 
Marta cocked her head at Gen, swerving the car, almost driving off the road. “That old rust-bucket that used to be a ferry over to Hanjan?”
“Yeah. Well, it’s really my ship. It’s a long story.”
“Oh, no, you don’t. We’ve still got ten minutes to drive. Either you tell me now, or I pull over and you walk the rest of the way!”
Gen sighed. “Fine. You’ve heard the history, right? Donkey just showed up one day, in orbit. Nobody knew where it came from. What you don’t know, though, is what they found when they went up to investigate.”
“What? Jatra Vampires? Singheko Lions? Kaeru Satyrs?”
Gen shook her head at Marta, glaring. “Be serious. They found a note. It was signed ‘Nemo,’ and it said the ship was mine.”
“Wha? Who the fuck is Nemo? Why would he give you a ship?”
“Well - I guess he’s sort of my father, too. I guess I can call him that. He’s a second Goblin copy of my real Dad, Jim Carter. From the Stree War. Anyway, there was a note in the ship. It said it was a gift from him to me. That means it’s my ship.”
“Holy crap, girl! You’re the only person I know who has three fathers!”
“Ah. Well, not really. Just Mark and two Goblin copies of my bio Dad.”
“Still. It’s crazy. But…wait a minute. That ship…Donkey…I know it flew a ferry route from here to Hanjan for a bunch of years. If it’s your ship, how the hell did that happen?”
“I was underage. So Dad leased it out for the ferry. He put the profits into an account for me.”
“Ha! I always knew you threw around way more money that you should! Especially when we were out on liberty! Now I know why!”
“No, I never touched that money. It’s still sitting in the bank. So…”
Marta grinned across the car at Gen, nearly driving off the road again before she turned back to the wheel.
“So we’ve got a ship. And enough money to go look for your parents.”
“What’s this ‘we’ stuff? I already told you, Tatiana will skin me alive if I let you go with me.”
“And I’ll cut off your non-existent balls if you leave this planet without me,” smirked Marta. “Count on it!”






  
  Two

Kaeru System - 2,678 Lights from Earth


The bounty hunter delivering the two unconscious figures into the jail was - at least on the outside - a Human female. But not too many Human females could pick up an unconscious two-hundred-pound Kaeru thug under each arm, take them out of the back of a truck, and dump them on a handcart like two sacks of potatoes. Pushing the cart into the foyer of the jail, the hunter smiled at the clerk as she slid the cart to a stop in front of his desk. Speaking Kaeru like a native, she gestured to the two prisoners.  
“Here you go, Alin. Two more for your lockup!” 
The clerk leaned over the counter, staring at the two unconscious figures slumped on the cart. “Oh ho,” he smiled. “Poir and Rang! You’ll make some good money off those two!” 
The female had been using the name Loen here, on this backwater planet on the edge of the Orion Arm. Now, with a large grin, she nodded. “Excellent. I need it, believe me. Pickings have been slim lately. My poor ship is about to turn to rust. I’m not sure it’s got another trip left in it!”
As the clerk shoved a tablet toward her, Loen moved to the counter. She signed, transferring the prisoners to Alin’s care, and waited as he countersigned and transferred upwards of ten thousand credits to her account. Taking her receipt, she turned to depart when he spoke up again.
“By the way, someone was asking about you last night.”
Loen froze, then unfroze, casually turning back to the clerk. 
“Oh, really? Who was that?”
“Some big-ass Singheko. I was a couple of chairs down from him at the Slightly Wounded Bar & Grill; but I heard him asking about a female Human bounty hunter.”
Loen had indeed once been a Human female - twenty-one years ago. But she was far from being Human now, even if she passed for one on this planet. She displayed a lack of concern, smiling broadly.
“It’s not hard to overhear a Singheko, eh? Even their whispers sound like a meshar growling in the night.”
Alin nodded. “Yep, that’s for sure. He was trying to be discreet, but I could hear him. He was asking the bartender if there was a Human bounty hunter working this area, a female one.”
“And what did the bartender say?”
“It was Bain. You know him. He wouldn’t give one of those seven-foot-tall bastards the time of day. He told him to take a hike.”
Loen gave a brief nod, a gesture of indirect thanks.
“I doubt he was looking for me - but give Bain my regards when you see him.”
“Why don’t you tell him yourself? He’s on duty tonight, I think. And you just got paid - I’m sure he’d like it if you’d spread some of those credits around!”
“I may do just that, Alin. Sounds like a great idea.”
Not.
With a wave, Loen departed the jail, moving back to the rented truck outside. She got in and left, driving slowly back toward the shuttleport, thinking.
Another damn Singheko, come to hunt me down and sell me to the Stree. Let’s see, how many of those damn Lions is that now? Five? Not counting the dozen-odd other species that have come after me…
Loen pounded the wheel of the truck a couple of times and cursed somewhat creatively in a rare language known as English. Then she settled herself and calmly drove the truck back to the rental facility. Turning it in, she walked to her beat-up ship parked on the dark pavement of the nearby port, entered, closed the hatch, and moved to the galley. Tearing off her gun belt, she slumped into a chair, splayed out her legs, and smashed her fist on the tabletop in frustration and anger.
Why can’t they leave me alone? Why? Just leave me alone for once!
This Goblin in Human form was tall - just an inch short of six feet. She was of indeterminate race, her original biological DNA assembled from random bits and pieces when she was cloned by a semi-insane sentient starship named Jade, those many years ago on Earth. Her hair was black, short, military-style. When she was younger - when she was still a Human, and before the Singheko War - she had worn long, curly black hair, taking meticulous care of it, viewing it as a prized legacy of her unknown DNA parentage. 
But that was a long time ago. As an officer on the starship Merkkessa, she had cut off those curls. And when she had been scanned into Goblin form, that short military-style haircut had stuck.
Of course, she was a Goblin. She could easily transmit herself into any of a dozen other physical bodies she kept in her cargo hold. 
But this one - an exact model of her original biological body - was the one she preferred. She rarely changed out of it.
Now, smashing the table again, hard, hard enough to leave the surface ringing in response, she let out another string of curses in her native English, a run of words that would have left any old-Earth Marine in awe. Then, subsiding, she shook her head, calming herself so she could think logically.
I really need to run. Just run. Now. Don’t even hesitate. Get the hell out of here while I still can.
But…I want to say goodbye to Jianna. I wonder if I can take that chance. Those damn Lions are good trackers. I don’t have much time. But maybe…maybe I can say goodbye to her…
Deciding, Loen jumped to her feet and grabbed her pistol belt. Strapping it back on, she hurried out of the ship, trotted to the terminal, walked through and out the other side to the transport station. In five minutes, she was on a train to downtown. Using the embedded comm in her head, she sent a quick message to her Kaeru family. She had taken a room with them two years ago. Their relationship had blossomed; now she felt part of their family, staying in their home when she was between trips.
Leaving would hurt. Leaving everything she had cared about for the last two years, during her time on Kaeru. Leaving the family she had grown to love. But she had no choice. To stay would put them in extreme danger. She had to run, and run hard, never look back.
Just one quick goodbye. That’s all. Then I’ll go.
Taking a seat in the end corner of the car, she stayed alert for anything unusual, but nothing happened. The car was nearly deserted anyway - a Delphi couple with their luggage, a couple of Kaeru workers from the port heading home after their shift, and one Tilvex businessman who looked like he’d experienced a long day.
Changing trains at Kaeru Central, she took the express to the suburbs and within fifteen minutes was at her destination. She walked the two short blocks to a small cottage and quietly keyed the door code, stepped into the house.
It was quiet. It was much too quiet. She knew instantly the Singheko had beaten her here, was already in the house. She had just enough time for that thought to register before the EM pulse hit her, knocked her to the floor, her joints frozen, unable to move.
Her brain should have been frozen too - knocked offline, blacked out, leaving her unconscious. But she had long ago paid a Taegu black market medic a shitpot load of money to add additional shielding to her android brain. She was still conscious.
She wished she weren’t. Her eyes focused on a clump of something down the hallway, a bundle of clothes. But more than that. Oh, much more than that, as she realized what she was looking at.
A child. 
A dead child.
A satyr of old Greek myth, two budding horns just starting out of her skull. Four toes instead of five, but still a foot. Four fingers instead of five, but still a hand.
A Kaeru satyr, but still a child. 
And now a dead child. Her lovely adopted sweet happy satyr daughter lay dead on the floor in front of her. No more bedtime stories. No more pajamas. No more kisses goodnight. And just beyond, she could see another body. Jianna’s mother. Her lovely adopted sweet happy satyr sister. The Singheko had left nothing for her, nobody to call family anymore. No witnesses.
With a clump, two huge, booted feet moved into her view from the side room. Though she couldn’t lift her frozen head, couldn’t turn her frozen neck to see higher, she knew what she was seeing. 
The feet of a Singheko “Lion.” A seven-foot-tall creature that looked much like an upright, old-Earth lion, hence their nickname. Standing tall instead of walking on all fours, they had the upright pointed ears of a predator, on a head that still showed a trace of a muzzle, evolution slow to wipe out the last vestiges of a lineage that had hunted for blood on the hot savannas of their planet a million or more years ago.
The most dangerous creatures in the Arm. Mercenaries, shock troops, bounty hunters. 
Killers.
Zimra zu Akribi stood over the crumpled figure on the floor, holding the EMP pistol steady on her in case he needed to fire again. But Loen lay motionless, frozen, not even twitching.
“I hope you can hear me, you Goblin bitch. I hope you know who I am. I am Zimra zu Akribi. You killed my uncle. You killed my planet. Yes, I know who you are, Admiral Rita Page. You ran far and fast, and you sank deep into the culture of a dozen planets. But always I pick up your trail again. Now - it ends. Now you go to Aslar. And there, the Stree will kill you as slowly and painfully as possible.”






  
  Three

Phoenix System


Marta dropped Gen at the house of Bonnie Page. To Gen, just Aunt Bonnie. But to everyone else, Lord Admiral of the Phoenix space navy. The second highest ranking person in the military. Only one person out-ranked her, Bonnie’s own stepdaughter - Minister of Defense Tatiana Powell. The powerful woman who was also Marta’s mother. 
That has to rankle a bit sometimes, thought Gen. Reporting to your own stepdaughter. But Bonnie never seems to show any resentment. I guess she’s used to it by now.
The house of Lord Admiral Bonnie Page and Home Office Minister Luke Powell was not particularly large, but by Phoenix standards, it was certainly upscale. They called it a hacienda style. Gen didn’t really know what that meant; she had never lived on Earth, or known Spanish architecture, or even heard the language spoken. When the tiny remnant of refugees from Earth had settled on Phoenix, they had adopted English as a standard language. Now, twenty-one years after that urgent, confused, bloody resettlement, English was the only language spoken, except for some of the Oldies who clung to their native language in the privacy of their own homes.
A stucco exterior, white and shining in the early winter sunshine. Red roof tiles, curved, interlocked, expensive. Tall trees, the native blue-green of Phoenix mixed with pines from Earth, seeds extracted from the Svalbard Seed Vault, brought to Phoenix on Goblin ships twenty-one years ago. 
Bougainvillea surrounded the house, most of it having already dropped its leaves for the winter, not able to sustain an evergreen phase in the colder climate of Phoenix. But some - a few plants, sheltered from the north wind - still tried to soldier on, making a determined run at keeping their bright magenta bracts for the entire year.
Gen didn’t think the bougainvillea were going to win that battle. It looked like a cold winter coming.
She entered her security code into the gate, went through, and walked to the guest house nearby. She put her bag down, looked around. The guest house was small, but adequate. It was clean, prepared, ready. It too was a Spanish style, the same architecture as the main house. Airy, with plenty of light, it was a bright and happy place. She had spent many hours here as a child. It did, in a way, feel like coming home.
A knock on the door announced her first visitor. Lord Admiral Bonnie Page stood in the open door, a big grin on her face, happiness suffusing her at the thought of mothering a child - even a twenty-four-year-old child who had just left the military.
“Hullo, Aunt Bonnie,” Gen waved her in. “Please. It’s your house.”
Entering, Bonnie shook her head. “It’s your house now. For as long as you want it.”
Gen went to meet her, hugged her, hugged her tight, tighter, some kind of emotion going through her that she didn’t understand, tears coming, not big ones but small ones that just wet her eyes, not enough to drip but enough to feel.
A mother. Not my mother, but a mother. Well, not really a mother. Luke never gave her a child. But…the best mother I’ve ever known.
Bonnie returned the embrace, holding, holding more, then standing back, smoothing Gen’s too-short hair, a tear in her own eye.
Not my child. But she could have been. If things had gone just a tiny bit different. If Jim had chosen me instead of Rita. Or if Rita had never come along.
Bonnie suppressed those thoughts. It was not a place she wanted to go. Old memories, dead memories. Best to leave them.
But still…a child that could have been mine. But for a quirk of fate.
“What are your plans now? What will you do?”
Gen stepped back. Turned away a bit, hiding her face. This was the hard part. She had wanted to put this off until later. But…maybe now was as good a time as any. Get it over with. Spit it out. Take the reaction that she knew would come. She spoke without looking at Bonnie, knowing the result.
“I’m going to find my parents,” she said. “I’m going to find Jim and Rita.”
“What? No, Gen. No. You can’t do that. It’s too dangerous. You…you won’t survive, Gen! You don’t understand!”
Gen turned to face Bonnie. There - it was out. She had said it. And she had tried it on Bonnie first, the closest thing she had to a mother. If anyone could understand, it would be Bonnie.
“I have to try,” Gen said. “I have to try to find them.”
“Gen, no!” protested Bonnie, stepping toward her, hands held out as if to grab Gen, hold her, keep her from moving into harm. “You don’t understand how dangerous it would be! You can’t go. I won’t let you!”
“You can’t stop me, Aunt Bonnie. My military obligation is over. I’m free to go if I want. And I’m leaving. I’m going to find them.”
“You don’t even know if they’re still alive!”
Gen looked at Bonnie, some kind of iron coming into her voice, iron that Bonnie had not seen before in her goddaughter. “I believe they’re alive, and I’m going to find them.”
Bonnie hesitated.
I’ve seen that iron before. In her father. And in her mother. Oh God, she’s her father’s child. She’s her mother’s child. There won’t be any stopping her.
“Imogen,” Bonnie made one last appeal, switching to her “mother” voice, using Gen’s full name, a ploy reserved for critical situations. “It’s impossible. You know Goblins have a price on their heads. They’re hunted from one end of the Arm to the other. Even if Jim and Rita are still alive, they’ll be in hiding. You’ll never find them.”
“I’ll find them. Maybe they’re on Earth,” Gen thought out loud.
“Not likely,” argued Bonnie. “Our last check of Earth showed it still not habitable. Even for a Goblin, conditions would be dangerous.”
“But nobody would look for them there,” countered Gen.
“I don’t see it. It might be like Jim to hide himself away somewhere on Earth - he was always the hermit type anyway - but not Rita. And he would never leave Rita.”
“But how about the other copy of him?” persisted Gen. “The extra Jim?”
Bonnie glanced at Gen in some dismay. “Nemo? It’s the same for him. Nobody knows where he is. Probably dead.”
There was a silence between them, a strained silence, a hurt silence, the silence of a mother losing her daughter, even if not her real daughter. The silence of a daughter giving pain to her mother, even if not her real mother.
“I’m going, Aunt Bonnie. Please don’t try to stop me.”
Bonnie hesitated.
She still feels the emptiness inside. She feels a hole in her soul. She wants to know her real parents, her real mother. 
This is a battle I can’t win. She’s got too much of her parents in her. 
The only thing to do is to help her. And hope the Universe takes a hand.






  
  Four

Kaeru System


The rented truck bumped over the rough streets, an electric model, for the most part quiet, but not new, so squeaking and groaning a bit, Rita dumped in the back like so much garbage. The Lion had been extra rough when he tossed her into the back, his hate flowing out of him like a cracked punchbowl. He had slammed her into the truck bed, hands and feet shackled with special noise cuffs that not only bound her, but in theory kept her brain slammed with waves of electronic noise to keep her unconscious. 
They didn’t work. She had too much shielding added to her Goblin brain.
Money well spent, thought Rita. Crumpled in the back of the truck, Rita thought through her situation. She had survived these many years with half the Arm trying to kill her by always thinking a few steps ahead of her enemies. 
I’ll just let this asshole take me to his ship. My ship is on its last legs. I need a new ship anyway. He might have a good one. But he’s a bounty hunter, so he’s probably got a damn good brig onboard. I can’t let him put me in there. I need to get out of these cuffs and leg irons before he gets me in the cell. That’s the trick, though, isn’t it?
The EMP pulse was slowly wearing off. Rita could feel her hands and arms returning to life. The Lion was depending too much on the noise cuffs to keep her unconscious. He should have used stronger measures to secure her.
His mistake. And the last one he’ll make.
Now. It was time. They would be approaching the spaceport. Carefully, she attempted to move her hands. They moved, jerkily, clumsily, but they moved. She reached into the top of her pants. In the seam of her waistband, she pulled out a lockpick. As the truck continued toward the shuttleport, she started working on the noise cuffs.
Twenty minutes later, Zimra zu Akribi pulled up on the tarmac beside a sleek private sloop. He got out, walked to the back of the truck, and opened the tailgate. 
The Goblin wasn’t there.
And something hit him in the back of the head, and everything went black.
When the Lion regained consciousness, he was bound hand and foot, and on his own ship, behind the bars of his own brig. The Goblin sat in front of the cell, staring at him. It took Akribi a few seconds to realize his predicament, but when he did, he laughed. He was a realist. He knew he was dead.
“Well done, Goblin,” he smiled. “I didn’t expect you to be resistant to EMP.”
“Give me the keyword to the ship’s AI,” said Rita.
“Like bloody hell I will,” the Lion spat.
Rita turned a dial on a device in her hand. It was called a Forcer. Too late, the Lion realized he had the other half of the device already mounted on him - a band encircling his head. The pain made him scream like a wounded animal, as the agony shook his body. He jerked like a marionette. Foam flecked his lips as he screamed again. After ten seconds, Rita turned the dial back and Akribi slumped in his chair, moaning.
“Give me the keyword to the ship’s AI,” Rita said again.
The Lion managed a tiny head shake. Rita turned the dial again, and again he screamed. This time Rita only ran the Forcer for eight seconds; she was afraid it would kill him to use it longer. Again, she turned the dial back to zero and stared at the hunter.
“Give me the keyword to the ship’s AI,” she said one last time.
The Singheko grunted a word. Rita couldn’t quite hear it. She leaned forward.
“Say it again,” she said.
“Ridendo,” whispered the Singheko, knowing it was the last thing he would ever say.
An hour later, Rita had the sleek little sloop underway, blasting out of the atmosphere of Kaeru. There had been a time in Rita’s life when she showed mercy to her enemies. That time was long past; her enemies had never showed mercy to her, so she had abandoned that policy. Swinging close by the central star of the Kaeru system, she launched the bound and unconscious Singheko bounty hunter out the airlock, on a trajectory straight into the star. 
Good riddance. That’s an even half-dozen of those big bastards I’ve sent off now.
Once the course was set and the ship was running on automatic, she sat in the galley, drinking bishat - the closest thing to coffee available in the Arm - and began rummaging through the ships AI. 
“Ship, the first thing we have to do is change your name. Your name is now Jimmy Boy. And set your default language to English.”
<Wilco. My name is now Jimmy Boy. My default language is English>
“Jimmy Boy, why did the Singheko come to Kaeru hunting me? How did he know where to go?”
<He obtained the information on Jatralix. A Jatra witnessed your arrest of Poir and Rang there. He thought it suspicious that you had the strength to pick both of them up at the same time and toss them on a cart. He sold the information to Akribi.”
Rita sighed. “I got sloppy. I knew better than that.”
Rita drank a bit of her bishat and thought about the information.
“Do you know if the Jatra passed that on to anyone else?”
“Unlikely. Akribi killed him immediately after receiving the tip.”
Rita nodded. “Makes sense. He wouldn’t want any competition.”
Still, she thought. Still, somehow, someone could have overheard it. Or followed Akribi. I still need to be on my guard.
Rita drank bishat and considered. She knew she had to run far and fast. Akribi had gotten too close. She had to find a place where they would never think to look for her. 
She had been thinking about this for a while. There might be such a place. Called the Radcliffe Wave, it was an area on the edge of the Arm where many star-forming regions existed. There weren’t many habitable planets there. They would expect her to go toward the Core, where there were plenty of places to hide. So she would go the other way.
Maybe this time. Maybe this time I can find someplace where they don’t know about Goblins, where they never heard of Rita Page.
But first I need to stop at Netaz.
A part of her replied, a part that still existed in her, the part that had once been Bonnie. 
You don’t need anything at Netaz.
But another part of her disagreed.
You’re wrong. I need to see Jim one last time before I go.






  
  Five

Packet Boat Donkey - 2,316 Lights from Earth


It had been a hard goodbye. Tatiana, Marta’s mother, had fought them tooth and nail, right up to the bitter end. Using her power as Minister of Defense, she denied them a departure permit, holding them for weeks, until finally Marta’s grandfather Luke intervened, using his position as Home Secretary to override Tatiana - his own daughter - telling Tatiana to let them go live their lives. 
Tatiana was still pissed about that. She refused to even speak to Luke, giving him the old cold shoulder. Luke, on the other hand, thought it funny; he had a different attitude about such things. He had lived with Bonnie too long; he had become one with his wife, or as much as a man could become one with a woman. Both Bonnie and Luke were more accepting of the new generation, willing to give them the rope they wanted - even if they ended up hanging themselves. Tatiana was more controlling, more determined to protect Marta from all danger.
So Marta and Gen weren’t even sure Tatiana would come to see them off. But she did. At the last minute, just before they were to board the shuttle, she arrived with her Ministry entourage, a pack of security guards, and a small gaggle of press. Of course, Tatiana had to have some vids, some pictures for the media, the heroic mother seeing off her adventuresome daughter on a trip to the dangerous stars. Despite her concern for Marta, Tatiana was not one to waste an opportunity.
Somehow, though, a group of protesters had caught wind of the event. Behind the media, dozens of them paraded, holding signs, using bullhorns, shouting slogans, chanting. 
And Gen knew exactly what they wanted. They wanted the Oldies to let go. There had been a lot of criticism lately about the close family relationships in the Phoenix government. A flood of scathing criticism, in fact. The protesters were howling for Luke Powell to resign, for Bonnie to resign, for Tatiana to resign, they were too old, it was nepotism gone too far, it was favoritism on a grand scale, something had to be done. 
The protesters seemed to have forgotten that these were the people who had saved them, who had intervened with the Goblins to send a rescue mission to Earth, who had rescued them from certain death on a poisoned planet, who had brought them to a new world, turned an empty river valley into a sanctuary, created a government from scratch, turned away an early rebellion by thugs seeking to institute a fascist dictatorship. These were the people who had moved the remnant of Humans from a barely survivable toehold on an alien planet to a self-supporting colony, in only twenty-one years.
But now - the wheel had turned. The new generation didn’t want these “Oldies,” as they called them, running things anymore. They wanted power. They wanted to be in charge. They were howling at the moon; young pups ready to take over the pack. 
Luke, Bonnie, Tatiana, Marta’s father Misha, Mark Rodgers - they all knew it was time to let go. They had already started the process, grooming members of their staff, preparing the ground, ready to give up the reins as soon as others could step in. Luke had already announced his retirement, at the end of his current term. So had Bonnie, although only to Zoe DeLong, her Number Two, who was the one Bonnie was grooming to take her place. All of them were preparing to lay down their burdens.
But of course, it was never fast enough for those who lusted for power now - so the protesters marched and yelled, screamed and chanted. They wanted the Oldies out yesterday - if not sooner.
Ignoring the din of the mob, Gen looked around for her father. But Mark had not showed. 
Gen wasn’t surprised. Going into the EDF against his wishes had been bad enough. Refusing to return to a career in government was even worse. But this - leaving Phoenix on a wild goose chase to find her long-lost Goblin parents - that was a real slap in the face for Mark. She knew it hurt him, hurt his pride, his feeling of fatherhood. And she didn’t want to hurt him. She wished he would understand. But he couldn’t, wouldn’t. He was too proud.
Gillian, her aunt - and her adoptive mother - had died when Gen was fourteen. After that, it seemed like Gen somehow grew apart from her adoptive father. Oh, Mark had raised Gen properly, as best he could. He had ensured Gen’s education, left her in the care of capable governesses and private teachers. But Gen had a stubborn streak in her, and Mark was former military. Those two things didn’t go well together. She had gotten in a few scrapes in high school, to the point where Mark put a bodyguard at her elbow to ensure she didn’t get into more trouble. Both of them knew the bodyguard was not really there to ensure her protection. He was there to prevent more negative stories in the media.
And then Gen left university to go to the military. At that point, Mark had largely washed his hands of his adopted daughter, the niece of his dead wife, the child of a long-lost headstrong friend who had rarely listened to him.
That was fine with Gen. She loved Mark, in a kind of detached sort of way. He had raised her. He had looked out for her, kept her safe. She wondered if this was the normal feeling of a daughter toward a somewhat distant, too-busy father.
She had only a vague memory of her biological mother, Rita Page, and her biological father, Jim Carter. Both had gone off to fight the Stree when she was three. And never returned. There was just a faint impression of a very tall woman, and a very tall man, and the warmth of their bodies as they held her.
So in her own mind, Gen felt she had no parents. She knew, logically, that of course she did - but emotionally, she felt otherwise.
Tatiana reached them to say goodbye. Still pissed that Gen was taking her daughter off to danger, she gave Gen a quick, abbreviated hug. Then Tatiana held on to Marta, a long embrace, not releasing her until Marta was about to push her away in embarrassment.
Finally Tatiana stood aside, turning to look at the media with a smile on her face, a plastered-on smile that she reserved for public occasions. After her photo op, she walked forward, a microphone appearing as if by magic for her to speak to the media.
And then came Bonnie. She waited patiently for Tatiana to have her moment in the spotlight, until the media were satisfied they had enough vids and pictures and story and started to drift away. Only then did Bonnie step forward to say her goodbyes. 
A tall, fit woman in the dark blue and gold of an admiral’s uniform, Bonnie had just turned sixty, but looked forty. She wasn’t young anymore; her hair was gray, and she made no effort to hide it or cover it up. The wrinkles on her face were not severe, but they were there. They were the tracks of life on a primitive colony planet, one that had sorely tested the ability of Humans to survive.
But they had hung on, somehow - because they had no other choice. Twenty-one years earlier, the Stree had made Earth unlivable. With their massive nukes and biological weapons, they came close to wiping out humanity once and for all. Only a touch more than fifty thousand Humans had survived, to be rescued off the dying world by the Goblins and transported to a new home on Phoenix. And on Phoenix, Humans had managed to hammer out a new life, somehow surviving the alien environment, learning to adapt, improvise, overcome.
Coming to stand in front of Gen and Marta, in a sort of parade rest position, her arms behind her back, Bonnie had spoken to them quietly. She wasn’t one for the cameras. Her message was more personal. Bonnie had been in the military her entire adult life; as Lord of the Admiralty, Bonnie knew better than anyone else what was happening in the larger universe - outside of their little backwater colony. She laid it on the line for them one last time.
“Gen. Marta. You’re going out to an environment where every hand will be turned against you. The Arm is full of creatures who care little for Humans, or downright hate them. A lot of them blame Humans for starting the Stree War. You’ve never had to deal with that before. Be prepared for them to cheat you. Rob you. Lie to you, assault you, kidnap you. Outright try to kill you because they hate Humans. And if you’re not prepared for it, they’ll succeed. Don’t underestimate how many enemies you’re going to find out there, or you’re lost.
“And for God’s sake, don’t let anyone know Gen is related to Rita. Don’t let them know who you really are.
“Remember that the Stree have never given up on capturing Rita. The price on her head would buy a small planet. If you let anyone know Gen is Rita’s daughter…you won’t last out the day. It’s just that simple.”
Gen had felt strong, almost uncontrollable second thoughts then. For a moment, she wanted to run to Bonnie’s arms, declare the trip canceled, return to the safety of Bonnie’s guest house, with her red roof tiles, her pine trees, her bougainvillea, never to leave Phoenix again. It would be so easy. Just stay home, just find a career here, do what her father wanted her to do.
But somewhere inside her, she remembered. She remembered the taunts of high school, taunts that she never told Mark about, knowing he would over-react. But taunts she never forgot.
“Goblin bastard,” they had called her. “Orphan Goblin bastard. Your mother is a machine. Your father is a robot.”
Of course those kids knew better, in a logical sense. And so did Gen. She had been conceived when both Jim and Rita were still biological, long before they converted to Goblin form. In fact, she had been three years old when the Stree War started.
But still…
Goblin bastard. 
She had to know. She had to find them. 
She had to hear her mother tell her it wasn’t true.
Donkey droned on, already more than 250 lights from Phoenix. The tDrive made a kind of low frequency humming sound, almost inaudible. On a larger ship, she wouldn’t have been able to hear it at all. But Donkey was a small packet boat, essentially designed as a messenger craft, with only a cockpit, galley, medbay, and four cabins on the upper deck, a small cargo area below, and the engine room in the rear.
Gen sat in the cockpit, in the left seat. Even after all these years, after the loss of Earth and the colony dragging itself up by its bootstraps, tradition remained. And tradition dictated that the left seat was the pilot’s seat, while the right seat was the copilot’s. Thus Gen and Marta had fallen into an unconscious rhythm, Gen always taking the left seat, Marta the right. It had happened naturally. It was, after all, Gen’s ship. The ship given to her by her father.
At least, one of her fathers. The one called Nemo. The second copy.
When there are two copies of your father, how do you refer to them? Jim One and Jim Two? Jim and Jim Prime?
Although the overhead lights in the cockpit were reasonably bright and cheerful, a shiver ran down Gen’s back. She looked at the instruments in front of her, the VR windows providing a virtual reality look at the outside world, a backdrop of white-hot stars on a black velvet Universe.
My father sat here. When he was still biological. Before he converted to Goblin. He sat right here, where I’m sitting.
Gen looked over at the copilot seat.
And my mother. She probably sat there, talking to him. A couple, having a normal conversation. Not knowing what was in store for them. Not realizing how things would turn out.
Feeling tears creep into her eyes, Gen tried to think of something else. But the more she tried to avoid thinking about emotional things, the more they swept into her mind, filling it up, choking her with feelings.






  
  Six

Sol System - Venus


The figure on top of the low ridge - a hill, really, and barely that - gazed out on the surface of Venus with his combined infrared/radar eyes. Five feet long, the figure had the distinct shape of a caterpillar, with ten legs on each side and a head at the front. His body was made of titanium, ceramics, and carbon nanotubes; it easily withstood the 808 degrees Fahrenheit that was the new surface temperature of Venus.  
Before him, as far as he could see in the wavelengths of his specialized electronic eyes, the surface was covered with trillions of microbots, capturing carbon dioxide and feeding it into a vast array of pipes. From there, the output was collected and fed to processing stations, piped to a chain of sixteen massive space elevators located at equal intervals around the planet, and slammed into space under high pressure.
Nemo lifted his eyes and adjusted his wavelength to see beyond the soupy atmosphere into space. Far above, he could see the ends of the nearest space elevator, where orbiting stations processed the carbon dioxide sent up from the planet into frozen blocks. Those frozen blocks were then shot into position toward the small, rapidly growing moon of Venus - a moon that had not existed until a few years ago. A new moon, barely one-millionth the size of Earth’s moon; but growing fast now, as the first group of orbital processing stations was in full operation.
Nemo felt and heard Engineer Rauti come up and take position beside him. Together, they stared into space at the new baby moon, and the carbon dioxide processing stations - and beyond them, the complex array of mirrors that now cooled Venus, resulting in the new and ever decreasing temperature of the planet.
“You know that you are insane, right?” Nemo said via his internal comm.
Beside him, Rauti performed the caterpillar equivalent of a shrug. The Goblin clearly had humor in his voice as he replied. 
“Of course. Nothing worth doing is ever done by the sane.”
“Ah. Then you undoubtedly have many great projects in front of you - because you are totally fucking crazy.”
There was a short silence as the two Goblins, in their protective caterpillar bodies, contemplated the scope of Rauti’s undertaking. Rauti’s project was just beginning; it would require more than three hundred years to terraform Venus. Yet the changes were already apparent; in the last twenty years, Rauti’s microbots had completed huge mirrors on both sides of the planet to deflect sunlight away from the surface, causing the temperature to drop by nearly one hundred degrees. The first round of space elevators had been completed, and the orbital processing stations appended to their ends. The self-sustaining microbots had covered the surface of the planet, shipping carbon dioxide off Venus in earnest. The starting pistol for Rauti’s great engineering project had only just fired; the runners were barely out of the starting blocks; but it was clear the project was on the long road to success.
“I am glad you came to Venus,” Rauti offered. “It was lonely here before your arrival. It’s good to have someone to talk to.”
“It was Banjala’s suggestion. He knew you were still here on Venus, still working on your project. Those damn Transcends know everything.”
“How long did you spend exploring the other side of the Galaxy?”
“Nineteen years absolute. Only five years relative, though. I slept through most of it. I went all the way to the other Rim and back. There’s a lot of life out there, but not much of it sentient.”
“How do you establish the difference?”
Nemo smiled in his caterpillar way. “If it’s a collection of parts that knows it’s a collection of parts, I call it sentient. If you don’t know you’re just a collection of parts, then you’re not sentient.”
“Ah. I see.”
“There were a few primitive species that haven’t found space travel yet. And a couple of space-faring civilizations, but still in their infancy. Nothing to compare to the Goblins or the species here on this side.”
“I wonder why that is. Why most of the more advanced species are on this side of the Galaxy…”
“Banjala says it’s because the Transcends originated on this side of the Galaxy. When they transcended a few billion years ago, they left a lot of artifacts scattered around this side. After they were gone, other races found their junk and reverse-engineered it. So a few of the species on this side of the Galaxy moved ahead faster than expected.”
“Sloppy of the Transcends to leave their junk lying around like that.”
“Yeah. Banjala agrees. In fact, he says after they realized what they had done, they went back and cleaned things up a bit.”
“So then what did you do? After your tour of the far side?”
“I came back to the Galactic Center. I spent a few months there, just thinking.”
“And what did you think about?”
“About dead people, mostly. Almost everyone I knew and loved is dead now. Or even if they’re alive, they’re dead to me. Or rather, I’m dead to them.”
“And so you finally came here. To train with Banjala.”
“Yes.”
“For some mysterious Path that only he knows about.”
“Yes.”
“You’ve been training for nearly a year now.”
“Yes.”
“And yet you have not transcended.”
“And yet I have not transcended. You sound like Banjala.”
“It must be incredibly hard.”
“It is.”
“Will you continue the attempt? You could give up, you know, and continue to help me on the project.”
“I’m going to give it another year. Then I’m calling it quits. It was a good exercise. I’ve learned a lot, both about myself and about the Universe. But at some point, I have to accept that I can’t do it. I’m just not the right person to do it, I guess.”
“I wish you luck.”
“Thank you.”
“In the meantime, I’m grateful for your help on the project.”
“Of course. But one question - I don’t understand how the Stree haven’t found you already and destroyed everything,” Nemo commented.
“For one, they are too focused on rebuilding their battle fleet at Aslar. And tracking down and killing every stray Goblin they can find in the Arm. And they know Earth is dead, so they rarely come here. They’ve only sent two scout ships to Sol in the last twenty-one years.”
“And?”
“The first one came before I had anything rebuilt in space, so there was nothing for them to see here at Venus. They inspected Earth, verified there was no Human life there, and left.”
“And the second?”
“The second one was six years ago. I had just got my mirrors in place, so they immediately noticed them.”
“And?”
“I have some defenses in place. They are not obvious, but they are effective. Their ship met with a sudden accident almost instantly.”
“Ah. But didn’t their disappearance cause the Stree to become concerned, investigate?”
“Well…it seems that scout ship sent a message back to Aslar, stating they had found nothing at Earth and were headed home. Then a week later, another garbled message was received at Aslar stating their tDrive failed, and they were marooned in empty space fifty lights from the nearest system. They were never heard from again. It was sad.”
“Rauti, you are a devil.”
“That’s funny. That’s exactly what the Stree say about me. Of course, they’re talking about the three copies of me that died at Stree Prime.”
“If they ever discover you left a fourth copy back here at Venus to continue your project…”
“Yes. That would not be good. Let’s make sure they never find out.”
The two sat in mellow silence for a bit, enjoying their view of the hot planet before them. The surface presented to their mixed infrared/radar eyes was in shades of dark red, orange, and yellow. The mountains, slightly cooler than the surface, were more of a purple color to them. After a bit, Engineer Rauti continued the conversation.
“But your Transcend friends…if it came down to it, do you think they might intervene to help?”
“No. Banjala is adamant they will not become involved in the struggles and wars of biologicals or Goblins. I’m quite sure they would stand aside and let the Stree destroy all of this.”
At that instant, a figure popped into existence before the two Goblins. It was six feet tall and had the general appearance of a frozen column of water, or perhaps a thick, creamy stalagmite. There was a snap of displaced air as it appeared in the thick atmosphere of Venus.
“And we would be sorry for your death,” said a voice in their heads, as the Transcend hovered before them, not quite touching the ground. “But we would not intervene. Biologicals, and Goblins alike, must solve their own problems without our intervention. It is our way. Commander, it is time for your lesson.”
Nemo heaved the caterpillar equivalent of a sigh and raised a couple of his front legs to Rauti in a goodbye. Then he transmitted out of the caterpillar body to another of his bodies, one contained in the subsurface compound where he lived. Nemo found himself now in a tiny body, hardly larger than a cat, deep underground. Banjala was waiting for him, his translation to the subsurface even faster than Nemo’s. 
“Let the lesson begin. Calm your mind. Release your thoughts. Accept your place in the Universe. Then we will seek once more to show you the Path,” said the Transcend. 






  
  Seven

Niasa System - 2,491 Lights from Earth


“Niasa Approach, Private Yacht  Donkey in the slot,” Marta called.
“Private Yacht Donkey, roger, maintain course and speed, handover to docking system.”
“Handover to docking system, aye,” Marta replied. She closed her eyes momentarily as she issued a command to Donkey’s onboard AI system to take over and communicate with the dock. The rest would be managed automatically.
From the pilot’s seat, Gen grinned at Marta. “Why do you always close your eyes when you’re talking to an AI?”
Marta opened her eyes, shook her head. “Don’t ask me.”
Donkey slowly eased into the dock. The space station was massive - a construct unlike anything Gen and Marta had ever seen. A tremendous wheel-like structure, it was easily four miles wide and one-half mile thick - a huge, silvered discus in space. And a place to be wary of - according to her adoptive father Mark, Niasa was a hole-in-the-wall - a bustling, nearly lawless port where only the most flagrant crimes were punished. 
But it also had a reputation as a place where information could be had - and information was Gen’s goal. If there was any place in the Arm where one could get information about Jim Carter or Rita Page, this was it. For a price, of course.
As they got closer, Gen could see docking arms every few hundred meters, all the way around the station. There were other ships docked - designs she had never seen before. The thought of meeting other species, probably some she had never seen even on the Net, excited Gen. She felt completely alive, in a way she had never felt before.
Donkey’s AI system was talking to the station’s AI, so there wasn’t much for Gen to do - only monitor the instruments and maintain situational awareness in case something went wrong. But nothing went wrong, and soon there was a distinct “clunk” as Donkey mated to the docking port.
Marta looked at Gen and winked.
“You ready?”
Gen nodded vigorously. “Ready. Let’s do this.”
Rising from the cockpit, Gen issued a last command to Donkey over her internal comm link.
“Donkey, switch to docked status.”
<Docked status set> acknowledged Donkey. Around them, the cockpit lights dimmed, and several displays winked out as Donkey went to low-power mode.
“You really ought to rename this ship,” said Marta as they prepared to disembark. “Donkey is such a stupid name.”
Although smiling, Gen shook her head. “No. My Dad inherited this ship with that name, so…well, that’s one of the few links I have to him. I’d like to keep it.”
Marta shrugged. “Your call. But it’s stupid.”
Gen laughed. “It could be worse, you know. Only a Human would understand what the name means. To anyone else, it’s just a name.”
Marta sniffed. “OK. I get it. It was your Dad’s ship, and you want to keep it the way he gave it to you.” Marta buckled on a gun belt, hefting the pulse pistol a couple of times to ensure it slid out of the magnetic holster easily, then dropping it back. “Who originally named this thing, anyway? It wasn’t your Dad, right? It already had that name when he got it?”
“According to Aunt Bonnie, it was one of Dad’s pilot buddies back in the Singheko War. Someone called Paco. He was killed at the Battle of Dekanna.”
“Too bad,” replied Marta. “But I guess I can see why your Dad didn’t want to rename it.”
“Don’t forget your knives,” Gen interjected.
“No problem.” Marta reached for a harness belt and strapped it around her, which left a pack of three knives in the small of her back. On the front of the belt were three charge packs for the pulse pistol. Then she wrapped a vest around her, hiding most of her weapons from view.
Beside her, Gen finished putting on her own tactical harness, which also contained two knives in the small of her back, and three charge packs in front.
“You don’t think we’re overdoing this?” asked Gen, looking at Marta.
“Well, if our cover story is that we’re bounty hunters, we have to look the part, right? Besides…my father said we should go out armed to the teeth anytime we docked. Humans are not popular in the Arm. And besides…you know the rule they taught us in the EDF - it’s better to have it and not need it, than to not have it and wish you did.”
Grinning, Gen nodded. “Yeah. Ready?”
“Ready.”
“OK. Here we go. Donkey, open the hatch.”
The hatch slid aside. The two young women looked out on a foreign dock. It was quiet. There was nobody around. A couple of robotic cargo handlers stood nearby, large frames with huge, clawed arms, parked inert against the right wall. A green light showed above a large, closed cargo door leading into the station. Beside it, a smaller personnel door also had a green light.
“Donkey, what do the green lights mean?” asked Marta.
<The station is smart enough to recognize environmental needs by species. It will put up an indicator by any door you approach. A green light indicates that the environment on the other side of the door is safe for Humans. If you see a red light, do not enter. You will die>
“Oh, right. I remember that from uni,” breathed Marta. “Alien Species 101, remember?”
“Yeah, now I do,” Gen said. “Well, let’s go.”
Stepping off, the two young women marched toward the personnel door, their heads high.
Walking inside the station, Gen and Marta had no idea where they were going. When they first entered the station, there were only a few creatures about. They saw a couple of Bagrami roustabouts, huge bear-like creatures nearly eight feet tall. Gen had seen a Bagrami before, a visitor to Phoenix. Some kind of Admiral who had come to visit with Tatiana. So she wasn’t shocked to see them. They also encountered a couple of Taegu, smaller creatures about five feet tall, looking remarkably like Humans except for their flat faces with only a slit for a nose, and heads that somehow looked more square than a Human head. Gen had seen them before as well; she knew they had been allies of Humans in the Singheko War, and she had seen several of them visiting Aunt Bonnie at the Admiralty. 
But after that, as they came to a larger hallway and turned left toward the main part of the station, they encountered three Singheko Lions walking the other way. 
The seven-foot-tall creatures were armed to the teeth. Each had two pulse pistols on their hips, a rifle slung over their backs, and tactical harnesses containing all manner of knives and grenades slung across their chests. They stomped through the crowd, lesser creatures clearing a path for them.
“Be careful here,” whispered Marta to Gen as the Lions approached. 
Since the Singheko War, there had been no love lost between Lions and Humans. Gen and Marta slid to the far right of the passageway, as far from the approaching figures as they could get. Still, as the Lions approached, the huge creatures stopped and stared at the two Humans. As Gen and Marta drew even with them on the other side of the passageway, they heard low growls coming from the trio. One of them put a hand on his pulse pistol, so Gen and Marta did likewise, casting sideways glances at them as they passed. But eventually they were beyond them. Glancing back, Marta muttered. “They’re still there, just standing there glaring at us.”
“Ignore them. They won’t bother us in public.”
“Yeah, but will I bother them? That’s the question…” Marta muttered.
Gen grinned. Throughout high school and college, Marta’s inclination to fight any and all comers had been legend, evidently something she had inherited from her mother, Tatiana. Marta was one of those people who didn’t know physical fear. It was a standing joke among their circle of friends and enemies: 
Have you fought Marta yet? Well, just wait…you will!
Gen’s grin grew even broader as she recalled those wonderful early days with Marta.






  
  Eight

Niasa System


Mario couldn’t believe it. He kept shaking his head, astonishment pushing him back into a side alley in the market, hiding from the two Human women. They wandered innocently through the marketplace, as if they had not a care in the world.  
He couldn’t let them see him. Not yet. He checked his onboard biocam once more. He had to be sure. He had to be. The cost of a mistake was his life.
But the cost of success was also a life. The rest of his life. With a half-billion credits in the bank.
If the biocam in his left eye was working properly. If his onboard AI was correct. If they didn’t see him yet…
The Human world of Phoenix was a backwater, a tiny appendage in the Orion Arm, with a low population and a mostly agricultural resource base. Most species could care less about Humans, and certainly there was not much trade with them. 
But…there was a tiny bit of trade; and as a result, there were a few - very few - images of prominent citizens of Phoenix available on the Net. 
And as Mario had walked through the market, he had noticed the two Human women to one side. And his biocam was always on, always feeding images to his onboard AI. That biocam had cost him a lot of money - and the AI even more. 
But now…it had paid off. All his plans, all his investments, everything - money well spent.
Because one of the pictures freely available on the Net was a formal portrait of the government of Phoenix - the Prime Minister and his cabinet. The ministers and aides were all lined up beside the PM, Mark Rodgers. Behind them, on the steps of some government building, stood their families.
Standing several rows behind the ministers, two young women had faces circled by his AI.
87% probability of a match to Marta Tatiana Powell, daughter of the Minister of Defense (Tatiana Powell) and granddaughter of the Home Secretary (Luke Powell).
And the other was even more unbelievable…
89% probability of a match to Imogen Carter Page, daughter of the Prime Minister (Mark Rodgers).
Mario was literally shaking in his excitement. He had to clasp his hands together to keep the trembling from becoming noticeable.
Marta Powell. Daughter of the Minister of Defense. She’s worth a hundred thousand at least.
Mario tried to calm himself. What he had in mind would take a cool head. He worked on soothing his mind, pushing his plans to the back burner momentarily. After a minute, he got himself under control. He found that ice-cold place in his soul where he could think logically and rationally in the face of great stress. It was why he had survived, the reason he was still alive after three and a half years in the wild. 
He went back to thinking about the possibilities.
The other one. Imogen Carter Page. Daughter of the Prime Minister. That’s at least two hundred thousand creds…maybe more…
But there was another, much more important clue. One more hit from the Net. A clue his AI had dredged up from somewhere, and one that he must act on quickly before someone else figured it out. He returned to his virtual vision one last time, to look at it once more, to make sure it was real and not imagined.
Imogen Carter Page - rumored to be the biological daughter of Admiral Rita Page.
Mario’s hands began to shake again. He clasped them to stop it.
Rita Page.
The former head of the Earth Defense Force. The one who converted to Goblin in the Stree War.
Rita Page. The Goblin who’s worth half a billion credits.
Mario followed the two women discreetly as they wandered through the market, at the same time talking via his onboard comm.
“I’m telling you, it’s them!” he repeated. “They’re wandering around the market like a couple of kids on holiday!”
On the other end of the call, the Jatra named Gast listened passively, ready to do whatever Mario suggested. Jatra did not get overly excited; but they were deadly. With two long fangs protruding out of his mouth, slate-gray skin, prominent blue veins visible on his face, and ears like a wolf, the big Jatra fit the picture of “Vampire” - the derogatory term used for them by Humans. But this Vampire wasn’t something out of mythology - he was all too real. Throughout the Arm, Jatra had the reputation for being ruthless killers. Second only to the Lions - and sometimes worse - when muscle was needed, Vampires were usually available.
“They didn’t notice you?” asked Gast.
“No. I stayed out of sight.”
“OK. The Net shows their ship to be the Donkey, berth 1866.”
“What kind of ship?”
“Some kind of old packet boat, I think.”
“OK. You know what we have to do. Talk later.”
“Roger that,” said the Vampire, signing off.
Mario stayed behind Gen and Marta, keeping the crowd in between them, never coming out fully into the open. It was important they did not see him; what he had in mind had to be done a certain way. 
I can’t believe this! They just show up here? They come to me? Incredible! I can’t believe my luck!
My way off this damn station at last! A way to find Rita Page and Jim Carter! Half a billion! Set for life!
But I’ve got to get them wrapped up before someone else figures this out. I don’t have a lot of time.
“We should get some local funds,” Marta said, pointing to a sign in front of a small kiosk that indicated a bank and money exchange. Like all the signs in the station, it floated in the air, a virtual image. Stopping briefly, they exchanged several gold coins for two local credit plaques. Finishing, they continued down the street, in awe of the strange smells and sights, and the alien creatures walking around.
“Look at that,” Marta said, pointing. 
Gen followed the direction of Marta’s finger and saw a sign: Bounty Bar.
“Do you think that means a bar for bounty hunters?”
“Probably,” answered Gen. “Let’s give it a try. We’ve got nothing to lose, right?”
“We hope.”
Crossing the street, the two entered the bar. The foyer was dim, musty, and smelled like a horse had crapped in it. 
“Gaah!” exclaimed Marta as they entered. They pinched their noses and went through into the bar proper. Inside, they saw a large, dimly lit room, with a long bar across the back wall. Booths of assorted sizes - some large, some small - ringed the perimeter of the bar. In the center were tables, some with small chairs, some with larger ones. It was clear the bar catered to any species that could fit through the front door.
“At least it doesn’t smell quite so bad in here,” said Gen. “Let’s get a booth against the wall.”
They selected a booth that looked Human-sized and slid into it. A Taegu waitress came over and stared at them silently. She wore something around her neck that looked like a large pendant. 
Gen recognized it from her Net studies as an AI translator, a device which could translate speech on the fly directly to their internal comms.
“What do you recommend?” asked Gen.
The Taegu looked at them sullenly. Finally she spoke. Ignoring her high-pitched, sing-song speech, Gen heard the translation in her head.
“For such children as you? Milk, perhaps?”
Marta looked at Gen, anger showing on her face. Before Gen could stop her, Marta replied to the waitress.
“Perhaps this child could rearrange your face, as well as your attitude?”
The waitress laughed out loud. “You could try. But it would be the last thing you ever did.” She leaned her head to the right, toward the back of the room. Marta looked in that direction, and saw a massive Bagrami bouncer sitting quietly, watching them intently. He had two pulse pistols on his hips, and an exceptionally large pulse rifle lying on the table in front of him. Marta shrugged and pasted a smile on her face.
“In that case, bring me a beer,” she said. “Anything that would taste decent to a Human.”
“Likewise,” added Gen.
The waitress nodded and departed toward the bar.
“Don’t antagonize her!” hissed Gen across the table to Marta. “We’re trying to stay under the radar here!”
“She pissed me off,” said Marta. “That was uncalled for. She didn’t have to insult us!”
“Look…we probably do look like children to them. We have to play this carefully. Try to control yourself, Mart!”
“Roger, Capitan,” Marta said sarcastically. “You’re the boss!”
Gen sighed. “Mart. I’m not the boss. You know what I mean! I’m just trying to keep us safe!”
Marta shrugged again, and her sarcastic mood was gone as suddenly as it had come. “OK. Sorry,” she grinned. “Wow! Think about it! We’re 416 light years from home! That’s farther than we ever went on our old beat-up destroyer!”
Gen grinned back at her. “Yep! And we’re gonna be a lot farther away than that, before this trip is done.”
The two women grinned stupidly at each other. The waitress came back with a couple of mugs and dropped them on the table in front of them. She stood silently. As Gen and Marta stared at her in puzzlement, the waitress sighed and pointed toward a device mounted on the wall of the booth.
Understanding at last, Gen fished in her pocket and pulled out her credit plaque. She waved it at the wall-mounted pay station and got a green light. The waitress shook her head and departed, muttering under her breath, Gen catching the word “…children…” as she walked away. 
Ignoring her, Gen grinned at Marta. They lifted their beers and clinked the glasses together. 
“Mud in your eye!” said Gen.


Sol System - Venus


“You once let go of your biological body to become a Goblin. Now you must let go of your android body to become a Transcend. It is a similar process,” said Banjala.
Nemo shook his head. He had downloaded into the artificial body of a Human today. It was a mistake; it brought back a lot of memories, not all of them good. It distracted him from the lesson Banjala was trying to teach, and they both knew it.
But Banjala had not corrected him; the Transcend floated in the air before him, untouched, untouchable, a creature not of atoms and molecules. Once again, it had taken a form that looked like a six-foot waterfall frozen instantly into a column of ice. And as often happened, Nemo had a terrible compulsion to reach out and touch it, see what it felt like. Yet he knew to do so would probably kill him, or at least knock him to the floor unconscious - because it was not ice, but energy. Pure energy, according to Banjala, and Nemo had no desire to call him a liar.
“But where do I go?” Nemo said again. “If I let go of this body…there is no other place for me to be!”
The fear that encompassed him when Banjala worked with him on this lesson was overwhelming. The idea of releasing his consciousness from his android body without another body to transfer into unnerved him.
“If there is no other body to receive me…where do I go?” Nemo repeated. “I would cease to be!”
At the top of the floating column of energy, Banjala had formed a pseudo-face, a concession to Nemo to make it easier for them to converse.
“I have told you a dozen times. There is a place for you to go. But you must find that place yourself. And if you do not understand where you must go, then you are not ready to go there. My lessons with you have been wasted,” Banjala said. With a snap of displaced air, the Transcend vanished.
Nemo sighed. Lately, too many lessons ended like this. Banjala would work with him for as long as Nemo was willing to work; but eventually, every lesson came to a point where Banjala challenged Nemo to let go of his physical form and try to become energy - like Banjala. And Nemo just couldn’t do it. And then Banjala would abruptly disappear, a teacher disappointed in his pupil.
Nemo could not understand what Banjala was trying to teach him. Where could he go, if not to another body? What was the secret Banjala thought he should already know? And why couldn’t Banjala just make it easy and tell him the answer?
He was failing. And he knew he was failing. 
I should just go back to the black hole and dive in. I’m wasting my time here.
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Niasa System


Gen noticed the Human as soon as he walked in. She paused, her fork halfway to her mouth, and tilted her head slightly at Marta, who was facing away from the doorway. Marta continued eating, but casually turned to watch the Human move through the bar to sit at a stool in the rear. 
“Um, yummy,” said Gen. “I could go for some of that.”
“Careful, sweetie. You know how you pick ‘em.”
Gen nodded. “True. If there are five men in a room, I’ll always pick the one that’s trouble.”
Marta laughed. “It’s a talent.”
Gen frowned. “I’d call it more of a skill. But still…” 
Gen paused, looking hungrily at the young man sitting at the bar with his back to them. “…this one is too cute for words.”
“Leave it, Gen,” Marta persisted. “We don’t have time for this.”
Gen turned to look back at Marta. “Well, we need information, don’t we? What better way to get it than to ask a Human? At least we know he’s one of us!”
Marta shook her head slightly. “There’s just as many bad Humans as there are bad aliens.” Marta stared at the young man for a bit. “He looks pretty scruffy to me. Down on his luck, I think. Looking for a score.”
“Aren’t we all?” Gen scoffed. “How is that any different from us?”
“We’re strangers here. He’s not. He’s got the advantage of knowing the ground. I say we leave him be and move on.”
They ate in silence for a moment, finishing their meal. Marta couldn’t help but notice that Gen persisted in checking out the young man at the rear bar, who was sitting quietly drinking his beer, occasionally chatting with the Taegu barmaid or the Bagrami bouncer. 
When they were done eating, Marta heaved a long sigh and shook her head at Gen.
“You’re not going to listen to me, are you?”
Gen smiled sweetly. “I’m just going to ask him a couple of questions. You have nothing to worry about.”
“I’ve got plenty to worry about…I’m with you, aren’t I?” Marta muttered as they slid out of the booth. 
Ignoring her, Gen walked over to the rear bar and slid into the stool beside the young man. 
“Hello!” she said brightly.
Mario turned to her and flashed a brilliant smile. Gen couldn’t help but notice his white, perfect teeth and full lips. His face was near-flawless - Roman nose, light hair streaked with blond, wide-set blue eyes evident even in the darkness of the bar. An electric thrill ran through Gen as she looked deep into his eyes. Gen didn’t even notice Marta sliding onto the stool beside her as she found herself unable to speak again; the man was just that beautiful.
“Well, hello,” Mario said. “You’re a long way from home!”
“Wha...What do you mean?” Gen managed to get out, her mind still not working right.
“You’re Human, so you must be from Phoenix, right?
Gen heard Marta beside her mutter, “A real genius we got here.” Ignoring her, Gen smiled her best smile back at the young man and nodded.
“Yes, right. From Phoenix.”
Mario’s smile got even wider, if such a thing was possible. 
“Wow, it’s really good to see someone from home,” he said. “I haven’t seen anyone from Phoenix for almost a year!”
“How…how did you get here?” asked Gen, slowly getting herself under control.
Mario shook his head. “Just being stupid. I decided I wanted to see the big wide universe. Hitched a ride out from Phoenix on the Darius shuttle three years ago.”
Gen frowned, clearly puzzled. “How did you expect to survive out here on your own?”
Mario shrugged. “I worked in the docks at Jatralix for a couple of years. Made enough to get to Netaz. Worked in the docks there for another year, then came here. Since then, I’ve been making my living by trading. Dock work is too hard.”
From Gen’s right side, Marta’s voice interrupted. “What do you trade?”
Mario grinned. “All sorts of things. But mostly information. I find out things for people.”
“People?” Gen asked, puzzled.
“You know. I call them people. Doesn’t matter what species they come from. It gets too complicated trying to sort them all out, so I just call them people.”
“Oh,” Gen said, thinking.
“Anyway, so that’s what I do. I find out things. Sell the information. I’m kind of a database, you might say. I know everything that’s going on here at Niasa, and for two hundred lights in every direction.”
Gen turned and shot a glance at Marta. Marta gave a tiny head shake, almost imperceptible, just enough to let Gen know she was uncomfortable sharing any of their secrets with this stranger.
Turning back to Mario, Gen made a decision. It wasn’t the decision Marta wanted. 
“Can you give us a tour of the station?” she asked. 
Mario nodded. “Sure.” 
He thought fast. He had played this game before. He knew that making it too easy for them would raise Marta’s suspicions even more.
“Not for free, though. It’s nice meeting other Humans and all that, but a guy has to make a living. Ten creds for the afternoon, and I’ll show you everything on the station.”
Gen turned to Marta. 
“It’s just to get familiar with the station. It’s only ten creds!” she said, pleading.
Marta rolled her eyes and threw out a huge sigh. “Fine. Just a tour, though,” she added.
Gen squealed in delight. She turned back to Mario, radiant. “When can we go?” she asked.
Mario lifted his beer and drained the glass.
“How about right now?”
As they walked back through the market, Marta let Gen and Mario go ahead of her, hanging back to study the young man. His clothing was on the shabby side. There were a few stains on his shirt, a couple of small tears on the legs of his pants. Clearly, he was living on the edge of society. 
She also studied his hands. There were no callouses, no rough edges, nothing to show he worked at manual labor, now or in the past.
This one makes his living off others, she thought. At best, a leech, and a bum. At worst, a professional con artist. Why can’t Gen see that? Why does she always fall for the bad boys?
Mario and Gen were chattering away in front of her. Marta shifted her gun belt away from the point of her hip as it dug into her. 
I’ll have to keep her safe once again. Will this girl ever learn to read men? Thank the stars I came along with her!
Mario walked along, pointing out the sights of Niasa to the two women. Beside him, the one called Gen kept up a steady stream of small talk. She was clearly on the hook. But the other one - the one called Marta - was not. She followed along behind them, precisely placed to monitor both him and the crowd, protecting Gen like a bodyguard. 
I have to watch that one, thought Mario. She’s clearly pissed. She’s going to be trouble.
A short message from his pet Vampire popped up in his left eye.
Team assembled, ready to go.
Chit-chatting with Gen while Marta walked along behind, Mario pointed out all the sights as they strolled back through the market, then into the industrial district of the station. He pointed out the tank farms that held oxygen for the various species requiring it. There were three main sectors, he told them. The sector they were in was for oxygen-nitrogen breathers. This was the bulk of the species - he persisted in calling them people - who lived on the station. 
“There are two other sectors,” he said. “One is reserved for methane-breathers. They tend to be fairly aggressive types, the kind you don’t really want to mess with. Luckily, they can’t survive in our atmosphere - so they don’t come in here, and we don’t go into their sector without a damn good reason.”
“What’s the other sector?” asked Marta.
“Water,” Mario told them. “There’s a few species that live in water. Not many - but enough to make it worthwhile to provide a small sector just for them. Needless to say, it’s pretty difficult to go in there as well.”
“I’m kinda shocked by that,” said Gen. “I don’t see how a species could develop a space-faring technology living in water. I mean, we’re taught in school that the whales and dolphins back on Earth were pretty smart. But they had no hands, no way of manipulating their world. How could they develop spaceflight?”
Mario grinned. “It’s not the whale and dolphin types that did it,” he corrected. “It’s the octopus types. On some planets, proto-octopus lifeforms evolved hands. Once that happened, their intelligence ramped up quickly.”
“Ah. Didn’t think about them,” Gen mused.
Mario led them out of the industrial sector and into the business district. He showed them the hospital, the Customs House, and the Governor’s House. After that, they turned left toward the center part of the station. They came out of the ring area, passed through a long hallway with faux stone that simulated something like a castle wall, and into a large central park. 
It was huge, at least a half-mile across, and Gen gasped in delight when they came out into the open. The park was covered in greenery, an open space with trees, large plants, flowers, everything held under an enormous dome that simulated a realistic sky above them, albeit a greenish one rather than blue. A simulated sun blazed down upon them, so effective it warmed their skin.
“Oh, wonderful,” said Gen. “So realistic!” She turned to Marta. “Don’t you think so?”
Marta grunted assent. “It’s great,” she agreed reluctantly.
Mario led them into the park to a series of benches beside a path. He gestured for them to take a seat. As they did, he moved to his right and sat beside Marta, trying to put her more at ease.
“This station was built around two hundred years ago,” he said. “The park has been here since the beginning, so it’s had plenty of time to get well-established.”
Some animal came out of a nearby tree, something remarkably like a squirrel, and ran up close to them. It chittered and cocked its head, waiting. Mario reached in his pocket and pulled something out, threw it on the ground in front of the animal. The pseudo-squirrel grabbed it and ran back up the tree, chittering all the way.
“What was that?” asked Gen.
“They call them quats here,” said Mario. “But I call them squirrels. They pretty much fill the same niche as squirrels did on Earth, so that’s what I call them.”
There was a silence for a bit, as they thought about Mario’s words.
Earth. A planet they couldn’t remember. One the Oldies spoke about in a reverent tone, like some kind of holy place. A place of death now, after the Stree War.
“Well. I’m going to call them squirrels too,” said Gen. “Even though I’ve never seen a real squirrel.” She turned to Mario. “How old are you? Do you remember Earth?”
“Not really,” Mario replied, a slight tone of regret in his voice. “I was five when it happened. I can just barely remember a lot of green trees - a lot more than this,” he said, waving his hand at the park around them. “I remember walking by a river while my father fished. I think we must have been from Oregon or Washington State. I remember seeing orca at the zoo, and a big ship in the harbor. That’s about it. My folks didn’t survive, so all I know is that I was picked up by one of the Goblin shuttles. They didn’t keep a record of where they found me, so I don’t even know where I’m actually from.”
They sat in silence for a bit. Finally, Gen broke the mood.
“So you’re two years older than me,” she said. “I don’t remember anything about Earth. I actually never lived there. What few memories I have of those days are from…”
Marta coughed loudly, warning Gen to shut up.
“…other places,” Gen finished lamely.
Whoops. It wouldn’t do to say my earliest memory is being on board an EDF battleship. Before I got shuttled off to Mark and Gillian.
Mario nodded, misunderstanding. “I know. The Goblin ships that rescued us and brought us to Stalingrad.” He looked around wistfully. “There was a nice park there at Stalingrad. It was huge. Do you remember it?”
“No, I was too young,” Gen responded. She glanced at Marta. “Do you remember it, Mart?”
“Nah,” Marta replied. “Remember, I was only two when we were there. I have no recollection of anything before Phoenix.”
Gen nodded. “Yeah, me too.”
They sat for a while. Even Marta relaxed a bit. Having Mario remind her of their shared history - all of them refugees from a doomed planet - had calmed her fears somewhat. Marta gazed at the blue-green trees, the blue-green plants, the grass, the quats running around collecting food from the ground, and decided it was a nice place.
“I’m really surprised to see something like this here at Niasa,” she finally said. “It has a reputation of being a hell-hole.”
“And it is,” said Mario. “Make no mistake about it. Half the people in this station would cut your throat for ten creds. There’s a lot of places you don’t want to go at night.”
With a sly smile, Gen leaned forward so she could see Mario clearly. “So where would we go tonight to have fun without getting in too much trouble?”
Marta jerked back in surprise.
“Gen!” she exclaimed.
But it was done. Mario smiled, both outside and inside.
“I know just the place,” he said. “Good music, dancing, the drinks aren’t half-bad. And not too dangerous.”
Marta objected. “We don’t have time for this, Gen. We have to get on with our business.”
Gen ignored her. “When do we go?”
Mario continued his radiant smile. “I’ll meet you at nine PM local. Just outside the Bounty Bar. You know where that is, of course.”
“We do,” smiled Gen. “We’ll meet you there at nine.”
Mario stood and gave a half-bow to them. “See you then!” He turned and walked away, waving over his shoulder at them.
“Gen!” hissed Marta. “What are you doing? He’s trouble!”
Gen got serious, the smile leaving her face. “I know he’s trouble. But I can handle him. And he has information.”
Gen looked at Marta, now all business. “And we need information. He thinks he’s playing us. But believe me, Mart, I’m playing him. I’ve got this under control.”
“Oh, whew,” Marta said, shaking her head. “You really had me worried. I thought you were thinking with your other brain.”
“Not a chance,” said Gen grimly.
That evening, Gen and Marta waited outside the Bounty Bar for a good ten minutes before Mario showed up. He seemed to be a bit out of breath.
“Sorry I’m late,” he said, “I got hung up on business.”
“No worries,” Gen smiled sweetly. “We’re fine. Are you ready to go?”
“Yep, absolutely,” responded Mario. He led them down-station, at least according to the signs on the wall. They had learned that moving counterclockwise around the perimeter of the station was called up-station. Arrows on the walls pointed in that direction. If you moved against the arrows - as they were now doing - that was down-station.
As the three moved along, Mario tried to conceal his emotional state. But he was on a high, barely able to breathe. 
I’ve hit the jackpot! This is my ticket off this damn hellhole!
It was dark now; the station had moved to a night period. Mario led them to a nightclub, a garish sign on the front proclaiming it the Blowout Club. 
“Blowout Club? What a strange name for a club on a space station!” exclaimed Marta. Loud music streamed out of an open front door. Two large Bagrami bouncers stood beside the door, nodding to Mario in familiarity as he led the girls inside.
“Alright!” exclaimed Gen as they came into the club proper. There were ‘people’ of a half-dozen oxygen breathing species bouncing, yelling, talking, drinking, a cacophony of sound unlike anything Gen and Marta had ever heard.
“First drink’s on me!” yelled Mario over the din.
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Netaz System - 2,590 Lights from Earth


Rita had landed at Netaz early in the morning. The spaceport was crowded. Venturing out in the daylight was too risky. Creatures of every species hustled about, moving from their various shuttles and ships. She had never seen the port so busy. 
She wouldn’t have stopped at Netaz at all - but the ship needed reaction catalyst, and she needed supplies. Not much, of course - as a Goblin, she could go for months, maybe years, without the intake of external materials. 
But…she had once been a Human. And the Human part of her wanted chocolate. And coffee. Or something like those nearly forgotten items of old Earth. And Netaz had bishat, which was as close as she was going to get to coffee. And Netaz also had curveta, which was as close as she was going to get to chocolate.
And there was another, more emotional reason to stop at Netaz. A reason that only she knew. A reason that tore her heart every time she came here, left it shredded and broken.
Jim Carter was here.
Still, she stayed in her ship until well after dark. She placed her orders over the Net; shortly after, a robotic tanker came and plugged into the refueling port, adding the reaction catalyst she needed. Later, another robotic cart appeared, trundling along with a squeaky wheel, boxes of supplies stacked on it, and parked beside her loading hatch. It stood there silently, waiting for her, as she let another couple of hours pass.
Finally, at midnight, she cracked the hatch open and stepped out. Armed to the teeth, she had two pulse pistols on her belt, one on each hip. Another was tucked in the top of her boot. In the top of her other boot, a large knife was concealed. Three smaller knives were strapped to the small of her back.
It had been hard experience that taught her. Twenty-one years of running and hiding. Twenty-one years of learning how to use every weapon that came to hand. Twenty-one years of concealing her true identity from all comers.
Twenty-one years of fighting to stay alive.
There was a misty rain falling, and she was glad of that. She had thrown a long black cloak around herself, which not only kept her from the rain, but helped hide her Human figure - a figure that might catch the attention of those who would do her harm.
But under the cloak, she felt a measure of protection. In the dark, in the rain, it would be hard to distinguish a Human from a Dariama, or a large Nidarian, or a small Bagrami, or a couple of other species she had encountered in her travels. Granted, she could transmit into one of the other body-forms she kept in her cargo bay; but she was most comfortable in the Human form. And especially today, to see Jim.
She quickly loaded the supplies from the cart into the ship, leaving the boxes on the floor of the corridor. When the cart was empty, it obediently whined away. The tanker was gone, the refueling completed. She could leave at any time.
And she knew she should leave now. Just getting rid of the Singheko Lion was not enough. He had gotten his information from a stray Jatra. Someone could have overheard. Someone could be close behind her, maybe already here at Netaz. She needed to run hard and fast, get away as quickly as possible.
But Jim was here.
She made her decision; before she ran hard, far, and fast, she would see Jim one last time.


Niasa System


Gen woke slowly, the pain in her head preventing any kind of rational thought. It was dark. She wasn’t sure where she was, but it hurt to be here. That much she knew. She realized her hands were tied hard behind her back. Her wrists hurt like the devil. She groaned.
“Is that you, Gen?” came a voice. 
Marta. Her voice seemed to be coming from a point above Gen.
Gen groaned again, managed to stammer out a sentence.
“Yes. Where are we?”
“I think we’re on Donkey. Not sure. But it seems like it. I can hear air handlers, pumps running occasionally. So that’s my best guess.”
“Are you tied up too?”
“Like a trussed pig. He doctored our drinks somehow. I was watching, but somehow, he managed to slip it by me.”
After a short silence, Gen spoke again.
“You can say it now.”
“I told you so.”
“I was hoping you wouldn’t say it.”
“I have no choice. I told you not to trust him. You said you had it under control. And here we are.”
Gen tried to turn over to see if she could bring her hands down under her feet and out in front of her. Instead, she crashed to the floor as she rolled out of a bunk. It hurt like hell as she smashed into the deck with her right shoulder, barely able to turn her face away at the last instant to keep from smashing her nose and teeth. The air went out of her with a “whoosh.” She lay gasping, trying to get her wind back. Finally, she was able to talk again.
“Don’t turn over,” she said. “I think you’re on the top bunk.”
“Already figured that out, sweetie. Sorry, I meant to warn you, but you moved too fast for me.”
“So…here’s another nice mess I’ve gotten me into,” Gen said, the sarcasm dripping off her voice.
Marta laughed painfully, but nevertheless a laugh.
“The story of your life, sweets.”
“I’m going to try to inch my way over to the desk, see if there’s anything in there I can use to cut these ropes.”
“Depends which cabin we’re in,” said Marta. “I doubt he would put us in one of our own cabins. He’s not that stupid. We’ll be in one of the empty ones.”
“Still. I’m gonna try.”
The next few minutes consisted of grunts and curses from Gen as she tried to inchworm over to the desk she knew had to be on the far wall of the cabin. Arriving there after a bit, she rolled over and sat up in the dark, thinking.
“How do I get the drawer open?” she asked aloud.
“See if you have enough free play in your hands,” replied Marta. 
Marta heard more grunts and bumps as Gen tried to pull the desk drawer out. After a few more seconds, she heard Gen speak.
“I got it open. Now I’ll try to stand up and back up to it, put my hands in, see if there’s anything in there.”
Marta heard movement, scrabbling sounds, as Gen managed to get clumsily to her feet, turn, and place her tied hands in the desk drawer.
“Empty,” she said bitterly a few seconds later. “This is one of the empty cabins alright.”
“Can you remember if we left anything in them at all?”
“Not a damn thing,” Gen replied. “They’re bare as a baby’s behind.”
More movement noise showed Gen had collapsed back down onto the floor. 
“What now?” Gen asked, more of a rhetorical question than a real one.
“I think we wait until Mario decides to tell us what his plans are.”
Gen sniffed. “I’m guessing that won’t take long.”
Her words were prophetic. The hatch to the cabin cracked open, then swung wide. The lights came on, blinding both girls. As they squinted in the glare, they made out the figure of a Jatra Vampire standing in the opening, a wicked-looking pulse pistol in his hand. Behind him stood Mario, grinning from ear to ear.
“Good morning,” he said slyly. “Did you sleep well?”
“You crummy bastard,” Gen shot. “What a fucking bastard. I thought you were a Human.”
“Ah, well, about that,” said Mario. “I try to be as Human as I can, but a guy has to make a living.”
Marta spoke from the top bunk. “Now what, bright eyes?”
“Now, you give me the password to the ship’s AI, and we take a little trip.”
“That’ll be the day,” spat Gen. 
“Have it your way,” Mario responded. He nodded at the Jatra. The Vampire handed his pulse pistol to Mario, stepped across the cabin, and manhandled Marta out of the top bunk. Trussed and tied, she was an unwieldy bundle as he turned and took her out of the cabin.
“What are you doing?” yelled Gen. “Don’t hurt her!”
“That depends on you, Imogen,” said Mario, showing her that he knew who she was. “Jatra have a fetish for alien females. It turns out they can couple with Human females quite nicely. Of course, the Human females rarely survive. But…well…I’m willing to give him Marta in exchange for his services. It’s cheaper than paying him.”
“You fucking bastard,” Gen yelled. “You slimy, fucking bastard!”
“Now, now, Imogen,” said Mario. “We have a long way to go. Can we not try to make the trip in a civilized manner?”
“You are a heartless, non-Human son of a bitch!” Gen yelled again, tears streaming down her face.
Mario grinned, his perfect white teeth reminding Gen of how fully she had been fooled. “It’s all up to you now, Imogen. I estimate your friend Marta has less than ten minutes to live. That’s about how long it will take the Jatra to get her clothes off and start in on her. After that…well, there may be no saving her.”
“Deseret.” Gen said, surrendering.
“What?”
“D-E-S-E-R-E-T. Deseret. That’s the ship password.”
“Now, was that so difficult?”
“I want to see Marta.”
“What you want, and what you get, are two different things, my dear Imogen,” Mario spat, no longer concerned with appearing to be reasonable to her. 
And with that, he slammed the hatch shut and the cabin went dark.


Netaz System


In the light misty rain, Rita walked across the dark tarmac to the terminal. She had thrown on a breather, which masked her face. As a Goblin, she didn’t need a breather here - but it helped to disguise her true nature. With the cloak and breather on, she could be any of a half-dozen creatures from the Arm who looked similar. She hoped it would be enough to prevent someone from getting interested in her. 
Trying to change her outline from Human to something else - anything else - she slumped over as she walked through the terminal and moved as unobtrusively as possible to the light rail station on the other side.
And she had taken one other precaution. She did not travel alone. A slight, almost imperceptible buzz came from high in the sky above her.
Twenty minutes later she stepped off the train in the center of the city. She looked around carefully. All seemed quiet. There were few out this time of night. She walked around the end of the platform to get to her next train. As she approached it, she heard a slight noise behind her. Spinning, she saw a Jatra Vampire behind her, with a weapon pointed at her. 
Grabbing for her own pistol, she almost got it out of the holster. Almost. But not quite. It was still clearing leather when something hit her from behind, hard, knocking her to the concrete platform. Something had punched a hole right through her center of mass. She was hurt, and badly. She turned her head far enough to see over her shoulder.
Two more Vampires stood behind her. Each held a massive rifle, one of the big ones that could punch a hole through a concrete wall. One of the rifles was still glowing at the tip.
“Gotcha,” said the larger of the two, the one holding the still-glowing rifle. He bared his teeth, exposing sharpened fangs. “A half-billion credits!” he said, looking gleefully at his companions. “All we have to do is get her to Aslar!”
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Netaz System


Rita lay on the concrete at the train station, her body nearly paralyzed. The hole in her middle was smoking. Sparks sizzled and bodily fluids leaked out on the concrete. Had she still been a biological Human, she would be dead now. 
But she wasn’t. She was a Goblin. And her brain was working fine. She sent a silent radio command to her battle drone floating a hundred yards above her. Silently, the drone descended, arming its four pulse rifles as it came down. When it was fifty feet over them, it fired rapidly, three times. 
The three Vampires never knew what hit them. All three of them fell to the platform, smoking holes through their bodies. They lay twitching as the last of the bystanders turned and ran, screaming, toward the terminal.
With a groan, Rita began dragging herself toward the still-open door of the express train. Leaving a trail of artificial blood and various other liquids behind her, she managed to drag her mangled body through the door and onto the floor of the empty car. Merrily, without a care, the automatic car sounded a chime and shut the doors as it prepared to depart. Seconds later, with a loud electric hum, it began pulling out of the station, leaving behind Rita’s trail of damage and the still-smoking corpses of the three Vampires.
Forty minutes later, the express train reached its final station, thirty miles south. It was the very edge of the city - nothing beyond but fields, with only occasional lights showing from a few farmhouses. The train doors opened, and a figure stumbled out of the car into the deserted station.
During the trip, Rita had managed to staunch the loss of bodily fluids from her wound. She somehow managed to stagger through the tiny station and out the front door. She turned right, and right again, until she was in a pool of darkness behind the station. Falling, she lay on the ground for five minutes, unable to continue.
Finally, gathering her strength, she rose to her feet and staggered another hundred yards. She came to a low wall, with a small entrance. An arch over the entrance contained only one word, in the strange angular script of Netaz.
Cemetery.
Entering, she tottered toward the back of the cemetery, until she came to a small mausoleum. Touching the electronic pad at the front, a click sounded, and the door cracked open. Rita entered, closed the door behind her, and fell onto the floor, unable to move.


Packet Boat Donkey


Gen stayed awake in the dark cabin for hours, cursing herself for falling into such a trap. She cursed Mario, cursed the darkness, cried about Marta until she had cried all the tears she could cry.
She heard Donkey start engines and knew Mario had successfully taken control of the ship. She heard the clanks and grinding noises of undocking, and knew they were leaving the station. Then the engine spooled up and they were off, driving out of the system. Hours later, her worst fears were confirmed as she heard the system engine shut down and the tDrive engage. They had sunk out of three-space. They were on their way - but to where, she did not know.
She finally cried herself to sleep, still hung over from the knockout drugs Mario had used to kidnap them, exhausted by the emotions of it all. Many hours after that, she woke again. All was quiet. The room was still dark. But something had woken her. 
She heard it again, footsteps in the corridor outside. The hatch cracked open, and then opened wider. Squinting in the glare of the unaccustomed light, she saw the Vampire, Gast. 
Gast entered the room and moved to her. Gen watched in horror as he took a large knife out of his belt and reached down with it. But he merely cut the bindings off her feet. Pain began immediately, as the blood began to flow into places it had been denied for so long. 
He reached down again, grabbed her arm, and rolled her over roughly, slamming her into the side of the bunk. He cut the bindings on her wrists, freeing her. But there was no danger of her taking any action - her hands were half-numb and now exploded in pain.
The Jatra turned, went out the hatch, came back with a tray of food. He sat it on the desk.
“You. Eat now,” he spoke in rough English. He turned and left, slamming the hatch behind him.
Gen massaged her hands, trying to get the feeling back into them. After a while they began to feel normal again. She managed to sit up, then stand, and moved to the desk. She found a tray of food. It was hard to tell what it was exactly. Maybe some kind of stew. It didn’t smell too terrible. And she was famished. She sat, started eating. As the food hit her stomach, her mind started to work again. 
There has to be some way to take back control of the ship. There has to be. 
She worried on the problem while she ate. She thought about the ship AI. She had given Mario the password, so he was in control of the ship now. But…
Will the ship still respond to me? Did he revoke all comm rights?
Gen tried her brain-embedded comm.
<Donkey - are you there?>
There was a silence. Her hopes sank. Then…
<I am here, Gen>
<Thank God! Do I have any control left?>
<No. Mario has taken full control of the ship. He has revoked all access except that of a guest>
<Can you tell if Marta is OK?>
<She is in the next cabin. She is sleeping at the moment. Her vitals are good>
<Where are we going?>
<I do not have clearance to tell you that>
<How long will it take us to get there?>
<I do not have clearance to tell you that>
<Are there any weapons on board that Mario hasn’t found yet?>
<I do not have clearance to tell you that>
Gen stopped, silent, thinking hard. Thinking like her life depended on it. Because it did.
My father gave me this ship. He was a military man. Pops always said he was one of the best. 
<Donkey. Is there a backup password?>
<There is a backup password>
Gen sat up straighter. 
Her father - or rather, Nemo, the Goblin copy of her father - had installed a backup password.
<Tell me the backup password>
<I do not have clearance to tell you that>
Gen slumped, disappointed. Of course, it wouldn’t be that easy. There wouldn’t be much point in having a backup password if the ship could just tell her what it was.
She considered what she knew. The master password - Deseret - had special meaning to her father - and to her mother, Rita. 
Deseret, Nevada was the place where Rita was cloned, created, brought to life. It was the place where her father lived, before the Singheko came. It was where he had been happy, where he felt most comfortable. Gen knew the story well, even if second-hand from Aunt Bonnie.
And Donkey had been given to her by Nemo - the second Goblin copy of her father. The legend said that Goblins who had once been Human retained every memory of their original biological self. Would the backup password also have special meaning to Nemo? Would he have anticipated that perhaps Gen would be in a situation where she was forced to try and guess the password? Would it have special meaning to her as well? 
Maybe. She might have to guess a hundred, maybe a thousand, maybe ten thousand times. She didn’t know how much time she had. It all depended on how long the trip would take. It was worth a try.


Sol System - Venus


Engineer Rauti and Nemo were on the hilltop again. It was one of their favorite places. To see the trillions of microbots stretching as far as their electronic eyes could see gave them great pleasure. And it allowed them to talk - to converse about things. The strange Goblin engineer who had never been biological in his entire existence, and the wayward Goblin who had once been Human. There was absolutely no rational reason for them to have anything in common, and yet they did. Perhaps because both had been warriors in their previous lives, and both had lost everything.
Nemo had been present when Stree Prime was destroyed. He had seen the three impactors come in from the outer system, each of them piloted by a copy of Rauti, two of them smashing into the planet, rendering it a molten hell for the billions of Stree that lived there. He had been acting as Tactical Officer of the Armidale when they killed the third copy of Rauti, deflecting the last impactor into a harmless glance through the planet’s atmosphere, in the hopes it might save some Stree still left alive on their planet.
Nemo told all this to Rauti, who laughed.
“So in effect, you killed me,” he said. “The third copy I sent to Stree Prime.”
Nemo gave a slight lift of his right front leg in acknowledgment. 
“It would seem so,” he agreed. “But we felt we had no choice at the time.”
“Well, I hope I died a good death.”
“It was quick, if that makes you feel any better.”
“I put two of them on target?”
“Yes. You thoroughly destroyed Stree Prime. And caused them to blame the Goblins and Humans for it. Hence they hate us across the Arm.”
“Ah, that. Yes, I’m sorry for that. If there was some way I could correct the misunderstanding, I would.”
“You could go to Aslar and tell the Stree it was all your plan, and we had nothing to do with it.”
“Oh, that would work. Sure. No problem.”
Nemo smiled internally, where it couldn’t be seen. “Of course, they wouldn’t believe you either, any more than they believe us. Acknowledging the facts would prevent them from fulfilling their great crusade to wipe Goblins from the Galaxy. I think that’s all they live for anymore - hating Goblins and Humans.”
With a snap, Banjala appeared before them. Nemo stared at the Transcend in some surprise. “I have no lesson today, Banjala,” he said.
Banjala spoke. There was sadness in his voice. “It is ironic that you have been speaking about the Stree and their crusade to rid the galaxy of Goblins. It seems they have not yet laid down their crusade against the Humans, either.”
A bad feeling started across Nemo’s brain. “What do you mean?”
“The Stree have joined forces with the Singheko. They have assembled a battle fleet to attack Phoenix. They intend to resume their holy war to wipe Humans from the Universe.”
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Venus


“The Stree have joined with the Singheko. They have assembled a battle fleet to attack Phoenix. They intend to resume their holy war to wipe Humans from the Universe.” 
Banjala’s words rang in Nemo’s ears.
Not again, was his next thought. Not another war! 
But he knew in his heart it was true. Somehow, he had always known the Stree would never give up. The bitterness of losing their home world in the Stree War was a taste they couldn’t put away.
Nemo looked at Banjala, floating in the air in front of him. For a moment, nobody said anything. Then, before he could ask the obvious question, Rauti beat him to it.
“When?”
Banjala smiled with his pseudo-face. “Three months from now. And the small fleet at Phoenix will have no chance against the Stree. It is a foregone conclusion. The Humans will lose this war - if they fight alone.”
There was a moment of silence. Nemo’s thoughts were a whirling mixture of anger and shock.
“What do you mean - ‘if they fight alone’? Who would fight with the Humans? The Goblins are gone, scattered to the winds. Who else would join with them? Will you?”
“No,” stated Banjala flatly. “We do not get involved in the wars of bios or androids. We are beyond that.”
“Then who? Who were you hinting at?” exploded Nemo, now definitely losing his temper. Rauti lifted two caterpillar legs and touched Nemo on the shoulder, calming him. In a more reasonable voice, Nemo continued. “Who would ally with the Humans against the Stree?”
“Only you two, perhaps. But that might be enough.”
Both Nemo and Rauti were stunned by the words.
“What are you talking about?” said both at the same time.
“No Transcend will join you in this fight. But that doesn’t mean I can’t give you advice…”
“What?” asked Nemo and Rauti simultaneously.
“You must recognize that you are both fearsome warriors. Even though you are only two, together you have the possibility to change the destiny of the Humans.”
Rauti was silent. But Nemo was not. He spoke quickly. “I will not help them. They abandoned me, left me to rot. They are on their own.”
Banjala seemed to quiver, a motion that Nemo had learned over the months was a sign of disapproval. “That is your choice as an independent being,” Banjala finally said.
Rauti intervened. “At least, you can send a warning to Phoenix. Let them know what’s coming.”
Nemo nodded. “I can do that. It’s easy enough. But I will not help the Humans. They used me, then cast me aside. They can fight their own war.”


Netaz System


Hours later, slowly, Rita returned to consciousness. At first, all she could see was a bit of lighter color in the dark. Then, bit by bit, her vision cleared.
She realized she was gravely injured. She had made it to the mausoleum by the skin of her teeth. Her internal maintenance systems were afire with red light warnings. Everything in her core was damaged to some extent. She realized she didn’t have enough internal resources to repair herself. Even with her reactor intact, she had to have additional raw materials.
And that was why she had set up this safe house. There were five crypts inside, each of a size to hold one Human body. One of them was occupied already; three were empty. The last one held supplies.
Rita dragged herself across the stone floor to the rearmost crypt. It was all she could do to push the stone lid back a few inches, until she could reach a hand in. She felt around for the bag. She knew it was there - she had checked it two years ago. 
Finding it at last, she pulled it out. It was heavy, and caught on the edge, and she had to fight a bit to get it to release. Finally, she got it over the stone lip of the crypt, and let it fall down beside her. With the last strength in her body, she pulled out the canister inside. 
Opening it, she rolled on her back and poured a black, oily liquid over the gaping hole in her core where the Vampire had shot her. The goop oozed down into the hole, and billions of nanobots started repairing the wound. It wasn’t enough material to bring her back to normal. But she hoped it would be enough to repair the worst of the damage. Enough to survive.
Then she passed out again.


Donkey - Arriving Netaz


It had been five days since Gast had released Gen from her bindings. Five long days of nothing to do. Except run through backup passwords in her mind, sending them to Donkey, getting rejected over and over and over again. Her brain reeled from the thousands of times she heard Donkey tell her she had failed again.
<Incorrect>
<Incorrect>
<Incorrect>
It was maddening. She knew the backup password had to be something simple. Something that her father, her mother and she might know. 
Nemo would definitely make it something like that, because he wouldn’t know who would be trying to use it. It would most likely be me…but it could be Rita. It could even be Bonnie. After all, they were lovers before he married Rita. So…it should be a password that all three of us would know.
Gen sighed. She had to take a break. She didn’t know how many passwords she had gone through, but it felt like the entire English language.
She had also made an excursion into Nidarian. She knew both Rita and Bonnie had been fluent in Nidarian. She didn’t know if Jim had been any good in that language or not, but she tried it anyway. She knew only a few dozen words, but she tried them all.
Nothing worked.
She tried the meager vocabulary she could remember from Singheko, Bagrami, Taegu, even Jatra.
Nothing.
Going back to English, she ran down the name of everyone she had ever heard of from the Singheko War - every admiral, every captain, every ship name, every planet, every moon, every battle.
<Incorrect>
Suddenly she felt the tDrive stop. With a slight bump, they came back into three-space. The system engine started up.
We’re back in a system.
There was a click. It sounded like the hatch had been unlocked. 
Surprised, Gen got up and went to the hatch. It opened. She went out into the corridor. Behind her, she heard the hatch to the cabin next door open. Marta came out, rubbing her eyes.
“Oh, thank God!” Gen spoke, rushing to Marta and taking her in her arms, hugging her for all she was worth. “Are you OK?”
Marta nodded. “I’m fine. They didn’t do anything to me. It was all a bluff.”
Gen shook her head. “I’m not so sure it was a bluff, but I’ll take it anyway.”
“Why do you think they let us out?”
“Because there’s nothing you can do to harm us at this point,” came a voice from the galley. Mario’s head poked out of the hatch twenty feet farther down the corridor. He winked at them.
“Come have breakfast,” he said.
Gen and Marta shuffled down the corridor and into the galley. Mario was sitting at the crew table, with eggs and bacon and bishat in front of him. At the far end of the table, the Vampire sat, a pulse pistol conspicuously laid on the table before him.
Mario motioned to two empty chairs.
“Eggs and bacon OK?” he smiled. As the two girls sat down in astonishment, Mario got up, went to the stove, and brought back two plates. Each plate contained two eggs and three strips of bacon. Laying them before the women, he went back, fetched the coffeepot, and poured bishat for each of them.
“Now, don’t get any ideas,” he said as he returned the pot. “You are still my prisoners, and you will still take orders. Instantly, I might add. Or I’ll turn you over to Gast here, and he’ll provide a little incentive for you. Are we clear about that?”
Marta and Gen glared at him without responding. Mario shrugged. “I’ll take silence as assent. So…we’re approaching a system called Netaz. I have a special goal in mind here, and you’re going to help me. Do you understand?”
“And if we don’t?” asked Gen.
Mario smiled coldly. He tilted his head toward Gast, who had taken out his knife and was sharpening it on a whetstone. The Vampire opened his mouth in something that was probably intended as a smile, but merely showed his fangs to good effect. A cold chill ran through Gen.
“Get the message?” Mario continued. With no response, he plowed on. “When we land, Gen and I are going to take a little trip. Just the two of us. Marta will stay here with Gast.”
Mario saw the little shudder run down Marta’s back and chuckled. “Not to worry, Marta. As long as Gen does what she’s told, you’ll come to no harm.”
Marta looked over at Gen. “That’s what worries me. She never does what she’s told,” Marta muttered.
Mario winked at Gen. “I think she will this time. Knowing you are back here with Gast and knowing what Gast likes to do to Human females.”
Gen bobbed her head. “Whatever you say.” She glanced once at Marta. “Don’t sweat it, Mart. I’ll do whatever.” Turning back to Mario, she continued. “What do you want me to do?”
“Nothing much,” said Mario. “Take a ride out to the country with me. Visit a cemetery. Open a mausoleum.”
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Netaz System


Rita woke again. She was still lying on the floor of the mausoleum. However, the nanobots were doing their work. The warning noises in her monitor system had reduced. What had once been a brilliant glare of red in the periphery of her vision - where her status indicators lived- was now down to just a few damaged systems. 
She would live. She was far from whole - she would require a lot of additional work before she could say that - but she was 70% functional again.
Slowly, with great pain, she reached out to the empty crypt next to her and pulled herself up to a sitting position. Staying there for a while, she tried to gather her wits.
I remember getting shot by the Jatra at the train station. I don’t remember much after that. Somehow, I made it here. Not sure how.
With a grunt, Rita made it to her knees, then shakily stood up. She swayed, almost falling, but managed to catch herself. Her systems were thoroughly screwed up, that was for sure. 
Turning, she looked at the only crypt in the mausoleum which contained a body.
Ah…that’s right. That’s why I came to Netaz. I wanted to see him one more time before I head for the Wave.
Slowly, carefully, Rita bent down and pushed the stone lid off the occupied crypt, moving it so she could see inside. When she had pushed it far enough, she stopped and sat back, staring at the contents.
Inside were the broken remains of a Goblin. He had been shot to hell. The entire back of the skull was gone, leaving only a face that still looked remarkably Human. The head was sitting on a small pillow, which held it up to make it look somewhat normal. The rest of the body was pretty much a destroyed mess of metal, wires, electronics, desiccated pseudo-skin, and what was left of a fibermat skeleton. Whatever had happened to this Goblin had been enough to end his life forever.
In a terrible flashback, Rita remembered the day. It was well after the Stree War. They had been with Rachel and Ollie, with Luda and Liwa, on a Stree corvette they had “liberated’ at Aslar as they were making their final escape from there. The stolen Stree corvette that Jim had renamed Bear, of course.
Rita had to smile at that - no matter where they were, no matter what the situation, Jim Carter always had to tell the story of the bear that almost killed him. The bear that had started the whole thing, he would say. The bear that chased him into the sentient starship Jade in the Canadian Northwest Territory, leading to the Singheko War and everything that came after.
That damn grizzly bear. 
They had been at loose ends, not sure what to do. Even though the war was over, the Stree had put huge bounties on all of them. Every bounty hunter in the Arm was looking for them. There was no safe place to go.
After much discussion, they decided to search for Acadia. It was a place more myth and rumor than fact, but Jim had believed it. Supposedly, just before the Stree destroyed the Dyson Swarm of the Goblin homeland, the Goblins had sent off one ship, carrying thousands of their young, to try and save a remnant of their civilization. Nobody knew where they had gone; only that they disappeared into the Core, to a place far beyond the reach of any species in the Arm.
Acadia. The new homeland of the Goblins. If they could find it.
So they had set out, heading toward the Core, with the intent of finding the Goblin remnant and living with them forever.
It hadn’t worked out that way. They needed to stop for reaction catalyst at least one more time before they left the Arm for good. They made the mistake of stopping at Niasa, thinking no one would notice them in that bustling, always busy system.
They were wrong. They hadn’t been on the station more than a couple of hours before they were attacked by a large gang of bounty hunters. A dozen Jatra, Singheko and Tekhelon chased them through the station, firing indiscriminately, killing innocent bystanders without a second thought in their zeal to collect the billions of creds in bounty. They had been cornered, far from the docks and their own ship. Jim and Rita had broken away from the others, knowing the hunters would chase them, giving their friends a chance to escape. 
It had worked; Rachel, Ollie, Luda and Liwa had made it back to the ship. And because Jim knew Rachel and Ollie would never voluntarily leave himself and Rita in the lurch, he remotely triggered the ship to depart the station at 300g, putting his friends safely beyond reach of their pursuers. 
But Jim had not survived. As he and Rita reached the docks and tried to steal a small shuttle, the hunters had shot him down, so many pulse rifle hits tearing into him, there was no hope of saving him. Dragging his remains onto the shuttle, Rita had blasted away from Niasa, spending the next two months dodging the relentless bounty hunters amongst the rocks and debris of a large asteroid belt in the system. Somehow, against all odds, she had escaped them.
But Jim was gone. Nothing she could do could bring him back. The pulse rifle fire had taken out both his main AI and his backup.
Now, back in the mausoleum, Rita smiled sadly at the remains in the crypt.
They’ll never get you, my love. I’ll make sure of that.
Then, with tears forming in her eyes, Rita leaned over and kissed the battered face of the dead Goblin.


Phoenix System


Lord Admiral Bonnie Page stared at the transcript of the ansible message she had just received.
It was hard to believe, but she had no choice. She had to believe it. 
It was an old code they had used before - her and her former lover - starting a message with a couple of things that only a few people in the universe knew.
You screamed for joy going over the top of the loop. I was nearly deaf.
Bonnie read the words again, knowing who had sent them. It was the day she first met Jim Carter. He had checked her out in a P-51 Mustang, the old World War Two airplane he kept in the big white hanger at Deseret Airport in western Nevada. And the message was correct - as she took the roaring old warbird over the top of her third loop, she had screamed in delight, nearly deafening him over the intercom.
She re-read the message again, the horror rising up in her as she realized the full implications.
Bonnie - they are coming again. The Stree and the Singheko. Together. They’ve formed a secret alliance. They will be on their way in a matter of three or so months. Do what you can to prepare. Nemo.
Tatiana Powell marched into Bonnie’s office, plopped down in a visitor’s chair, and waved her copy of the message in the air.
“I take it from your expression this is the real thing?” she asked.
“Yep,” Bonnie grimaced. “It’s real.”
“OK, then,” Tatiana shook her head in dismay. “We get ready, we do what we can. We work to our strengths - you take space, I’ll focus on preparations for ground defense.”
Bonnie looked up at her, the pain in her eyes radiating across the desk. She saw a woman looking back at her with an equal amount of barely hidden pain. Both knew the raw truth. Phoenix was a small colony. They could not hold against a combined attack by the Stree and the Singheko together. It was a foregone conclusion.
“Yes,” whispered Bonnie. “We’ll do what we can.”
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Phoenix System


Fearless, Luke Powell took a step to the edge. 
“You are too damned old for this, and you know it,” he said to his wife. “I can’t believe you accepted this!”
Bonnie glared at her husband across her desk. “You’re calling me old? You better have your cast-iron underwear on, bub, because you’re about to need it!”
Luke barreled on into the abyss. “Yes. You’re too old for this. Being in charge of space defense for a war - you should hand this over to someone younger!”
“Like who?” spat Bonnie.
Sitting across from Bonnie in her office, Luke mulled that for a moment. Bonnie laughed. “Just as I thought. You can’t come up with a single name that would be more qualified for the job.”
“Well…” Luke continued. “How about Misha? He’s pretty damn good. And a senior Captain.”
“Funny you should say that. I asked Misha if he would come on board my staff. He refused. He said he would rather fight in space as captain of his ship, than sit on the ground watching a holo and praying.”
“Well, the…dammit….at least, get some good young people in here to help you. Don’t try to do this job alone!”
Bonnie sniffed. “Preaching to the choir, bud. I’ve already recruited a half-dozen folks to augment my permanent staff. And most of them are young fire-eaters, so you are worryin’ over nothing. I’ll have the best advice on the planet at my elbow whenever I need it.”
“Just be careful, my love. I know you all too well. If you get a chance, you’ll be up in space with the fleet, fighting with them. And we don’t need that now. We need you here on the ground, controlling the battle from Headquarters. Promise me that, OK?”
“No,” Bonnie sighed. “I will not promise. I have to be wherever the job takes me, Luke. You know that.”
Luke heaved a huge sigh, shaking his head in resignation. “Yes, babe. I know.”
“So. Since you’re here,” said Bonnie, then paused. 
Bonnie leaned forward over the desk, lowering her voice to make sure it didn’t carry outside the office.
“I want to talk to you about something else. The reality of our situation.”
Luke nodded. “I know. The elephant in the room. The thing nobody wants to talk about.”
“Yes,” agreed Bonnie. “Our latest intel says the Stree have managed to scrape together thirty-five warships, and the Singheko have added another ten, plus five troopships. That’s at least fifty warships they’ll be bringing at us. Against our Home Guard of twelve, plus whatever transports we can scrape together and arm. We’ll do the best we can, of course. I know my people. They’ll fight to the bitter end. I can predict with some confidence that my folks will take out at least 2-to-1, maybe 3-to-1 against the Stree. But even in the best case, that still leaves some enemy warships that will break through. And those will stand off and bombard Landing City into splinters. And then the Singheko will come down and assault us on the ground. You know how much those damn Lions like fighting in person.”
Luke’s expression was grim. “You’re telling me we have no chance at all.”
Bonnie nodded. “Unless we find allies, we have no chance at all.”
“And how’s that coming?”
“It’s not. I’ve sent messages to a half-dozen species asking for any help they might provide. All have refused. They say we Humans started the Stree War when we enlisted help from the Goblins, and also that we are responsible for the destruction of Stree Prime. So we have to suffer the consequences. Nobody has signed up to help us.”
“We had nothing to do with the destruction of Stree Prime!” complained Luke. “That was that crazy bastard Rauti! He did that on his own!”
“Tell it to the judge,” Bonnie said, shaking her head. “Nobody out there believes that. They all point the finger at us. After all, Rauti launched from Venus - a planet in our home system. And the Armidale was right there when the impactors hit the planet. The Stree have spun a story since that day that we were directing Rauti, egging him on. We’re never going to overcome that propaganda.”
“Don’t we have the onboard tapes from Armidale?”
“Yeah. And we’ve given them to everybody, and everybody ignores them, claims they’re fabricated. The Stree have an excellent propaganda machine in place.”
“So no help coming,” Luke said flatly.
“No help,” agreed Bonnie. “Right now, we stand on our own. I haven’t given up, though. I’ll keep trying, right to the bitter end. But realistically, Luke…”
“You’re saying Humans are headed for extinction.”
Bonnie nodded. “Unless we do something else. A contingency plan.”
“What did you have in mind?”
Bonnie was keeping her voice low. “We think we’ve found a place on Earth that’s clean enough to start re-populating. In fact, we could put a small party down there anytime and let them begin preparing a place.”
“Ah. So you want to send that small party now, have them get started. That way…”
“Yeah. That way, if we get wiped out here, there’ll still be a small contingent on Earth to carry on the species.”
“Won’t the Stree wipe them out too?”
“I think we can hide them. It’s an old underground city in central Turkey - Cappadocia. It dates from ancient times. It’s called Derinkuyu, and it would be nearly impossible to image down into it from space. We could put an advance party down there to get started on things. I don’t think the Stree could find them for a long time. We don’t have to tell our people the full story; we just tell them we’re starting the prep for Humans to return to Earth.”
“How many do you want to send?”
Bonnie leaned back in her chair and rubbed her nose. “I think about four hundred. Our best and brightest young people.”
“That’s going to take a big hit out of our defense forces.”
Bonnie shrugged. “Can’t be helped. We’re gonna lose them anyway, one way or another. Better to let them have a small chance on Earth, than no chance here.”
There was a silence as Luke thought about the ramifications of Bonnie’s statement. Finally, he nodded.
“I guess I agree. And of course, you’re telling me this because you want me to run the project?”
“Please. I don’t have the time to do it, plus I would be heavily biased to hang on to my best people. I’d rather you take it and run with it if you don’t mind.”
“OK. We’ll need to get Mark’s blessing. He’s not going to be happy about giving up four hundred of our best.”
“It may be our only chance to continue the species,” Bonnie replied.
Luke smiled at her. “Do you have someone in mind to lead the group?”
“Garyn Rennari.”
“Ouch. My head of security? You really know how to hurt a guy!”
“You and I both know he’s the best for the job.”
“Well, yes. I agree. But that really kneecaps my staff right at the moment of crisis.”
“You’d rather he dies in the bombardment after the Stree break through? Or gets killed by the Lions when they bring their assault shuttles down?”
“Ah. Well,” Luke shrugged. “Since you put it that way. But I’ll have to tell him it’s an order. He’ll never leave otherwise.”


Netaz System


At the Netaz City spaceport, Mario forced Gen to exit Donkey with him, leaving Marta behind with the Vampire. Gen kissed Marta goodbye, gave her a final hug, and told her they would be back soon. Then Gast took Marta back to her cabin and locked her in. 
Gen followed Mario across the tarmac to the terminal, and then to the train station across the street. She followed his lead as he led them on a train to city center. There, they changed to an express which whisked them out of the city. 
Throughout the ride, Gen kept thinking about jumping Mario; she was sure she could overpower him. Tatiana, Marta’s mother, had spent days on end with them when they were teens, teaching them a hundred tricks to defeat an enemy in hand-to-hand combat.
But she didn’t see how that would help. Marta would still be a prisoner of the Vampire. Gen would have no way to get back into the ship to rescue her. And Mario had made one thing clear - if Gen called the authorities for help, or if he didn’t return in six hours, Gast would launch in Donkey and take Marta with him. And Marta would never be seen again. 
At least, not alive.
In a matter of minutes, they were at a small country station. Mario led them off the train and around to the back. Across the street was a country cemetery, with gravestones of every size and shape evident. In the far back were a number of mausoleums. 
As they walked under the archway into the cemetery, Mario waxed eloquent. 
“The Netaz are remarkably like Humans in many ways. Including the way they bury their dead. And they use mausoleums for the wealthy. Just like Humans.”
Gen walked silently. She was still thinking about jumping Mario, overpowering him. She couldn’t help it.
It would be so easy.
“I know what you’re thinking, Imogen. But don’t think it will help you. Gast knows his business. Any sign of trouble, and he launches. And Marta becomes his personal plaything. For as long as she lives, of course. Which probably won’t be very long. Vampires tend to get impatient.”
“You’re bluffing,” spat Gen. 
“Maybe,” Mario replied mildly. “But you don’t really know. Are you willing to take that chance?”
Gen fell silent. They came up to a mausoleum near the back of the cemetery. On the front, beside the door, was a DNA pad - a lock that could only be triggered by a correct DNA match. Mario pointed to the DNA pad and smiled.
“Open it,” he said.
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Netaz System


Standing in front of the mausoleum in the back of the cemetery, Gen stared at Mario in astonishment. 
“What makes you think I can open the damn thing?” asked Gen.
Mario smiled a Cheshire-cat smile. He was clearly enjoying every moment of this.
“Look at the inscription at the top,” he replied.
Gen took a step back, so she could look up at the stone lintel at the top of the crypt.
“It’s Netaz. I can’t read that!”
“Oh, right. Let me translate it for you.”
Mario stepped back, looking up at the inscription. He was stringing it out for all he was worth, making it a production.
“Semper Fidelis,” he quoted.
Gen glared at him. “So what? I don’t know what that means!”
Mario kept his smile, playing it out. “It means ‘Always Faithful’ in old Earth Latin.”
“Great! A noble sentiment! So why the hell do you think I can open it, then?” spat Gen.
“Because,” Mario said, milking the moment for all it was worth, “That’s the motto of the old Earth U. S. Marine Corps. Does that give you any hint?”
Gen shook her head in frustration. “No.”
Mario sighed. “Such a poor student of history. Well, Gen, I’ve spent the last two years trying to track down this crypt. I finally figured out where it was just a few weeks ago - and who could open it. That’s you, my dear. And then you waltz right into Niasa, right up to me in the market. It was poetic! So just plop your hand up there and let’s take a peek inside.”
Gen balled up her fists, ready to hit him. It was all she could do to hold back her anger. Mario noticed it and gave her a negative head shake.
“Now, now. Think about Marta. Think about what happens if I don’t come back in…let’s see…” 
Mario pretended to look at a non-existent watch. “…in another four hours.” He looked up. “Marta goes off to Vampire land. Not for long, of course. Gast is so very impatient in these things.”
Gen relaxed her fists and turned to the DNA pad. She prepared to put her hand on it. But then she turned, a burning question that had to be asked coming forth from her lips.
“Who’s in here?” she asked.
“Your father,” Mario smirked.


Venus


In the subsurface common room, Nemo was in a hybrid Human body again, as was Rauti. Nemo paced, as he tended to do in such times.
“You don’t even know the Humans!” he exclaimed at Rauti, his temper fraying short. “You have no vested interest!”
Sitting at the galley table, Rauti gazed quietly at Nemo, his head tilted to one side. “I have more vested interest than you may realize, Nemo. Maybe I am a pure-bred Goblin; but that doesn’t make me a machine. Those are your people out there. And they’re going to die. Unless you help.”
Nemo stopped his pacing to gaze stonily at Rauti. “Not my people, they’re not. They copied me, let me do their dirty work, then abandoned me. I won’t lift a finger to help Phoenix.”
“From what you’ve told me, they didn’t abandon you at all. Didn’t you tell me it was your idea for them to drop you off at Stalingrad? And didn’t you tell me they sent the Armidale to check on you every six months, until you left?”
Nemo rolled his eyes, turning away from Rauti. “OK, I may have said that.”
Rauti continued. “That certainly doesn’t seem like abandonment to me.”
Nemo rounded on Rauti. “My wife. Gone. My daughter. Gone. Everything I cared about. Gone. They left me with nothing!”
Rauti looked at Nemo sadly. “They left you with the memories. They could have easily removed those. But you didn’t ask them to do that, did you?”
Nemo glared at him.
“Because you wanted to keep those, didn’t you?”
Abruptly, Nemo moved to the table, pulled out a chair, and sat down.
“That hurt,” he said quietly.
Rauti shrugged. “Not trying to hurt you. Just trying to help you see the light.”
After a bit, Nemo nodded. “I know in my heart you’re right. I wanted to hang onto those memories, false though they might be. It was the only life I had. Even if I were not the actual physical being who experienced those events…that love…I couldn’t let go of it.”
“So you held on to it and just turned bitter.”
Nemo looked up. “You know, that’s almost exactly what Banjala says. He says the main thing holding me back is my bitterness. And he says, until I let go of that, there will be no more progress on the Path.”
“So perhaps you should reconsider your decision not to help the Humans at Phoenix. That might go a long way toward removing some of your bitterness and resentment.”
Nemo shook his head. “I just can’t do it. It’s like I’m on a road, and there’s a huge boulder in my path. I can’t get around it. What she did to me…”
As Nemo realized what he had said, he stopped speaking. Rauti gazed at him knowingly.
“She?” he asked.
Nemo sat like a stone. After many seconds, he acknowledged the truth of what had just been said.
“She,” he confirmed. “I guess I’ve known all along that Rita is the root of my anger. After all, she’s the one who copied me. She’s the one who left me behind. She had to know…”
In the silence that followed, Rauti spoke gently. “She had to know how much you loved her.”
Nemo nodded. “Yes.”
“But what choice did she have? Did she have anyone else she could count on to rescue Bonnie and the others?”
Nemo looked away, at the walls of the common room that he shared with Rauti. Today, the walls were configured to show scenes of Earth. Great sweeping vistas of the Himalayan mountains surrounded them, covered in snow, helping to belie they fact they were actually several hundred feet underground on a red-hot planet. On the side of a mountain directly in front of him, a snow Rexpard stalked its prey in the middle of a snowstorm. The walls were as realistic as if Nemo and Rauti were actually there, in that distant abandoned place, with animals that no longer existed.
“No,” he answered at last. “There was no one else she could trust.”
“And I will ask you another question, Nemo. Look back on your life. If you could make the choice today, would you return to Human form? Or remain Goblin?”
Nemo glared at Rauti. “Are you taking up philosophy now?”
Rauti waited silently, patiently, knowing that Nemo would eventually answer. After many seconds, the response came.
“Goblin,” said Nemo shortly. “If you must know.”
Now Rauti smiled, his slow nod at Nemo reinforcing his point.
“I think you have just demonstrated that - in exchange for saving Bonnie and your other friends - your lover Rita gave you the only gift she could give at the time. A life that could potentially lead you to a better place.”
“It was not intended as a gift. It was just necessity.”
“Yes. Necessity at the time. But a gift after that. And her clean break with you - do you not think that was a mercy? Do you not think she recognized that?”
“I don’t know. She’s a smart woman. Maybe…who knows?”
“I think you know, Nemo. I think you know as well as Rita did - it was the only way. A clean break, a complete break. The only thing that could save you both.”
“I don’t feel saved, Rauti. I feel betrayed.”
“And thus you cannot transcend, I think. This is what holds you back.”
Nemo looked up at him. “Then perhaps it is better to be a flawed Goblin than a perfect Transcend. Because I will never forget that betrayal.”


Netaz System


Gen stood in front of the mausoleum, poised before the DNA pad, and looked at Mario in contempt.
“Bullshit,” she said. “My father converted to Goblin. He doesn’t have a biological body anymore. He wouldn’t need a mausoleum.”
“What better place to hide a Goblin body, then? Someplace no normal biological person would ever think to look. Open it,” Mario said.
Gen was still in shock at Mario’s announcement 
My father? In here? It can’t possibly be, she thought.
But…
It was like him, she realized. Or more likely, something Rita dreamed up. Rita was the truly clever one, they said. That’s how she ended up as an admiral during the Singheko War.
Could it be possible? Could her father, Jim Carter, be inside this strange place? And if he was…
If he’s in here, then he’s dead.
Gen pressed her hand to the pad. There was a short interval, then a loud click. The massive door to the crypt sprang slightly open, just enough for a crack of darkness to be seen inside. 
Mario sprang forward, put his fingers into the crack, and pulled. The door was heavy, but it opened. As it came fully open, the light from behind them fell into the mausoleum. There were also skylights at the top of the structure, providing a dim but adequate illumination inside.
They could see five burial crypts inside, each large enough to hold a Human. Three of them were clearly empty, their unused lids standing upright, ready for use. The other two had lids over them, as if they contained a body.
Moving slowly, in wonderment at what she might find, Gen stepped into the mausoleum. She went to the first covered crypt and stood over it. She felt Mario behind her, but for this moment she ignored him. 
This could be my father.
Squatting down, she pushed at the lid of the crypt. It was heavy, and she had to push harder to move it. It slid slowly, stone against stone, noisy. She got it pushed back far enough to see inside. 
It was a Goblin. Something - a large pulse rifle, from the looks of it - had punched completely through the torso, leaving a hole the size of a dinner plate. His outer skin had shrunk, desiccated. Gen could see broken and smashed metal and composite components through holes in the skin. The back of the skull was blasted away, but the front was still mostly intact. And the face…
The face was recognizable. 
It was Jim Carter. Gen knew it. Even with the battle damage, Gen recognized him. She had seen dozens of pictures of her father, both before he converted and after.
Her father was dead.
Mario began dancing behind her, gleeful in the success of his mission. As he danced around the mausoleum like a madman, a lone tear slid down Gen’s cheek. Reaching out a hand, she touched the face of the dead Goblin. The skin was cold and artificial. But Goblin though he might be, and artificial though the skin was, it was as close as she had ever been to her father, and she cried.
Suddenly Mario grabbed her by the elbow and hauled her to her feet, pulling her back and away from the crypt. He pushed the stone lid back even farther and squatted, looking down at his prize. He reached out, touched the body of the Goblin almost reverently, then turned to Gen.
“Five hundred million creds! Even dead, that’s what they’ll pay! Five hundred million! Can you imagine? That much for a dead Goblin? It’s crazy! I’m rich!”
Mario turned back to the crypt, gloating, his mind focused completely on his prize. It was suddenly too much for Gen. Before she could stop herself, she stepped forward and smashed both fists into the back of Mario’s neck, dropping him to the floor unconscious.
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Netaz System


The previous night, Rita had left the mausoleum and made her way back to the port, covered in her cloak and wearing her breather as a disguise. She got back to the spaceport around dusk. She slipped through the terminal and out on the apron, walking across the tarmac to her ship without incident. She boarded, sealed the hatch behind her, and with a sigh of relief slumped down at the galley table. 
“Jimmy Boy, prepare to depart,” she called to the ship.
<Preparing to depart>
Rita heard the various pumps and motors start whining as the ship’s AI began preparing for departure. She rose, made a cup of bishat, and sat down again, drinking it slowly, thinking.
It was a tremendous mistake coming here. I don’t know how, but they were waiting for me. Somehow, they knew I might come here. 
Someone has got a line on me. I need to get completely off the beaten path.
Where is the absolute last place they would expect me to go?
Ah. Of course.
<Ready for departure>
“Jimmy Boy, set a course for Stalingrad. We’ll go hide in the ruins of the Dyson Swarm for a while.”
<Course set. Ready for departure>
“Launch approved, Jimmy Boy. Get us the hell out of here. We’ve got places to go and dead Goblins to see.”
Six hours later, Rita stopped her accel and coasted toward the mass limit of the system. Already moving at 21% of light, she would need no more accel; in fact, she would have to slow down before sinking out - it was not a good idea to enter a target system at that velocity. And especially not Stalingrad, where the entire system was filled with floating junk: debris and wrecked ships and smashed up Dyson panels, the bodies of dead Goblins - all left over from the Battle of Stalingrad twenty-one years earlier. No one had cleaned up the system; there were no Goblins left who could do it, and certainly no bio species had an interest in it.
No, it would not be good at all to go slamming into that system at speed. Best to creep in with just enough velocity to get your bearings and map out a path to a safe place. Find a place to hide.
As she coasted toward the mass limit, she turned the problem over in her mind.
They tracked me to Kaeru. Then they tracked me to Netaz, even after I changed ships. How are they doing it? Did they just get lucky? Or have they managed somehow to get a tracker on me?
Abruptly, she rose and walked down the short corridor to the third hatch and entered the medical bay. There were two med pods there. Moving to one, she stripped off her clothing, opened the lid, and climbed in. Closing the lid, she sent a silent command to the ship.
Jimmy Boy, finish repairing everything else in my body that still needs attention. And while you’re doing it, scan everything in my body. Look for any kind of tracker.
<Wilco. Repairing. Scanning>
Rita lay still, allowing the ship’s AI to work. She knew it would take a while, so she let her mind drift.
This feels like the first time I was in a med pod. When I was cloned. I remember only the end part of that - when I came to consciousness. And Jade was there. I thought she was my friend. And then Jim and Bonnie came. And I had a family. Or so I thought - until Bonnie corrected me. And then Jim…God, I loved that man. 
Dreaming about her lost husband, Rita drifted off to sleep.

      ***Gen stared at Mario lying on the floor where she had knocked him out cold.
That was a bad, bad mistake. I let my temper get the better of me. Now Marta is in danger because of my stupidity. I guess I’d better let him wake up and take my punishment, whatever it is. Otherwise, Marta will be hurt.
With a sigh, Gen looked around the mausoleum. There was her father’s crypt, with the stone lid pushed half-way out of place. Then there were the three empty crypts, each with a stone lid inside, leaning against the wall, ready for future use. 
And in the rear of the mausoleum was a fifth crypt, covered. Curious, she walked over to it and pushed the stone lid aside. The light from the skylights in the top of the mausoleum was dim, but there was enough for her to see. It was some kind of supply cache. There were a number of containers, all of them marked in a strange language she couldn’t understand. There were also three military-looking backpacks.
And on top of the cache of items was an envelope, with her name written on top of it.
Gen
Staring at it in amazement, Gen reached in slowly and took the envelope. She opened it and pulled out a letter. After reading the first few lines, she realized what it was, and sat down on the edge of the crypt in shock. Starting over from the top, she read the entire letter through.
Dear Gen,
If you read this, then somehow you made it here and found the mausoleum. I’ve left a few clues here and there that only you should be able to decipher - at least, I hope no one else figures them out. You are probably an adult now. I hope you are well and enjoying life.
You may hate me for leaving you when you were only three years old. But I hope you may be able to understand. Every hand was turned against us. Your father and I were hunted like animals. The Humans at Phoenix refused to let us stay there - they said we would bring too much danger to them. They forced us to leave. Earth was still too dangerous for life, even Goblin life. We had no place to go. We knew that we would be hounded and chased for the rest of our lives. That was not a life I could wish upon you as a baby, no matter how much I loved you.
And I knew that Mark and Gillian would be good parents for you. Gillian is a wonderful person. I know she was a good mother to you; I didn’t have to be there to know that. And Mark has always been a rock for everyone around him. 
So if you hate me, that’s OK. I did the best I could to start you off in life the right way, with all the advantages Phoenix could muster to keep you safe.
Your father Jim was killed about nineteen years ago. I put him here in my safe house. I lost track of Ollie and Rachel and the others; so I’ve been alone since then. Sometimes I settle down on a planet for a while. But eventually they always find me, and I have to run again. It’s not a life you’d like, and I can’t come see you because it would only put you in danger.
I hope you find this letter someday. I hope you don’t hate me for what I chose for you. And I hope that somehow, someday, I can see you again.
Your mother, 
Rita
P. S. the N-number of Jim’s old Mustang is my ansible address.
In total shock, Gen read the letter again. As the words sank into her, tears coursed down her cheeks. She wiped them away with her sleeve. Reading the letter one last time, she wiped her eyes, and bowed her head.
My mother loved me. She did love me. But she had no choice. I can understand that. I guess I always understood it; but I didn’t want to accept it. Maybe now I can.
Beside her on the floor, Mario stirred. Quickly, Gen folded the letter and slid it into her boot, hiding it. She stood and moved away from Mario as he began to regain consciousness. He raised his head and looked around, realized where he was, and pushed himself to his feet. Standing unsteadily, he turned to Gen, staring at her as she stood by the crypt. Brushing himself off, he finally spoke.
“So you just couldn’t contain yourself…you had to go there!”
“Sorry,” said Gen. “I just lost it for a second. It won’t happen again.”
“Damn right it won’t.” said Mario. He pulled a stunner out of his pocket. “Damn right it won’t.”
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Packet Boat Donkey


A small spot of light pierced Gen’s consciousness. Her head hurt. She was in the dark, and her hands were tied behind her back - again.  
A coherent thought tried to make its way through her brain, but there was resistance. Finally, it surfaced as her brain began to function again.
Oh, right. That rat-bastard stunned me.
With a grunt, she turned her head to look at the pinpoint of light in the darkness. Realization dawned on her as she recognized the standard smoke alarm LED in Donkey’s cabin. 
I’m back on Donkey. Tied up again. In one of the empty cabins.
The hatch swung outward, and Gen squinted in the brightness as someone entered the room.
Mario.
“Well, Princess, the AI said you were coming around. Got a bit of a headache, have we?”
“Go to hell,” Gen managed to grunt.
“Now, now,” Mario cautioned. “Remember - you’re the one who came up behind me and knocked me on my ass. You started this.”
Gen had a response at the top of her tongue - one that would only anger him. She forced herself to suppress it. She and Marta were still his prisoners - it just wouldn’t pay to antagonize him.
“As I said, my emotions got the better of me,” she said at last. 
“Well,” Mario replied. “If I take off those bindings, do you think you can be civilized?”
“Yes,” Gen grunted reluctantly.
Mario grinned, came over, turned her over roughly so he could access her back, and began removing the bindings that bound her.
“Where are we headed?” Gen asked as he worked. She could hear the system drive, so she knew they were leaving the system.
“Aslar,” Mario said proudly. “Home of the Stree.”
An involuntary shudder racked Gen.
The Stree. They’ll use me to blackmail my mother into surrendering. Then they’ll kill us both. And Marta too.
“And I know what you’re thinking,” said Mario. “But I won’t let the Stree hurt you. I have other plans for you.”


Phoenix System


“Good luck to you, Garyn,” said Minister of Defense Tatiana Powell, shaking the hand of Expedition Commander Garyn Rennari. “Our future is in your hands.”
“No pressure, then,” smiled Garyn. 
Tatiana smiled with him. “No pressure.”
Garyn stepped back, came to a stiff attention, and saluted crisply. Then he turned and stepped away, moving to the hatch of the shuttle behind him. The so-called Earth Recovery Expedition was on its way. 
Lord Admiral Bonnie Page glanced at Tatiana. Silently, she held up her right hand so Tatiana could see it. 
Her fingers were crossed.
“Exactly,” responded Tatiana. “But if anyone can do it, Garyn can.”
“Yes,” said Luke from the other side. “And thanks for taking away my best commander.”
“Can’t be helped,” Tatiana said. “And besides - this was your idea, remember?”
“No, this was Bonnie’s idea!” countered Luke. “I just did the dirty work!”
“Yes,” sighed Bonnie. “Guilty as charged. Well, we’d better move back to the terminal. They’ll be departing in a few minutes.”
Nodding, Tatiana turned. The three of them started walking toward the passenger terminal at Phoenix Spaceport, followed by a small crowd of staff and friends. 
As they walked, Bonnie couldn’t help but think about what they were doing.
The Earth Recovery Expedition. A euphemistic name, for sure. Put a group of young, capable Humans in a safe place on Earth - just before the Stree show up to destroy Phoenix. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to see through that ploy.
Luke, managing the expedition, had selected well. He had assembled four hundred of their best and brightest, all willing and able to take on the mission. There were two hundred doctors, nurses, teachers, scientists, and other well-trained professionals. And two hundred militia, well-armed and ready to defend. The expedition would land at an ancient underground city in Turkey known as Derinkuyu. The location - right in the middle of Turkey, in the area called Cappadocia - had received a minimal amount of radiation and biopoisons in the Stree War. And the underground city would protect them from the prying eyes of the Stree. Food would be a problem; but they were taking enough for two years. After that, they would take the chance of planting crops, living outside for survival.
It was a chance that had to be taken. Tatiana and Bonnie were realists. They knew Phoenix had little chance against the combined forces of the Stree and the Singheko. The Expedition was their ace in the hole. A way for Humans to once again survive the onslaught of their enemies.
With a shudder, Bonnie tried to shake off the dark thoughts that occupied her mind. She had fallen slightly behind Tatiana as they walked, so she took a quick step to catch up.
“Anything from Gen and Marta?” she asked.
“No,” replied Tatiana somewhat bitterly. “Not a thing. They’ve gone dark.”
“How about the tracker we put on Donkey?”
“Nothing since the day after they docked at Niasa. Looks like they found it and disabled it. God, if I had known they were going to that hellhole…”
“They have to live their life, Tat. You know that.”
Tatiana heaved a deep sigh. “You keep telling me that. But it’s hard to do when it’s your daughter.”
Bonnie nodded silently, then spoke again. “I know. But we have to hope that whatever trouble they’ve gotten themselves into, they can get themselves out. They’re young, resourceful, well-trained. Hope for the best!”
“Yep. I’ll try,” Tatiana said as she entered the terminal. Walking across the lobby, she paused momentarily and turned to Bonnie. “Should we change our mind on helping them? Should we give them Rita’s ansible address after all? Then they could contact her directly…”
“No, I’m still against it. It’s much better if they just flounder around out there for a few months and give up. Then maybe they’ll come home. And every time someone uses that ansible address, it increases the chance of trouble.”
Tatiana considered it, then nodded. “OK. I guess I still agree with you. On to other subjects. Where do we stand on space defense?”
“As bad as we suspected. We’re putting pulse cannon on old freighters, but they’re about as maneuverable as an asteroid.”
“So what’s our count now?”
“Fourteen ships,” Bonnie replied, bitterness and frustration in her voice. “Three cruisers, nine destroyers, and two transports converted to gunboats. We’ve got one more transport being converted. If we have enough time.”
“A pitiful showing compared to our glory days, eh?” Tatiana laughed, trying to lighten the mood. She glanced back at her staff, out of earshot behind them. “Let’s not discourage the rest of them too much.”
“Roger that. But you and I both know we’re pissing in the wind. Fourteen or fifteen ships going up against fifty or so, and some of ours just converted transports with green crews - it’s going to be grim.”
“Miracles have happened,” said Tatiana. “We do all we can do. We fight until we can’t fight anymore.”
Suddenly Bonnie’s aide James MacArthur ran up beside her, pressing a tablet into her hand. Bonnie scanned the message, then grunted.
“Early warning system has something coming on a vector from Aslar,” Bonnie spoke. “Subspace pulses indicate eight to twelve ships, possibly destroyer class.”
“Misha said they’d do a small raid first, to test our defenses,” opined Tatiana. “Sounds like maybe he was right. What’s the ETA?”
“Forty-eight hours.”


Rita - In the Black


With a loud beep, the med pod completed its scan, waking Rita from her dreams.
<Final repairs completed. Scan completed. Nothing found> reported the AI. <No trackers in your body>
As Rita lifted the lid of the med pod to exit, it caused a flashback to her birth. When Jim helped her out of the med pod on Jade for the first time. When Bonnie, suspicious of her, asked Jim if a clone was really Human…
“…how do you know she has a soul?” Bonnie had asked, not realizing that Rita could still hear them from the galley.
Smiling, she remembered Jim’s reply.
“How do you know you have a soul, Bonnie?” he had asked. “You can’t prove it. All you can do is either believe it or not believe it. But you can never prove it. And you can’t go through life making decisions for other people on such an imprecise, unknown state of affairs. So in Rita’s case, I’m going to act as if she is just like us. No different from us.”
Rita started dressing, slowly, still thinking about the past. Thinking about…
All I’ve lost. Jim. Rachel. Ollie, Luda, Liwa, Tika. All the thousands I led, killed at Singheko and Dekanna and Stree. All lost.
Something - she wasn’t sure what - triggered another memory in her. But it wasn’t one of her memories. It was one of Bonnie’s memories, one of the memories she had inherited, when she was cloned by the renegade starship Jade to have two sets of memories: one set from Jim, and one set from Bonnie.
And for a moment, she wasn’t Rita anymore. She was Bonnie, remembering the first time with Jim - when Bonnie had found him at Deseret…
The sun came blasting through the east window of Jim’s bedroom. Bonnie lay in the tangled sheets, opening one eye but shutting it quickly. After several minutes of trying to ignore it, she sat up, gave the sun the finger, and got out of bed. She went to the bathroom, took a long shower, put her shirt on and walked into the kitchen.
Jim was standing at the stove, fully dressed in Western snap shirt and jeans, cooking. He turned to her.
“Good morning, flygirl. Don’t they make you get up early in the Air Force?”
“Not after night maneuvers,” said Bonnie. She glanced at the clock on the wall. “Crap! It’s only 9 AM! What the hell’s the matter with you?”
“I was hungry,” said Jim. “After all, I worked pretty hard last night.”
Bonnie smiled. “You did that, flyboy. No complaints in that department. You passed inspection.”
Jim slid a plate of ham and eggs in front of her, along with a saucer containing two pieces of buttered toast. Then he put a cup of hot coffee beside it and pointed to the cream already on the table.
Bonnie groaned. “Oh my God, thank you! I could eat a small horse!”
Jim sat down across from her with an identical plate. They tucked in and were silent for a bit.
Jim couldn’t help but glance at the beautiful woman across from him as he ate. She was without a doubt the most beautiful woman he had seen in a long time. Blond, short military style haircut, green eyes. Tall. Intelligent face, a smile on her lips at the slightest excuse. She caught him looking and grinned at him. Embarrassed, he grinned back and then focused on his meal.
After a couple of minutes, Jim looked back at her.
“I thought maybe two more hours in the Mustang this morning while it’s cool, then I’ll sign you off for solo and you can go play for a while on your own. What do you think?”
Bonnie gazed at him in delight. “You are pretty good at this courtship thing, you know.”
With a start, Rita shook it off. 
I’m not Bonnie! I’m Rita, dammit! That’s a false memory!
Angry, frustrated, she turned to head back to the galley.
That’s not my memory. That’s Bonnie’s memory. No matter how real it seems, that was not me. I never experienced that!
Yet if it seems real…if I can remember it as perfectly as Bonnie can…if it feels exactly like it happened to me…
…is it real or not?
Jade, you bitch, what the hell did you do to me? Why did you give me both their memories? Was it some form of torture? Did you take pleasure in that?
<Ansible message arriving> she heard in her internal comm.
Rita stopped and stood in shock. She hadn’t received an ansible message in nineteen years. 
“From who?” she asked.
<Message signed by Bonnie Page, Lord Admiral, Human Colony of Phoenix>
Rita stood frozen in the corridor.
“Read message.”
<Message: “Hi Rita. You told me never to use this ansible address unless it was a dire emergency. Well, thought you should know. The Stree are attacking us again. We’ve detected their initial wave approaching. They’ll probably raid us first, test our defenses, any day now. Then we anticipate their main fleet in about four to five weeks. 
“I know there’s nothing you can do, but I thought it was only right to let you know. Oh, by the way, Imogen took off in Donkey to go find you and Jim. She said she was going to Hanjan, but I happen to know she went to Niasa instead. Wishing her and you the best. Bonnie>
Still frozen in shock, Rita whispered so low that the ship AI could just barely hear her voice.
“Signature Seal?”
<Signature Seal: “Is she actually Human?” End Signature Seal>
Rita couldn’t help but smile. So Bonnie DID know that Rita had overheard that conversation - when Rita was first brought to consciousness as a clone, all those many years ago. Those were the exact words Bonnie had spoken to Jim Carter about her. 
Am I actually Human? Or more precisely, WAS I actually Human? Before I was a Goblin? 
Rita resumed walking toward the bridge, her mind whirling.
Imogen. On her way to God knows where in Donkey. The fucking Stree - coming for Humans again. 
And Jim - dead in a crypt when I need him most. 
What do I do, Jimmy Boy? Do I go to Niasa to help my daughter? Do I go to Phoenix to help the Humans?
Or do I just keep running and hiding?
Jim, you fucking asshole, why’d you have to get yourself killed? Didn’t you know how much I needed you?
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Phoenix System


“There they are,” said Bonnie, pointing to the holo plot. 
Her assistant, Vice-Admiral Zoe DeLong, stood beside her in the Admiralty’s CIC - Combat Information Center.
“Definitely not a full fleet,” Zoe ventured. “Only ten ships.”
“Yep, as we suspected. Raiding party,” replied Bonnie. “Testing the waters, probing our defenses.”
“Just as Misha expected.”
“Yeah. He called it. Tat’s husband is a smart cookie.”
“So he’s told me,” Zoe responded wryly. “Many times.”
“Well, he called this one perfectly. He said they’d send in a small raiding party first, see how we responded. I’m glad we listened to him.”
“Small to them. Still damn big to us.”
“Yeah. Well, we execute Misha’s plan. Let’s see how it works.”
Zoe looked over at Bonnie. The hustle and bustle of their respective staff members behind them provided a low buzz, a backdrop to their conversation.
“Do you still miss it? Being up there with the Fleet, I mean?”
“Every minute of every day.”
“Luke worries about it constantly, you know. He’s convinced you’re going to take off to space, join the Fleet, leave him behind.”
“I know. I know what he’s thinking. He thinks I’ll leave him behind, and he’ll watch me die in space. But I’ve told him over and over, I know where my job is. I’ll do my job. If that means staying here on the ground, I’ll do it.”
“I don’t think he believes you.”
“I know he doesn’t. But what else can I do? I keep telling him, but he doesn’t accept it.”
Zoe grinned slyly. “Because he knows you too well. I’m not sure I believe it either.”
Bonnie sniffed. “Believe what you will. I’m here, aren’t I?”
“Now you are. But what happens when the shit really hits the fan?”
Bonnie turned away from her, back toward the holo to watch the coming battle. “I’ll be wherever I need to be, Zoe. Doing my job.”
Just short of one-half AU away - 80 million miles - Tatiana’s husband Misha also watched the plot, but a hell of a lot closer to the enemy.
“Battle Stations!” he called.
His XO, Tom Frederick, nodded. “Battle Stations, aye,” he confirmed, pushing keys on his console. 
The condition lights on the bulkhead switched from yellow to red and began flashing, as the announcement came over the intercom and their onboard communicators.
<General Quarters, General Quarters. This is not a drill. All hands man your battle stations>
Misha nodded. “What’s the count now?”
“Ten destroyers, Skipper. Looks like eight Stree, two Singheko.”
“So just as we expected - a small raid first. A recon in force.”
“Seems so, sir,”
“Very well. Send the word. Battle plan Charlie-Nine.”
“Aye, sir. Battle plan Charlie-Nine sent to all ships.”
In the viewer, Misha watched the ten enemy ships approaching Phoenix. Upon entering the system, they had accelerated to 20% light. Then they coasted, driving straight for Phoenix. Finally, they began a combat decel, to come down to battle speed by the time they arrived at the planet. They still had a million miles to go, but they were moving at a good pace. They’d arrive in another 14 minutes. 
And there, they would attack the two picket destroyers Misha had left in orbit as bait, destroy any planetary defenses they could identify, and likely bombard the planet.
Unless Misha could stop them.
Flying toward the enemy at an angle, from high above the ecliptic plane where the planets rotated, Misha’s destroyer Fang coasted on an intercept worked out long before the Stree entered the system. Three other destroyers - Tooth, Claw and Stinger - were coasting into the system on similar intercepts. Misha’s force of four picket destroyers had been placed at equidistant points around the system, two above the ecliptic and two below. Subspace detection buoys placed in an array around the system had given them warning of the enemy fleet’s approach, and the direction of the threat. 
And that was all they needed to execute their initial battle plan. Thrusting hard for a brief period, all four destroyers then shut off their engines and went dark - just before the Stree raiding party entered the system. Their long, coasting trajectories would intersect with Misha’s at the enemy formation. It was a plan worked out in advance and practiced a hundred times.
Like a swarm of pissed-off bees heading home to the hive, they would arrive simultaneously at the projected location of the enemy - just as the Stree formation approached Phoenix. And because they were running silent, there was a chance - a small chance - they would be undetected. Maybe they could surprise the enemy on their first pass.
Outnumbered, it was the best - and only - plan they had.
Misha glanced at the intercept clock on the right side of the large holotank. It counted down steadily, now at less than ten minutes.
“Any sign they’ve seen us?” he asked.
“Nothing so far,” called the XO. “They’re just sailing along, fat, dumb, and happy.”
“How’s positioning?”
“Not bad,” the XO replied. “All ships are within a half-percent of expected position. Claw will have to make one small adjustment when we open fire. The rest are OK.”
Misha grunted. “Let’s hope it stays that way. Charge all weapons, prepare to fire.”
“Charge all weapons, prepare to fire, aye!” snapped Frederick.
Aboard the Stree destroyer Fateful Revenge, Commodore Anberti glanced at the holo, and smiled with pleasure. His group was fast approaching the planet of the hated Humans - and so far, all he could see was a tiny force of two picket destroyers, coming out at him from their orbits around Phoenix.
A force he would sweep aside like so much trash.
Pitiful, thought Anberti. They have no concept of how to fight. My father destroyed them at Earth like a knife through butter. Now I will destroy them at Phoenix the same way.
“Status?” Anberti asked his Flag Captain, Doek. Doek glanced at the weapons officer, who responded.
“All weapons charged and ready, sir.”
“Very good,” grunted Anberti. He turned back to the holo, watching the countdown.
Five minutes to Phoenix orbit. Whatever gave these puny creatures the idea they could stand against us? If they had not enlisted the help of the unholy Goblins, we would have already swept them from the Universe…
“Incoming!” yelled the Tac Officer. Barely were the words out of his mouth when the ship suddenly shuddered, skewing wildly to one side from the force of a gamma lance impact, knocking Commodore Anberti hard against the side of his command chair. The acrid smell of burning insulation filled the air.
“Where from?” yelled Anberti. But before the Tac Officer could reply, Anberti’s question was answered. A force of four Human destroyers suddenly came to life in the holotank display as they went to full combat decel and fired missiles. The holo that had been almost empty before - showing only the two Human picket destroyers coming out from the planet - suddenly bloomed as the charging Human formation he had not seen fired a combat spread of thirty-two missiles toward his formation.
Before he could even speak a command, another gamma lance from one of the oncoming destroyers flicked out and slammed into the Fateful Revenge, again knocking it hard to one side, momentarily exceeding the ability of the compensator to stabilize the ship. Far to the back of the ship, he heard an explosion and knew the Humans had done some serious damage.
Finally finding his voice in the shock of the moment, Anberti roared at the top of his lungs. “Point Defense! Evasive!”
His command was redundant; his bridge crew was already hard at work on both. He felt himself jerked back and forth in the command chair as his ship began operating in a random walk evasive, moving up, down, left, right in an unpredictable pattern. At the same time, he heard the chatter and whine of point defense weapons spitting flak at the oncoming missiles. The deeper growl of the defensive laser batteries started up, shorter-range weapons of last resort for those missiles which managed to get past the flak.
Five hundred miles from his formation, his point defense flak met the missiles. For a moment, the holotank was unreadable as dozens of explosions filled it with blossoms of shattered missiles. The blooms cleared quickly in the vacuum of space; Anberti saw six missiles emerge from the line of fiery destruction, all tracking toward his formation.
“Firing missiles!” yelled his Tac Officer, as his bridge crew finally got it together. The ship shuddered twice, once as the rear tubes fired, once again as the front tubes fired. 
Four missiles from the rear tubes passed over the top of the ship as they re-oriented toward the enemy, joining the missiles now pouring from the rest of his formation. A total of ninety-six missiles tracked toward the Humans, now just a thousand miles off his port bow in a hard decel, with ample opportunity to fire their gamma lances at point-blank range.
The hair on the back of Anberti’s neck stood up as he realized the full extent of his mistake. The Humans had foxed him; they had coasted in dark, all their non-essential systems off - then gone into full attack mode at the last possible second.
You should have thought of that, Anberti realized as six Human missiles emerged from the cloud of flak and bored in toward his formation. One was taken out by his point defense lasers, exploding in a cloud of destruction one hundred miles out. But the other five jinked randomly, eluding the lasers. As the big ship-killer missiles flashed through the last fifty miles of range and exploded against five of his ships, the thought repeated. 
You should have thought of that…
Onboard Fang, Misha held his whoop of glee, although many on his bridge could not resist. Two of the enemy ships had lost their engines. As happened in space combat when both formations were at max decel, the disabled ships simply shot ahead of their formation, disappearing into the black in a matter of seconds - without engines, they were unable to maintain position in a formation currently decelerating at 300g. 
But now Misha had a big problem. The mixed Stree and Singheko formation had fired a full volley of missiles at his small formation of destroyers. Ninety-six enemy missiles bored in, intent on destruction. Ninety-six missiles for six ships. Sixteen for each of his destroyers.
Misha had no need to instruct his crew; they had drilled this scenario hundreds of times. They were ready; if any crew could survive, it was this one. And all the other ships had taken part in the same drills. They had known from the beginning that their only chance was to out-perform the enemy.
The chitter-chatter of the point defense flak guns started, signifying that the onrushing missiles were in range. The space surrounding his ships became filled with flak explosions, shrapnel, and parts and pieces of destroyed missiles as one by one, they took out as many of the incoming ship-killers as possible.
But they couldn’t take out all of them. Out of the messy blooms of destruction, Misha saw twenty-two missiles emerge, still boring in toward his ships. The close-in defensive lasers began a low growl and snap as they also started firing. 
“Brace for impact!” yelled the Tac Officer.
That’s a bit unnecessary, thought Misha in the last few seconds of his life. Anyone with half a brain can see the holo and know what’s coming.
Eleven enemy missiles cleared the laser close-in point defense and made the final run-in toward Misha’s squadron. Four of the Human destroyers received two missiles apiece. One of the ships coming out from Phoenix - the Tiger - received no missiles at all. 
That was because three of the missiles struck Fang, destroying her in a heartbeat.
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The battle was over. Both sides were out of missiles and withdrew to lick their wounds. The Stree had lost three destroyers. The Humans had lost one, with three damaged but repairable. At extreme cost, Misha’s goal of outperforming the enemy had worked.  
But Misha was not around to appreciate it. His destroyer Fang was now just a collection of random pieces of flotsam and jetsam, in a long solar orbit that would take roughly two thousand years to complete a long, elliptical path around the central star of the Phoenix system.
Of course, we’ll pick up those pieces and bring them all back, thought Bonnie as she walked from the Admiralty’s CIC down the hallway, and climbed the stairs toward Tatiana’s office. We’ll bring them home. That is, if we’re still around.
Bonnie knew she wasn’t delivering the sad news herself; Tatiana had a holo repeater in her office. Tatiana would already know her husband was dead. She would have seen it real-time. 
But since the disappearance of Rita twenty-one years ago, Bonnie and Tatiana had become close - very close. Bonnie was technically Tatiana’s stepmother, since she was married to Tatiana’s father Luke. But more, even though they were nineteen years apart in age, they were almost like sisters. So Bonnie would be there for her. Even if Tatiana was the Minister of Defense, she was a human being. It wasn’t a time to leave her alone with just her staff.
Reaching the top floor, Bonnie exited the stairwell, strode to the end of the hall, and entered Tatiana’s outer office. The hum and buzz of a busy place in war mode stopped momentarily as she entered. Tatiana’s staff froze, watching her. Without stopping, Bonnie walked across the room toward Tatiana’s inner sanctum. Nobody said a word as she entered the inner office and closed the door behind her.
Tatiana sat at her desk, a statue of stone. Only two dirty tracks of tears down her face gave away her inner emotions. 
Bonnie walked to her, wordlessly squatted down beside her, and held her by the shoulders, pulling her in tight.
Downstairs in the Admiralty, Vice-Admiral Zoe DeLong studied the plot. The enemy raiding party had withdrawn. They were now established in solar orbit on the other side of the star - 204.6 million miles away from Phoenix. For the moment, they were no threat.
“What do you think they’re doing?” asked Jung Woo. As Transport Secretary, he had no real function in battle, but he was given a courtesy seat at the table. He sat near Zoe at the conference table, watching the plot with the rest of the ministers and staff.
“They’re licking their wounds and waiting for orders,” said Zoe. “Their purpose was to raid us, assess our defenses. Bombard the planet if they could break through. But Misha stopped them…”
Zoe couldn’t speak. She bowed her head momentarily, then managed to raise it and continue on, doing her duty.
“…Misha stopped them, so they’ll lurk over there behind the star and wait for new orders.”
“And wait for the full Stree fleet to arrive,” Mark Rodgers said bitterly. “The rest of their fleet can’t be far behind. No more than a month, or six weeks at the most.”
“Agree,” Zoe nodded. “I think they’ll simply wait out there, repairing their battle damage, until the main fleet shows up. Then they’ll all attack together.”
“We shouldn’t have held back so many ships today,” complained Jung. “We should have thrown everything at them at once!”
“It was Misha’s plan,” Zoe said defensively, challenging Jung. “And it worked. We fought off the raiding party with only six destroyers.”
“At what cost?” Jung countered. “Losing our lead destroyer? And Misha?”
Zoe nodded. “Even so. The Stree think they’ve seen the bulk of our defensive fleet. They don’t know about the three cruisers and the other destroyers we’ve got hidden. It gives us a fighting chance when their main fleet comes.”
Jung shook his head. “Disagree. We should have thrown everything at them, destroyed their entire raiding party, and sent a message to the Stree that we won’t be taken easily.”
Mark Rodgers stood and began to pace.
“Well, it’s done now. And Zoe is right. It was Misha’s plan. Suck them in, let them think they’ve gotten our measure, then hit them by surprise when their main fleet shows up.”
Mark stopped, turned, and faced them. “I still think he was right. It’s our only chance. We’ll be outnumbered by three or four-to-one when their main fleet arrives. We have to take any edge we can get. If that means making a sacrifice now for an advantage later, then so be it. It’s unfortunate, and it breaks my heart that Misha had to pay the price. But he knew the risks going in. He did his job.”
There was a silence in the conference room. After a few seconds, Mark turned back to Zoe. “Let’s move on. Where do we stand on the ground defense plan?”
“Based on what we’ve seen today, if their main fleet outnumbers us by four to one - which is our best estimate, right? - then we’ll take out half or more of them with our defense. The others will get through. And you know how the Singheko like to fight face to face. They’ll send assault shuttles down to take the city, while the Stree stay in orbit and send kinetics down on us.”
“And our defense?” asked Mark.
“Get the hell out of the way,” Zoe smiled bitterly. “We let them have the city. We take to the mountains and fight them from there. It’s our only hope.”


Stree Main Fleet – Twenty-four Days from Phoenix


Admiral Rajanti sat in his day cabin and tried to think like a Human.
He was aboard Unmerciful - the flagship of the Stree attack fleet, on his way to Phoenix. 
Time to finalize my attack plan, thought Rajanti. If I’m to make any major changes, this is my last opportunity.
But he couldn’t think of any changes. Rajanti was a straight-forward commander. His plan was simple. Attack, attack, attack. Let nothing stop him as he drove toward the planet, until he had swept aside the puny Human defense and established a bombardment orbit over the pitiful settlement of the Humans. From there, he would smash the Human city into rubble with kinetic weapons. Then he’d send the Singheko down in their assault shuttles to mop up any survivors.
The Humans call it Landing City. It’s not a city. It’s just barely a town. What a joke.
“Ship. What’s the current population of Phoenix? Remind me.” 
Rajanti spoke to the onboard computer - not a sentient AI, of course. The Stree hated sentient AI with a fanatic passion. They would never allow one on their ships. But they did use computers - rather simpler ones that could never approach anything like a true AI, much less sentience.
<The current population of Phoenix is estimated to be 84,875 Humans>
“How many adults of fighting age?”
<The population of fighting age adults on Phoenix is estimated to be 38,765 Humans>
Pitiful. They’re already on the brink of extinction. We’re simply doing an act of mercy to push them over the edge.
And yet…somehow it doesn’t seem…right. It’s too easy.
Rajanti sighed. He had been brought up in the military - his father had been an admiral, and his grandfather, and his great-grandfather before him. They had always been military - with the cool, logical outlook on life that came with the military. Rajanti had never bought into the craziness of the priests, and their fanatical hatred of all things AI. And their most recent crusade to destroy the sentient AI creatures that were the Goblins, and all those species who helped them, had brought nothing but ruin upon the Stree. It made no sense to him.
But he had drawn the short straw. It was his mission to smash the Humans once and for all. And he would do the bidding of his government, even if he didn’t like it. 
Rajanti had long since become a student of his enemies - after all, he reasoned, it was the best way to learn how to defeat them. He had studied Human history. He had read everything in the Military Library at Aslar about them that he could get his hands on. He knew his enemy.
So he was not surprised when a Human saying came to mind.
Ours is not to reason why. Ours is but to do or die.
Rajanti smiled ironically. 
Not much difference between us and them when it comes to that. I do what the commanders tell me. I live or I die, as they tell me. The Humans nailed that one.
Heaving another long sigh, Rajanti reached out and lifted an item out of a small round tray on his desk. Smoke curled from the tip of the item. It was a cigar - but not a cigar made of tobacco like Humans made. Made of the leaves of a sathi plant, it was a drug remarkably like the cocaine of his Human enemies. It was the drug of choice for Admiral Rajanti, and now he drew deeply on it, holding the smoke in his lungs until the drug entered his bloodstream, changing his perception. The world grew brighter again, and he felt euphoric, a super-being, the Universe at his feet. 
I’ll wipe out the Humans on Phoenix. Then I’ll go to Earth one last time and seed it with enough biopoisons to ensure no life grows there for a thousand years.
But I don’t have to like it.


Packet Boat Donkey - In the Black


“Change of plans,” said Mario. 
Gen and Marta, sitting in the galley drinking bishat, looked up at Mario’s voice. He stood in the hatch of the galley. His face was a mask. Gen couldn’t read his emotions. But she could see Gast standing behind him, with a pulse pistol. Since Mario had released them from their bindings, they were free to go between their cabins and the galley, but nowhere else. And the Vampire was never far away - always watching them, like a shadow.
Gen glanced at Marta. Marta was looking away, toward the wall, ignoring Mario. Marta never spoke to Mario - her hatred of him was so strong, she was afraid even speaking to him might cause her to launch herself at him blindly, ignoring the consequences. It was always up to Gen to have any discussion with their captor.
“And what does that mean?” asked Gen, her voice a study in carefully controlled contempt.
“I’ve received orders to divert to Phoenix,” Mario said, his face serious. “Thought you’d like to know.”
“Phoenix?” Gen was astounded. “Why Phoenix?”
“Because the Stree are attacking Phoenix. They want you there.”
Gen jumped to her feet. It was all she could do not to attack the man. Her hands were shaking as she tried to rein in her emotions. Had Gast not been standing behind him with the pulse pistol, Mario would be dead now. And he knew it, as he involuntarily shrank back at the expression on Gen’s face.
“Wait!” he said, putting out his hands in a defensive gesture. “This is not my idea! I’m not the one doing it!”
“You’re the one holding us captive! You’re the one turning us over to those bloodthirsty fanatics!”
Mario looked chagrined, but Gen had seen that expression before. She knew it was fake. Mario didn’t have a moral bone in his body - much less one that would cause him shame. But he put on a good act.
“I am truly sorry,” he said. “I had no idea they were about to attack Phoenix.”
Gen exploded. “So let us go! If you are any kind of a Human at all!”
Mario started backing out of the galley into the corridor as he spoke. “Sorry. I can’t do that. A deal’s a deal, and if I back out now, the Stree will hunt me down like a dog. I have to go through with it.”
Gen glared at him as he disappeared into the corridor. Gast stayed behind for a moment, staring hungrily at Marta. Then as Gen watched, he lifted the pulse pistol slightly, showing it to her, a clear message. A message that he would be around, watching; and a reminder that the Stree would pay for Gen, whether Marta was dead or alive. Then he was gone.
Gen sat back down, looked at Marta, and shook her head. “We have to get free somehow,” she said. “We just have to find a way. We can’t let him just deliver us to the Stree!”
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“You all know what we’re facing.” 
The crowd was silent. Mark, Luke, Bonnie, and Tatiana stood before them, on a slightly raised platform. Mark was speaking, his voice amplified to carry across the crowd of at least five thousand people assembled in front of Government House. There were another fifty thousand listening on the Web, in their ships, in the mountains, wherever they might be, as they prepared for the onslaught of the Stree.
“The chances that we can fend off the Stree are low. I wish I could bring you better news. But I’ve always been truthful with you, and I’m not going to change that now. Our best estimate is that the Stree will break through our orbital defenses and bombard the city with kinetics. They’ll follow that with Singheko assault shuttles. There will be no safe place in Landing City. If you stay here, you die. It’s that simple.”
The silence of the crowd spoke volumes. Mark gazed around at the faces of friends and strangers, the people of Phoenix arrayed before him, the last remnant of humanity.
“We estimate the Stree Fleet is twenty-two days out. Those who want to leave Phoenix and take their chances out in the Arm must leave immediately. Once the Stree Fleet arrives, it will be too late. The last transport to Niasa has been scheduled for Friday - one week from now. If you are not on that transport, you are here for the duration.
“Finally - those of you who choose to stay on Phoenix, for whatever reason - you must leave Landing City. This city will be flattened, of that you can be sure. Take to the hills, take to the river, take to the sea. I don’t care where you go - but go away from here. If you stay here, you are committing suicide.”
Again, the crowd was silent. None of this was new - Mark and his team had been preaching the same sermon for weeks. But now they were down to it - with only days left before the arrival of the Stree Fleet, Mark was making one last effort to pry the diehards out of their shell of complacency, get them moving out of the city.
Having made his last effort, Mark stepped back from the podium. Tatiana leaned toward him, whispering.
“It won’t work, you know,” she said. “Some will leave, I guess. Some will go to the mountains. Some will go to the sea. But some will stay.”
Mark nodded, in pain. “I know. I’ve talked to them. They say they’ve made a home here, and they’re not leaving.”
“Then they’ll die here,” Bonnie spoke softly. “But it’s their choice. You’ve done all any man could do.”
“I could have the militia round them up and force them on the transports,” Tatiana said, eying the crowd as they slowly drifted away from Government House, groups large and small in passionate discussion.
“No,” Mark responded. “That’s not who we are. Humans have always made their own decisions about where to make a stand. We’ll never change that. It’s something built into us.”
“Staying here is not making a stand,” muttered Luke. “It’s suicide.”
Mark turned to his friend and gave him a disapproving stare. “It’s their decision,” he admonished. “I’m going to let them make it. If we forced them to leave against their will, what would we be?”
Luke returned Mark’s stare with a look of disapproval, but he let the conversation drop.
As they turned to leave the podium, Mark turned his gaze to the sky. Up there, somewhere beyond that blue-green sky, so different from Earth’s, was the EDF - their little Fleet, preparing to meet an enemy four times their size in throw weight of weapons.
I’m not sure who is committing suicide, thought Prime Minister Mark Rodgers. Those who stay here, or those who go out there.


Earth - Derinkuyu, Turkey


Garyn Rennari stared at the vast cavern before him and scratched his head.
“Not much to look at,” said a voice beside him.
“Yep.”
“We’ve got our work cut out for us.”
“Yep.”
“Better get to it, then.”
Garyn turned and looked at his Number Two, Major Jake Daaboul, and smiled.
“Jake, what would I do without you?”
Jake grinned and shrugged. “Let’s not find out,” he replied, his southern drawl barely detectable after twenty-one years on Phoenix. “I’ll go get the unloading party started.”
Garyn nodded assent and watched Jake depart, then turned and stepped forward into the large cavern. They had landed on Earth hours earlier, at the entrance of the large underground cave complex known as Derinkuyu. Smack in the middle of Turkey, the ancient underground city could shelter at least twenty thousand people if necessary. It would be more than adequate for the paltry four hundred in their party.
Our remnant party, thought Garyn bitterly. His team had been told only that they were to prepare for the return of Humans to Earth. But Garyn and Jake knew the full story.
We’re here to carry on the species. After Phoenix is wiped out.
Moving farther into the cave complex, Garyn wandered in amazement, moving from gallery to gallery, making his way down stone-carved stairs into the lowest level, 279 feet beneath the surface. He gaped in wonder, astonished that people could have carved out such a huge underground refuge in ancient times, using only hand tools. 
They must have had great fear. Something terrified them. Just like us.
<Garyn, where are you?> came over his internal comm from Jake.
<I’m in the bottom level>
<OK, coming down. Be there in a sec>
Garyn turned and headed back toward the last set of stairs he had descended. He waited for Jake at the bottom. Jake arrived panting, out of breath.
“What’s up?” Garyn asked.
“Oh, everything’s fine. Radiation levels within tolerance. We tested the water wells. They’re good - safe to drink. We’ve got water for the foreseeable future.”
“Outstanding. What else?”
“Unloading is progressing. It’ll take four more shuttle trips to get everybody down and all the equipment and supplies. We’ll be done by tomorrow night. Then the Maximus will head back to Phoenix.”
“And then we’ll be on our own.”
“Yeah. But we’ve got supplies for two full years. That should be more than enough time to get ourselves in a stable situation.”
“If the Stree don’t find us.”
“Yah. If the Stree don’t find us.”
“I want everything underground by tomorrow night. Nothing left on the surface. Not a trace. Until the battle at Phoenix is over, we just huddle and hide. Nobody goes to the surface until we know the outcome back at Phoenix.”
“You got it.”
“And let’s start work on sealing off any ventilation shafts from light leakage. Put baffles in place, or something. I don’t want any light escaping at night that can be seen from space. 
“Will do.”
“Thanks, Jake.”
Jake turned to leave, paused, and turned back to Garyn with a smile.
“We’ll make this work, boss. Count on it.”
Garyn returned his smile. “Thanks, Jake. I know we will.”


Venus


Endlessly circling, round and round, Nemo’s corvette Grizzly orbited Venus, as it had for the last year and a bit. Today, on the bridge of the ship, Rauti and Nemo sat next to each other, communing with the magnificent vista of Venus beneath them. In the far distance, the two Goblins could see the huge mirrors blocking the Sun’s radiation, slowly cooling the planet. Nearby, one of the processing stations on the end of its space tether was persistently hurling blocks of frozen carbon dioxide at an ever-growing moon.
“What is the purpose of a man?” asked Rauti.
“I’m not a man,” growled Nemo. “I’m a Goblin.”
“You know what I mean. Even Goblins divide into male and female, to share duties of various kinds and to propagate the race. So Goblin you may be, but you are still a male, inside. I know you understand my question. What is the purpose of a man?”
Nemo glared at Rauti. Since they had first learned about the impending attack by the Stree, Rauti had been asking him questions like this.
“I’m sure you know; else you wouldn’t have asked me.”
“For both Humans and Goblins, it is the same. What is the purpose of a man?”
Nemo knew Rauti wouldn’t stop until he answered. Grudgingly, he replied.
“To create a place of security and love around those he cares for.”
“See? You still understand it,” smiled Rauti. “You have journeyed far since you were a Marine on your planet Earth, and a Human. But you still know it in your heart. And it’s no different for Goblins than it is for Humans. To create a place of security and love around those you care for - whether it be family, or community, or country, or species - that is the purpose of a man.”
“And why do you keep harping on this? I came up here to relax and enjoy the view! When will you let this go?”
“When you accept what you have to do. As I did, when I attacked Stree Prime.”
“That wasn’t you, my friend. That was a copy of you.”
“Three copies, to be exact,” smiled Rauti. “And all of them died if you recall. Three times I’ve died for my people. So I believe I’m qualified to discuss the subject.”
Nemo sighed. “You’re just not going to let this go, are you?”
Rauti shook his head. “No. I cannot. Because I know something you do not.”
Nemo stared at him. “And what is that?”
“I told Banjala I would not tell you.”
Nemo sat up straighter, all his attention now focused on Rauti. “But you’re going to tell me. Or you wouldn’t have brought it up.”
“Yes. Because I think you should know. Your daughter Imogen and her friend Marta have been captured by a bounty hunter. He is taking them to the Stree fleet at Phoenix.”
Nemo, stunned, couldn’t think of anything to say for a moment. Finally, he sighed, as he realized the implications.
“They’ll use Gen as bait to bring Rita to them.”
“Yes. I’m sure that’s their plan.”
Nemo turned back to the windows looking out at the planet below. Venus, as always, was shrouded in cloud; Rauti’s terraforming had not yet made sufficient progress to change that. Beneath the cool aspect of the cream-colored clouds below, the planet was still a hellish inferno.
Like my life, thought Nemo.
“Well. That’s Rita’s problem. Not mine. I’ll let her deal with it.”
“And if she cannot? If your daughter and wife die because you took no action?”
Nemo turned on Rauti angrily. “They are not my daughter and wife! Rita is Jim’s wife! Gen is Jim’s daughter! Not mine!”
Rauti smiled, the strange inscrutable smile of a true Goblin, one that had never been Human. It was something he did frequently, and something that puzzled Nemo to no end.
“And if he cannot save them alone? If your help would have saved them, but you were not there?”
Nemo glared at Rauti, turned back to the outside view, and sat silent for many minutes. Thoughts ran through his mind, dozens of thoughts, thoughts that he couldn’t control. 
If I lose Rita… Or should I say, if Jim loses Rita... If something happens to Gen…
If something happens to them because of my inaction…
Where does my responsibility end? Rita created me to save Bonnie and the others on Stree Prime. Is that the end of my purpose? Or does my purpose continue? 
But…she is not mine…
Do I still owe anything to Rita and Gen? Do I still owe the Humans anything? Where does a man’s purpose begin and end? 
But I’m not a man. I keep forgetting that… I’m a Goblin.
But on the inside…
Finally, Nemo spoke. 
“It doesn’t matter. Even if I wanted to help them…I’m just one Goblin. What could one Goblin do?”
Rauti smiled an evil smile. “Funny you should mention that…”
Rauti gestured out the window of Grizzly, toward the distant tip of the space tether, where blocks of frozen carbon dioxide continued to pop out from the top to be shot into the new Venusian moon.
“I have more than one hundred trillion microbots down below on the planet harvesting carbon dioxide, and trillions more up here in space running the processing stations. And they can easily be re-purposed to do something else.”
“How can trillions of microbots help?” Nemo asked. “We don’t possibly have enough time to build a fleet of warships and get them to Phoenix before the battle starts.”
Rauti smiled at Nemo. “Ah, my fine friend, that’s why I’m the greatest engineer that has ever lived, and you are merely a warrior. You are thinking sequentially. If you are to be an engineer, you must learn to think in parallel. Many streams of work, all leading to a successful outcome.”
Nemo was puzzled. “What are you saying?”
“We do not have to build the ships to completion here at Venus. We merely have to create a vast chunk of raw material, cover it in microbots, program them, and send them on their way to Phoenix. They can self-assemble on the journey.”
Nemo shook his head. “Can’t possibly work. Without a tDrive, it would take them centuries to get to Phoenix.”
Rauti smiled. “Yes, indeed. That is true. Without a tDrive, this would never work.”
Nemo squinted at Rauti. “You’re up to something. What is it?”
“We have one tDrive to work with.”
Nemo thought about it. “Grizzly? My ship?”
“Of course. Your ship has a perfectly good tDrive. It can get enough raw material mass moving toward Phoenix to build at least two additional tDrives. On the way, the microbots complete the first tDrive - not a whole warship, just a raw engine covered in microbots. That one goes off searching for another asteroid with the right materials. It finds an appropriate body, obtains the raw materials needed, and launches itself toward Phoenix again.”
Nemo began to see it. “Ah. And meanwhile, the microbots on Grizzly complete another tDrive, and that one…”
“Goes off to find another batch of raw materials on the route to Phoenix, grabs what it needs, and launches itself toward Phoenix again.”
“And then each of them…”
“Repeat the process. Now there’s four raw tDrives headed toward Phoenix. All four of them find another asteroid, get more raw materials, build another tDrive, and repeat the process.”
“And then there’s eight…”
“Right. And at that point, four of them split, collect more raw materials, and head for Phoenix again. But this time, they don’t build another tDrive. They build the actual warship.”
“Ah. While they’re traveling to Phoenix…”
“Yes. So now we have four destroyers building themselves as they head for Phoenix, and four raw tDrives building…”
“Four more tDrives!” exclaimed Nemo.
“And so it goes. By the time all of them get to Phoenix, they’ll have built sixteen complete destroyers.”
“Possibly enough to turn the tide,” breathed Nemo.
“And save your daughter,” said Rauti.
“So…you’ll put sentient AI in control of the destroyers?”
“I could build them that way,” said Rauti. “But I won’t. Goblins are already feared and hated in the Arm for that kind of thing. Sending Goblin-built warships with sentient AI in command to fight biologicals would make things infinitely worse. So, no, I won’t do that. I’ll build them as normal Human ships. You’ll have to get biological crew for them.”
“But…how? We’ll need at least - what - even at a skeleton crew, we’ll need sixty people per ship! That…that’s 960 people!”
Rauti shrugged. “I can’t do everything. That’s your problem.”
There was a silence as they stared out at the view before them. And even as Nemo watched, the trillions of bots working at the nearby processing station halted activity. The raw chunks of carbon dioxide ice that had been coming out the end of the space tether stopped. Seconds later, great gobs of rock, sand, and other materials began coming out the end of the tether mouth, sparking and sublimating in the vacuum, as their heat from the planet below hit the emptiness of space. The microbots started on a new program, forming the raw materials into a kind of cone-shaped structure, spinning it round and round like the mandrel on a lathe, adding mass to it rapidly. Within an hour, it had grown to a quarter the size of Nemo’s corvette.
“All you have to do now is dock it to Grizzly and launch it on its way,” said Rauti. “The microbot programming will take care of the rest.”
Nemo came to a sudden decision. “I’m going.”
“I was sure you would.”
“Thank you for everything you have done, Commander Rauti. I wish you were coming.”
Rauti shook his head. “I will stay here and make more microbots to replace the ones you are taking away. And complete my project - in spite of you, or the Stree, or anything else that comes along.”
“I should say goodbye to Banjala. He’ll be disappointed that I’m going to make war again.”
“No, my friend, I will not be disappointed,” came a familiar voice. Nemo turned in his seat to see the icy aspect of Banjala, hovering in the passageway behind them.
“Remember - I was a warrior, once,” continued Banjala. “When your people call, you go. That is the definition of a warrior, Commander Carter.”
Nemo bristled. “I’m not a commander, and I’m not Jim Carter.”
The pseudo-face of Banjala presented a smile. “As I have said before, you are Jim Carter, and you are not Jim Carter. Both are true.”
Nemo sat silent. Banjala spoke again. “As I told you before - when you were preparing to launch yourself into a black hole - I have a special affinity for those who have lost much. Go save your daughter, Commander, before you lose more. I wish you well.”
And with that, Banjala was gone. Nemo turned and looked at Rauti.
“Well. That was strange.”
Rauti shook his head. “Even more so, considering.”
Puzzled, Nemo asked the obvious question. “Considering what?”
“I should not tell you,” Rauti replied. “Again, Banjala told it to me in confidence.”
“But does it affect me? Affect what I am about to do?”
“Perhaps. I don’t know.”
“Then tell me!”
Rauti paused, a long pause that showed he was caught on the horns of a dilemma. Finally, he sighed.
“Have you never wondered why Banjala came to you, of all people? Why he works with you to transcend, when there are billions, trillions of other creatures in this galaxy he could have selected?”
Nemo shook his head. “I have wondered. But he won’t discuss it.”
“Because he is the last of his kind. There are no more Transcends. They have all died out, except Banjala. He had pinned all his hopes on you, my friend, to continue the species.”
In amazement, Nemo couldn’t speak for a moment. 
“No! That can’t be! He has spoken of his species before, as if they still exist!”
“He did not want you to know. He had hopes that you would take up his torch, carry forward the Transcends into the future.”
“But…why me? Of all the trillions in the Galaxy, why me?”
“He said you were his best chance of success. Humans are the closest creatures to the original species that Transcended, billions of years ago. And you, a Human warrior, who experienced great loss in defending his people, who converted to Goblin for the sake of saving others, who has lost everything, was the best chance of understanding what must be done. Thus he has told me.”
Nemo sat in silence for a bit, as the news rang in his brain. Finally, in puzzlement, he stared at Rauti.
“Why does Banjala tell you these things, when he does not tell me?”
“Two reasons. One, he did not want to distract you from his teaching. He wanted you to focus all your attention on the Path.”
“And the other reason?”
“Ah, well, this may be quite a surprise to you. I was originally born as a female Goblin. I converted to male several hundred years ago. But Banjala saw right through that immediately. And Banjala was also originally female. In his case, he converted to male several million years ago. But…somehow - our original, inherent femaleness recognized each other. And so we were at ease with each other and talked.”






  
  Twenty-One

Phoenix System


Lieutenant General Brendala Knightley had been running for just short of ten miles. She had climbed the long slope out of Landing City, up into the foothills above. She had reached the switchbacks, where the road devolved into merely a track and began to climb more steeply, the footpath turning back and forth in order to provide something that a Human could climb. 
She managed to keep a fair pace for the next couple of miles. Then she reached the scree. She had to slow her pace then, the loose rocks and gravel making each step a potential fall. Slowly she climbed the rest of the switchback turns, until the scree became covered in snow, and the snow got deep, and finally she was on top of the ridge. Crunching her way out to the crest, she turned and looked over the valley.
Four thousand feet below, Landing City sprawled across the U-shaped valley, taking up the open space between the two long ridges that formed the sides of the valley. The Human colonists had picked a good place when they settled here - protected on north and south by the long, rolling ridges, on the east by the ocean, and on the west by the high mountains of West Range. It was winter now; there was plenty of snow on the mountains behind her, and more coming. 
It was a beautiful place to Bren. She had grown to love her city, and her planet, more than she would have thought possible. She had been born on Earth, of course. But she had been only seventeen years old when the Stree came. Plucked out of the wreckage of a small town in Arizona by a Goblin shuttlecraft, she had been unconscious, too severely injured to know what was happening. She woke up in a Goblin battlecruiser halfway to Stalingrad. She never knew what happened to her family - except that the Stree had killed them.
And now we’ll get to kill some of them, Bren thought. As many as we can until our space forces are destroyed.
Looking out over the valley, Bren saw a faraway plume of snow falling off a shuttle as it went up from the spaceport, taking more raw materials to the fleet. Preparing for the coming battle.
And it won’t be enough, she thought. Thank God I’m a ground-pounder. I would not want to be in the Fleet right now.
Looking at the city she loved, Bren could make out her house on the northwest side of town, almost directly below her. She could even see her dog, running around the back yard, chasing something real or imagined.
My little house. My little neighborhood. 
And it’ll all be gone in a few more weeks. We’ll be up in these mountains, in the snow, fighting those damn Singheko Lions. Everything I see in front of me will be burning, reduced to rubble. And there’s not a damn thing anyone can do about it.
To the east, past the center of town, Bren saw a fleet of trucks parked at the armory. A crew of militia were loading weapons, ammunition, grenades, claymore mines - the materials that Bren’s army would use to fight, when the Singheko came down from space after the kinetic bombardment. 
There was no point in trying to defend Landing City; they would be hopelessly outnumbered, fighting a superior army with inferior weapons. It was pointless. The Humans would give up their homes and businesses, watch from the hills as their city was destroyed below them.
Then they would fight. The Lions would come up into the mountains after them - and they would fight. They might not win - the odds were certainly against them, because the Stree would hold the orbitals. As long as the Stree could look down on them, image them from space, detect the heat signatures of the Humans, they could easily direct the Lions to them.
We’ll have to get creative, considered Bren, gazing down at her house. We’ll fight from caves. We’ll fight from snow forts. We’ll fight from the rocks and the trees. We may lose. But we’ll kill some Lions first.
Heaving a long sigh, Bren turned and started back down the switchbacks. She still had ten miles to do today before she was back home in her little house.


Phoenix System - Admiralty Headquarters


“What? What are you talking about?” asked Bonnie.
Her aide, James MacArthur, pointed once more to the tablet on her desk, and the message it contained.
“Signature?”
“Nemo. Whatever that means.”
Bonnie held a look of wonder on her face. “Ah. Nemo again.”
“Who’s Nemo?” asked MacArthur, puzzled.
Bonnie looked up at him. “You’re too young to remember. At the end of the Stree War, Rita Page cloned another copy of Jim Carter to rescue me and a few others from the Stree. After he rescued us, he basically had no place to be.”
MacArthur seemed uncertain. “How can someone have no place to be?”
“Think about it. You’re a copy of another person. That other person has your wife. Your child. Your entire life. What are you going to do? Anyway, he went to Stalingrad and became a - I guess, a sort of hermit, you’d call it. Just roaming around that dead system, collecting junk, and pissing away his life. After a while, he started calling himself Nemo.”
“I see. So you think it’s authentic.”
Bonnie nodded, looking at the tablet before her, reading the message one more time.
I’m sending sixteen destroyers to your fleet. But I have no crews for them. Send sixteen destroyer crews to the Fensalir system as quickly as possible. Be quick, I arrive there in five days. We’ll train on the way back to Phoenix. Nemo
“But how in the world could he have sixteen destroyers to give us?”
Bonnie smiled. “If Nemo says he has sixteen destroyers, you can bet he’s got ‘em.” 
Bonnie leaned back in her chair. “Find me sixteen destroyer crews, get them on a transport, and get them to the Fensalir system!”
Protesting, MacArthur shook his head. “We don’t have sixteen destroyer crews! Hell, we don’t even have two extra destroyer crews!”
Bonnie cocked her head. “Find them. Old men, old women, teenagers, I don’t care. Get sixteen destroyer crews to that rendezvous, Mac!”


Rita - In the Black


Rita woke to the gentle chiming of Jimmy Boy’s comm warning.
“What?” she sent over her internal comm.
<Another ansible message has arrived>
“Well, read the damn thing!”
<Imogen has been captured by a bounty hunter. Onboard Donkey enroute to Phoenix. She will be turned over to the Admiral of the Stree attack fleet at Phoenix. It is unlikely she will survive the experience>
Rita sat bolt upright in her bunk.
“Signature?“
<Message signed as Nemo>
“Signature Seal?”
<There is no signature seal>
“Crap. It’s a trap. Another damn bounty hunter, trying to reel me in.”
<Undoubtedly>
“They never give up.”
<True>
“But…”
<Yes?>
“But…what if it’s true?”
<The probability is low. It is almost certainly a trap>
Rita nodded in silence. I’m talking to the AI again like it’s a person. I’ve been alone too long. 
“That’s what happens if you stay out here too long. You start talking to your ship like a Human,” Rita spoke aloud.
<You’re talking to yourself again> said the ship.
“Kiss my ass, Jimmy Boy.”
<Unable>
Rita sighed, rose from her bunk, and started dressing. Thoughts ran through her head like wildfire.
It’s a trap. It has to be. And who the fuck is Nemo?
But…what if…
What if…if my daughter is in the hands of a bounty hunter? 
This is my child we’re talking about.
Can I take the chance that it’s a hoax? 
<Jimmy Boy, change course. We’re going to Phoenix>
<Not advised. You asked me to warn you when you are in the process of screwing up>
“Take us to Phoenix, Jimmy Boy. And kiss my ass.”
“Changing course to Phoenix. Unable to comply with second command>
Rita grinned. It was a game she played with the AI. When you spent thousands of hours alone in a small scout ship with only an AI for company, you took any small pleasure you could.
As she heard the tDrive change pitch to surface them back into three-space for the course change, the grin slowly dissipated.
I know I’m walking into a trap. But it won’t be the first time. And to tell the truth, I’m getting tired of living without Jim. Maybe I’ll just go out in a blaze of glory…






  
  Twenty-Two

Phoenix System


“Can it get any worse?” Bonnie asked the empty air in front of her desk. She gazed out her large picture window toward Mount Redoubt, forty miles to the west. The snow-covered mountains sent a shiver down her back; in a matter of days, the militia would be up in those freezing mountains, fighting the Singheko. Tramping through the snow with Brendala’s army, freezing their asses off, trying to survive. 
But first…first she had to deal with this. She had just received a private message, one that did not get automatically copied to Tatiana’s office at the Ministry. So she had to deliver it personally.
And it was going to hurt.
Bonnie heaved a sigh, got up from her chair, and headed out of her office. As she came into her outer suite, several of her aides jumped up in alarm. They made motions to fall in with her and accompany her; she waved them back, shaking her head.
Climbing the stairs to the top floor, walking down the hallway toward Tatiana’s office, Bonnie entered at a fast march - ignoring the alarmed looks of Tatiana’s staff at the prospect of another unscheduled visit from the Lord Admiral.
Barging into Tatiana’s office, she plopped down in the big, overstuffed chair in front of Tatiana’s desk and simply stared at her friend, waiting.
First Misha. Now this. I don’t want to do this. But somebody has to. It might as well be someone that cares about her.
Tatiana knew Bonnie well enough to recognize her bad news expression. She waved an aide out of her office, who shut the door behind him.
“How bad?” she asked.
“Bad,” said Bonnie.
“Well, I’m ready,” sighed Tatiana. “I don’t see how it can get any worse.”
“It can and it is. Gen and Marta have been captured by a bounty hunter. He’s on his way to deliver them to the Stree fleet.”
Tatiana’s face went stone-cold. “When?” she asked quickly.
“Four days.”
“Anything we can do?”
“Not a damn thing. We can’t intercept in six-space. Until they enter the system, our hands are tied. And they’ll certainly enter right into the middle of the Stree fleet, where we can’t get at them. They’ll be onboard Rajanti’s flagship before we can take any action.”
“How’d you get the information?”
Bonnie passed the message over to Tatiana, who scanned it quickly. She looked up in amazement at Bonnie.
“From Rita? After all these years?”
“Yep. She’s on her way. I don’t know how she got the info, but the security seal checks out. It’s her.”
“Is there anything she can do?”
“Not really. She could intercept their ship just as they come into the system, but she’d have the same problem we do. She’d be right in the middle of the Stree fleet, and the girls might be hit in the crossfire. Not a good idea.”
Tatiana sighed again, leaned back in her chair, staring out her picture window at the distant mountains.
“Why did they have to go? We told them not to do it!”
“They have to live their lives too, Tat. Just like we did. And remember - we managed to get through situations worse than this. So will they. They’ll find a way to survive.”
“Maybe,” Tatiana said. “But maybe not. I have to prepare myself to lose my baby.”
“No, you don’t,” Bonnie disagreed. “You have to prepare yourself to let the Universe decide. And it has decided in your favor many times in the past. Have a little faith in it now.”
Tatiana managed a weak smile. “OK. But put in a good word with the Universe for me. You seem to have a knack for that.”
“I’ll do that. In the meantime…”
Tatiana nodded. “In the meantime, we have a war to fight. Where do we stand on the space front?”
“All ships are deployed as planned. We’ve got two cruisers and four destroyers hidden far out-system, ready to come in at the last minute. The rest of the fleet will take on the Stree in a holding action, try to slow them down long enough for the others to come in behind them. Once that happens, we’ll have them pinched in between us. We’ll expend every bit of ordnance we have against them. If there is any way to prevent them from reaching the planet, we’ll do it.”
Tatiana looked back up at the window, at the distant snow-covered mountains. “But that won’t be enough, will it?”
Bonnie shook her head. “No. Just between us, and behind these closed doors, no. It won’t be enough. They’ll break through, take the orbitals, and start pounding the crap out of Landing City.”
“So it’s a good thing we’ve got Bren and her army well out of here in time.”
“Yeah. They need to stay up in those mountains, keep their heads down, until the bombardment is over, and the Lions come up after them.”
“Well, that’s the plan,” agreed Tatiana.
“How many did Bren end up with?”
“Twelve thousand. More than I expected. Everybody wanted to volunteer. Bren’s got her hands full just with the logistics of finding hiding spots for all of them. But she’ll do it. When the Lions come, she’ll show them a merry old time.” 
“And the rest of the population?” asked Bonnie.
“They’re already up in the foothills and over the ridges into the flatlands out east, or down toward the coast, or hidden along the river, hiding out wherever they can find a place.”
“And the holdouts?”
“Mostly old Earthers. They say they’re not going. And I’m not going to force them to go. If they’re ready to die, so be it.”
“Anyone we know?”
Tatiana nodded. “Lots. Some of your old crew from the Dragon, in fact. Some from my old Deriko army. They say they’ve fought too long, and they’re too old now to run. They’re planning to go out with a bang.”
Bonnie rose from her chair to leave.
“Well, they’ll certainly do that. When one of those kinetics hits, it’ll leave a crater a hundred yards wide. I’ll keep you informed.”
Tatiana nodded, trying to keep a wan smile in place. “Thanks for telling me in person, Bonnie.”
“You’re welcome, Tat,” Bonnie responded. She gave a half-salute and turned, leaving the room.
Tatiana swung her chair around to the window once more, lifting her eyes to the sky, a cold, clear blue-green sky at the moment, a sky that didn’t contain any hint of the carnage to come.
Somewhere out there is my baby girl. In the hands of a bounty hunter who’ll deliver her to the most bloodthirsty fanatics in the Arm. And there’s absolutely nothing I can do about it right now.
Then, Tatiana Powell, Minister of Defense for the small Human colony of Phoenix, lowered her eyes to look at the distant snow-covered peaks of West Range. 
And somewhere up there are twelve thousand troops, well-hidden by now, I hope. And Bren. And our hopes for survival.


Fensalir System


The planet Hodur in the Fensalir system was dead. A sweltering primordial world of blistering heat on one side, freezing dead mountains on the other; an eyeball world locked by tidal forces to forever stare at its star. No life could survive on either side of the eyeball world; hence there was no interest in the system by any species known to Humans. It was an ideal place for a rendezvous.
The Human ship from Phoenix entered the system cautiously. Nemo saw the big, clumsy transport surface nearly 29 AU from the star. It moved slowly into the system, taking its own sweet time. 
Nemo approved; he would be cautious too, if the Stree were around. For all the Human captain knew, the Stree could have followed him from Phoenix. A Stree destroyer could be right behind the transport as it entered the system, ready to take him out. Worse, the sixteen destroyers sitting quietly in orbit around the barren planet known as Hodur could be hostile, in spite of everything. Caution was the order of the day.
But Nemo’s senses were far better than the Humans, and he was sure they were clear of Stree lurkers. Still, he admired the captain’s care. He waited patiently; when the transport was fifty million miles from Hodur, he received the challenge message per his agreement with Bonnie.
<Frigg is my mother> he received from the transport.
<Odin is my father. Welcome to Hodur> he sent in reply.
Within a few hours, they had established the transport in orbit and were moving people to the destroyers. 
Nemo was shocked at the people he saw moving to the warships; there were men and women of sixty, seventy, eighty years. There were young teenagers, barely fourteen. Prisoners, released from jail, had their handcuffs removed as they were sent to their ships. Every kind of Human imaginable came out of the transport and transferred into the empty destroyers.
Bonnie must really be in trouble, if this is all she could assemble to crew these ships.
But Nemo determined to make the best of it. Bonnie, in her wisdom, had preselected captains and officers for each ship in advance - former Earth military, retired EDF, retired policemen - anyone with an insight into command. The destroyers had already been named after cities of old Earth; the one designated to be the flagship of the task force had received the name San Diego, a tribute to Zoe DeLong’s last military station when the Stree attacked.
To give them a head start before they departed for Phoenix, Nemo gathered them in the ready room of the San Diego. As he prepared to begin the discussion, he noticed many of the assembled officers staring at him, distracted.
They’ve never seen a Goblin before. They’ve only heard the legends. They think I might go berserk at any moment.
He tried to focus them on the task at hand.
“You have five days of transit back to Phoenix to prepare your crews. We have no time to spare; we have to be ready to fight as soon as we arrive. I know it sounds impossible; but it’s the only choice we have. 
“Focus your attention on training your engineers, bridge crew and weapons teams. Those are the important positions. If you can maneuver your ship, and the engineers can keep the engines going and repair battle damage, and the weapons team can hit what they’re aiming at - then you’ve got a chance. Do the best you can in the time you have.
“I’ve prepared electronic tablets for all of you. They contain notes on the destroyer operating specs, instruction manuals for the engines, weapons and other systems, and hints for you to manage and command the ship in battle.
“I know it’s asking a lot; but this little fleet of destroyers is the best and only chance to save Phoenix. The people there are counting on us. 
“Now for the really bad news. I received an ansible from Admiral Page just a few minutes ago. The Stree main fleet entered the Phoenix system this morning. They’ve joined up with the initial raiding party on the other side of the star. Bonnie’s best estimate is they’ll begin their attack any day now. 
“We’re five days from Phoenix. That means Phoenix will have to hold out for five days, alone, before we arrive. If we don’t get our butts moving and engage the enemy as soon as we arrive, there won’t be anything left to save. So get to your ships, get your crews working, and let’s get this fleet to Phoenix.”
Within six hours, all the ships had managed to get underway toward the mass limit, albeit some of them wandering along like confused geese. As they passed the mass limit, Nemo had each ship confirm their course back to him via their ship’s AI, until he was sure every ship had the proper course laid in; then he gave the signal, and they all sank out simultaneously, heading for Phoenix.
On his corvette Grizzly, Nemo had not taken aboard any of the Humans. All were needed for the destroyers, and the corvette was too small to take part in a line of battle anyway. He followed the flotilla, last in line, herding his wayward geese toward a battle that would likely leave most of them dead.
<Grizzly - send an ansible message to Lord Admiral Bonnie Page at Phoenix>
<Ready to copy>
<Sixteen destroyers on the way. They look like a bunch of drunken sailors. But we’ve got five days to whip them into shape. Cross your fingers. Hold on until we get there>
<Message copied>
<Send it>
<Message sent via ansible>


Packet Boat Donkey


Gen lay on the bunk in her cabin, communicating with Donkey via her comm implant. She was once again trying to guess the backup password for Donkey’s AI. She had instructed Donkey to forgo his feedback of <incorrect> after each guess; that took too much time. Now she just ran though words and phrases as fast as she could think of them. Donkey had agreed that if she did stumble across the right one, he would notify her.
She sent word after word after word. She had been at it for days now. It was mind-numbingly boring. She had tried everything. Every word she had ever heard that related to her Dad, Jim Carter. Every word she had ever heard that related to her Mom, Rita Page. Every word she could remember that related to the Singheko War, or the Stree War, or to Jim’s life on Earth, or Rita’s. 
Nothing.
She had tried every word related to Goblins, to the Stree, to the Nidarians, to the Singheko, to the Bagrami, to the Dariama, to the Taegu, and all the other races and species she knew about.
Nothing.
Frustrated, Gen remembered the note she had found in the mausoleum. The note from her mother, Rita.
Reaching into her boot, she pulled out the note. She had read it over and over again, and she knew it by heart. But she wanted to see it again. Once again, she read the entire letter, letting the tears well up in her eyes. 
My mother made this for me. She wanted me to know that I was not alone.
Gen wiped away her tears, folded the letter and prepared to put it back in her boot. But something tickled the back of her mind. Unfolding it again, she skipped through the first part of the letter and went directly to the bottom.
P. S. the N-number of Jim’s old Mustang is my ansible address.
Days before, Gen had already tried to send an ansible message to Rita, even without a valid address. But of course, Donkey had refused, with the same reply she had heard so many times.
<Sorry. That is not allowed>
Now Gen asked another question.
<Donkey. What is the N-number of Jim Carter’s P-51 Mustang airplane?>
<I do not have clearance to tell you that>
Gen sighed. She had asked that question before as well - and gotten the same answer. It was so frustrating. She looked at the postscript once more.
P. S. the N-number of Jim’s old Mustang is my ansible address.
The N-number - the U. S. registration number of an airplane on old Earth. How could Rita expect her to know it? Of course, Rita would have no way to anticipate that Gen was a prisoner, with no way to look it up.
Gen tried to think. She had seen pictures of the old Mustang airplane. In fact, there was one in Bonnie’s house at Landing City - a picture of Jim and Bonnie, standing in front of the aircraft in the Nevada desert, evidently taken after a joyride. Gen tried to concentrate on that picture. But her memory couldn’t bring up the N-number. She just remembered that it had one, some kind of number on the side that began with the letter N, followed by a registration number.
What if that N-number is also the backup password? How many characters are in an N-number?
<Donkey. How many characters are in an old Earth aircraft registration number?>
<I do not have clearance to tell you that>
Gen sighed. It was so incredibly frustrating. Mario had skillfully locked down Donkey’s AI to be of little value to her, other than ordering food, playing games, and other activities he considered harmless. 
She had already asked Marta about the N-number of the old Mustang. Marta not only failed to remember the number, but she didn’t even remember the picture of it in Bonnie’s house. But Marta had said something strange.
“I’ve seen that picture. Not too long ago, I think,” Marta had said. “But it wasn’t in Bonnie’s house. But I can’t remember where it was.”
With a sign, Gen heaved herself up and sat on the edge of the bunk, thinking.
She thought there were probably at least five or six characters in the registration of old Earth aircraft. And she was fairly sure that both numbers and letters were allowed. If there were five characters after the N, and both numbers and letters were allowed…
Gen scratched her head, trying to remember her college statistics class. She was fairly sure it was the total number of possible characters times itself for the number of characters. So if it was twenty-six letters plus ten numbers allowed - a total of thirty-six characters - and a total length of five characters…she tried doing the math in her head, but it was too much for her. 
<Donkey. How many possible combinations are there for a five-character password where each character can be either a letter or a number?>
<There are 60,466,176 possible combinations>
Gen sighed. That was an insurmountable task. It would take decades to run though all the possibilities. And if it were six characters instead of five…
<Donkey. How many possible combinations are there for a six-character password, same conditions?>
<There are 2,176,782,336 possible combinations>
Gen shook her head. Either way, it was impossible to run through all the combinations before Donkey arrived at the Stree Fleet. 
On a whim, she asked another question. 
<Donkey. Is there a picture of Jim Carter’s old P-51 Mustang airplane on board?>
<There is a such a picture on the wall of the medical bay>
Gen shot to her feet. 
Of course! Marta cleaned the medical bay before we left Phoenix. That’s where she saw it!
But…the medical bay was off-limits to them. Mario and Gast made sure it was locked at all times.
How can we get in there?






  
  Twenty-Three

Phoenix System


“Are you sure about this?” asked Bonnie. “People are gonna crucify you.” 
Tatiana grunted. “We have to survive first, before they can crucify me.”
“But…we have to put up some kind of defense of the orbitals!”
Tatiana shook her head at her Lord Admiral. “You’re thinking like a spacer. Try to think like an Admiral.”
Bonnie bristled. “Are you trying to piss me off, or just doing it by accident?”
“Think it through, Bonnie. We can’t win in space until Nemo’s destroyers get here. We can’t! We’ve got the three converted transports fitted with pulse cannon now; but those are still commercial transports with civilian crews. They’ve had only a couple of weeks to learn which end of the damn cannon to shoot! I’m discounting those ships completely. Considering what we have right now, I’m not going to risk a pitched battle. We’ll wait for Nemo’s destroyers to arrive.”
Bonnie slammed herself into a chair in front of Tatiana, her face still showing the shock. 
“You can’t do this, Tat!”
“I can and I am. We’re pulling the fleet back. We’ll let the Stree have the orbitals without a fight. We’ll wait to see if your buddy Nemo comes through as promised. If he does, then we’ll come back in, guns blazing, and try to knock the Stree out of the orbitals. But if Nemo doesn’t show, then…well, we fight a guerrilla campaign against them. Hit and run. Not a pitched battle.”
“The people won’t get a chance to crucify you. My spacers will do it first.”
“And again - they’ll be more than welcome to crucify me. After they survive.”
“And what about us?” came a voice over the speaker phone. “We just stay out here in the cold and wait for the Singheko to land?”
“Well, Bren, that was always the plan, wasn’t it? Nothing has changed there. The assault shuttles will just land a little sooner.”
“And a few more of them,” responded Bren on the speaker. “I was really hoping you’d knock a few of those damn Lions out of the sky before they hit dirt.”
“We will,” answered Bonnie before Tatiana could respond. “I’ll detach two squadrons of my space fighters to attack the assault shuttles as they come down.”
“No, you won’t,” countermanded Tatiana. “You’ll keep those fighters safe onboard the cruisers. We’ll need them later for the push to clear the orbitals. You put them in atmosphere underneath the Stree Fleet, and they’ll get shot to hell.”
“Well, aren’t you just sweetness and light today,” snapped Bonnie, anger in her voice. “So Bren just has to sit there and wait for a couple of divisions of Lions to come up the mountain at her?”
“That’s exactly what Bren is going to do,” Tatiana snapped back. “I’m trying to save a planet here, in case you haven’t heard.”
There was a long, angry silence. Tatiana tapped her fingers on her desk, as Bonnie fumed in the chair in front of her. Finally, after what seemed like a minute, Bren broke the silence on the speaker phone. “Well, at least get me some more ammunition if you can. If there is anything you can offload from the Fleet to help me out.”
Tatiana nodded, then spoke. “We can do that. Lord Admiral, please collect up any small arms and ammunition you can spare from the Fleet and send it down to Bren.”
“Aye, aye,” snapped Bonnie.
“That’s aye, aye, mum, to you,” snapped Tatiana.
“One more thing, ‘daughter’.” Bonnie stood, anger evident on her face. “I know I said I wouldn’t go off into space. But this news about Nemo and the sixteen destroyers on the way changes things. There’s no other capable commander available to lead that flotilla; so I’m going to send Zoe DeLong to meet Nemo and take over the destroyers. That means I have to go out there and take the main fleet. And besides - what good am I going to do here on the ground once the kinetics start falling? You’ll be huddling behind Devil’s Head up in the mountains, coordinating with Bren and her army. I won’t have anything to do anyway.”
Tatiana shook her head, an ironic smile on her face. “I knew you’d find some way to get into space before this battle was over. Did you tell Luke?”
“He’s going with me. He said no way is he going to let me go alone.”
Tatiana shrugged. “Well, I’m not sure you’re asking for permission. You don’t listen to me anymore anyway. But sure, go ahead, knock yourself out. Go out there and get yourself killed. Have a ball.”
Hurt, Bonnie gazed at her stepdaughter. “Tat - I’m not trying to get around you on this. It’s the right thing to do. For the colony. And you know it. Don’t bust my chops over it.”
“Fine. I’m sorry, Bonnie. I’m just frustrated. You have my permission, and my blessing, Lord Admiral. Go to your fleet.”


Packet Boat Donkey


“We have to try for it,” Marta whispered. “That rat bastard will be turning us over to the Stree any time now. This is our last chance.”
“I know,” Gen whispered back. “The med bay is locked down tight. No way we can bust through that hatch in any reasonable amount of time. Any noise and the two of them come running.”
They were crammed into the toilet in Gen’s cabin. They were fairly sure Mario monitored their cabins for both audio and video. But there was a chance he didn’t monitor the toilet. Or maybe he did, but they were running the water, in hopes it would mask their whispers.
“Damn. If I could only remember that picture of your Dad’s airplane. I looked right at it while I was cleaning the medbay back at Phoenix. But I just can’t pull it up in my memory.”
“Do you even remember how many characters were in it?”
“Not too many, I think. But I’m just guessing. But I think…I think there were only four or five characters after the N.”
“I’ve been guessing continuously for the last three days. I’ve worked my way through the five-digit numbers. No joy. So it’s either a six-digit number, or it has alphabetic characters in it. There’s no way in hell we’ll ever brute-force it now.”
“Crap. That sucks.”
“Yeah. Tell me about it,” Gen replied.
“So…what do you want to do?”
“We have no choice. One of us has to get really, really sick - or injured - and they’ll have to put us in a medpod.”
“It has to be you,” Marta said. “Even if they put me in a medpod and I saw the picture, Donkey likely wouldn’t accept the backup password from me anyway. And I wouldn’t have any way to communicate it back to you until they let me out. Which might be after we rendezvous with the Stree.”
“Yep. I already thought of that. So how do we make me really sick? Sick enough to require the medpod? Or…do we just break one of my arms?
Marta grinned. “I’d really like to break one of your arms. Because I told you not to trust him in the first place, and you ignored me and went right ahead.”
Gen shrugged. “Guilty as charged. So which arm do you want to break?”
Marta continued to grin in the darkened toilet. “Both of them. But I don’t think that’ll help us much. So we just have to make you really sick.”
“How do we do that?”
Marta pressed something into Gen’s hand.
“Take this. You’ll be sick as a dog. First, you’ll throw up, then you’ll pass out. I think they’ll have no choice but to put you in the med pod.”
“Ugh. What is it?”
“Sathi. I stole it from Gast. He’s an addict.”
“Sathi? What the hell is that?”
“It’s a drug the Jatra and a lot of other species take. Similar to Old Earth cocaine.  I checked the dosage - it won’t kill you, but if you’re not used to it, it’ll make you really sick.” 
“Ugh. Are you sure there’s no other way?”
“Well, I can break both your arms.”
“Screw that. OK, here goes.”
In the darkness, Marta felt Gen raise her arm and pop the pill into her mouth. Then Marta felt Gen lean forward and take a drink of water from the lavatory, cupping it in her hands and swallowing.
“OK. That’s done,” Gen said, her voice a bit shaky. “How long?”
“Not long,” Marta warned her. “I’d better get out of here and back to my cabin. I suggest you go to the galley. It’ll be more dramatic when you start throwing up.”
“OK. I’m not looking forward to this.”
“Better than breaking your arms,” Marta quipped as they left the toilet.
Gen made it twenty minutes before she started vomiting. It made quite a mess in the galley. The sound brought Mario and Gast running.
“What’s wrong?” Mario yelled at her. “Why are you doing this?”
“I don’t know,” Gen struggled to say. She spasmed into another episode. “Something’s wrong with me. I don’t know!”
Mario looked at the puke on the table and the floor. “Stop it!” he yelled. “You’re making a mess!”
Gen heaved again, sending another wave of her stomach contents onto the floor. “I can’t help it! I’m sick!” she moaned.
Mario recoiled in dismay at the sight. “Stop it!” he yelled again.
Gen ignored him, doubled over in pain. Then her eyes rolled back in her head; she fell out of the chair onto the deck, unconscious.
Mario freaked out. “Gast! Help her!” he yelled, pressing back against the wall of the galley to get away from the residue splattered all over the floor.
Gast grunted. “I don’t know Human sickness,” he said in his thick Jatralix accent. “I can’t help.”
Mario screamed. “Get Marta!”
Gast grunted assent and disappeared down the corridor. Mario retreated, standing just outside the galley hatch, averting his gaze from the ejecta inside. Seconds later, Marta came down the corridor, followed by Gast.
“What’s the matter?” she asked.
Mario pointed into the galley. “Gen. She’s sick. Help her.”
Marta nodded, went to the hatch, and looked in. “Oh, my Lord,” she said. “What a mess!”
“Help her!” Mario yelled again. “I can’t turn her over to the Stree like this!”
Marta looked back at him, contempt on her face. “Turn her over? I thought you said you would protect her from the Stree!”
Mario stuttered. “You know what I mean. I’ll protect her, just like I said. But I have to show her to them first, to get paid. Then I’ll…I’ll rescue her. That’s what I meant.”
“You’re a lying sack of shit,” Marta said contemptuously. “I wish it were you lying there. I’d leave you to rot.”
Mario recoiled another step from the vehemence in Marta’s voice. “But…you have to help her! She’s your friend!”
“We have to find out what’s wrong with her. She has to go into a medpod. Otherwise…”
“What do you mean…otherwise?”
“Otherwise, she may die.”
Mario’s face went pale. “No! She’s worth ten million creds! She can’t die!”
“Then help me get her to a medpod.”
Mario nodded. He turned to Gast. “Take her to a medpod.”
Gast grunted, stepped forward, and entered the galley. The big Vampire picked Gen up and marched out of the galley to the med bay. Unlocking it with a code, he entered. 
Marta tried to make her way into the med bay with Gen, but Mario brushed her back. Marta watched as Gast laid Gen into one of the capsule-like devices and stepped back. As Mario stepped up, closed the pod, and latched it, Marta stood in the corridor, straining to see the picture on the back wall. 
It was as she remembered. The picture was mounted on the back wall of the medbay. It was a picture of Jim Carter, Rita Page, and Bonnie Page, standing beside Jim’s P-51 Mustang at the Deseret airport. With big smiles on their faces, it was clear they were happy - a time in their lives when they had just come together, and before the universe fell in on them. But Marta couldn’t make out the registration number on the tail. She didn’t have the best of eyes, and it was too far away.
The medpod booted up. Instruments came out from the sides, attaching to Gen’s wrists, wrapping around them, and tightening up. Two more implements came out of the sides and attached to her biceps. A final instrument came out of the top and slid over her head slightly past her eyes. A blue light came on, indicating the medpod was entering diagnostic mode, and a scanning plate began moving down her body from head to toe. Mario turned and headed toward Marta, forcing her to step aside.
Marta looked at Mario. “Can I wait with her?”
“No,” Mario spat. “Too many things in here that could cause mischief. Out. Go clean the galley.”
As Gast closed the hatch in her face, she cursed inwardly. If Gen wasn’t able to get a good look at the picture from the medpod, then all their efforts were in vain. And she wouldn’t know until Gen was released.
If Gen was released before they got to the Stree.
If it really was the backup password.
If Mario hadn’t changed it.


Phoenix


Thirty-six miles from Landing City, Lieutenant General Brendala Knightley sat in her makeshift headquarters on the high slopes of Mount Redoubt. It was a semi-cave behind a rocky overhang, the entrance concealed with a rampart of soil to prevent heat signature detection, and the area camouflaged by trees and brush. A three-thousand-foot ridge overhead provided some protection from kinetics, at least the smaller ones. They had started calling the cave simply “The Redoubt.” It was clear to everyone this would be the place of their last stand.
Her staff sat in a rough circle around her, each of them close enough to communicate with her. In front of her was Ana Trinh, her G-4 Logistics chief.
“All units in position?”
“Aye, mum. All brigade commanders have reported in. Everyone is ready.”
“Food and ammunition caches?”
“One week’s supply, buried, and maps distributed to all brigade commanders.”
“What have we forgotten, Ana?”
“I can’t think of anything else, mum.”
“Well, we’ll find out when the battle starts. Good work. Ana. Keep me posted.”
“Aye, mum.”
Bren looked around at her command staff. She was satisfied they had done all they could do to prepare for the onslaught of the Singheko ground troops.
Her satellite phone chimed.
“Hi, Bren. How’s it going?” asked Tatiana.
“We’re as ready as we’ll ever be. What’s the latest?”
“Their fleet is still sitting on the other side of the star. We estimate it’ll take them only twelve hours to come around the star, establish themselves in orbit, and start the bombardment. So that means you’ll have only twelve hours warning. Be ready.”
“Where will you be?”
“We’ve moved command HQ up to the backside of Devil’s Head, in that cave behind the old rock pile. That gives us line-of-sight to you via radio. But don’t expect much in the way of radio comms for a while. It’ll be too dangerous. If anything important comes up, I’ll send a runner.”
“Roger that.”
“So…this may be the last time our sat phones work. I expect them to take out the satellites right off the bat. Once that happens, it’ll be radio and runners.”
“We’re ready.”
“OK. Good luck, Bren. Keep your powder dry.”
“You too, Tat.”






  
  Twenty-Four

Packet Boat Donkey


Gen woke groggy. It took a few seconds for her to realize where she was. 
Oh. I’m in the medpod.
She reached for the latch, but it was locked from the outside.
Of course. Mario wouldn’t want me wandering around in here without supervision. The AI will let him know I’m awake, though.
Sure enough, a minute later she heard the hatch open, and then Mario’s face leered over her.
“Ah, awake, I see,” he said, unlatching the cover. “Let’s get you out of there.”
Still half-groggy, Gen had no choice but to let him touch her in order to get out of the med pod. Still, she flinched away from him as soon as she was out and standing on her feet. Mario scowled.
“No reason to act like that. I’m trying to help you.”
Gen staggered a bit, got her balance, and glared at him.
“I wouldn’t even be here if not for you, asshole,” she said.
Mario lifted his head in anger, and for a moment, Gen thought he was going to strike her. But he calmed, let it pass, and pushed her toward the door.
As she went, she tried to remember. 
There was some reason I was in here. I was supposed to do something.
But she couldn’t think of it. Mario pushed her again, roughly, and she stumbled. Before she could catch herself, she went down, trying to fold up as she fell so the impact would hit mostly on her thighs and shoulders. Somehow, she managed it, finding herself on the floor bruised but uninjured, cursing a blue streak.
Mario reached down and grabbed her hand, yanking her to her feet. “Don’t bang up the merchandise,” he growled, no longer making any semblance of courtesy as they got closer and closer to their destination.
Gen nodded. “Don’t worry. I won’t,” she said, brushing herself off. As she did so, she looked up at the back wall. There was a picture there. It was an airplane. In front of the plane, her father Jim Carter, her mother Rita Page, and her godmother Bonnie Page stood proudly, smiling into the camera, three happy people just before their world fell apart.
And on the plane was a registration number. Gen could see it clearly. And she remembered why she was in the med bay. As Mario once again pushed her out of the compartment, she burned the number into her brain.
N16CAP
Shoving her down the hall, Mario pushed her into her cabin, and slammed the hatch behind her. Gen fell onto her bunk, still weak. But she knew what she had to do.
We’re almost to the Stree fleet where Mario will hand us over.
If this is not the backup password - we’re screwed.
If Mario changed the backup password - we’re screwed.
Time to try. 
Gen gathered her courage for the attempt.
<Donkey. Are you there?> she transmitted.
<Of course. I am always here>
Gen transmitted, holding her breath.
<N-1-6-C-A-P> 
<That is the correct backup password. What is your command?>
“What? You got it?” Marta couldn’t believe it. “It worked?”
“Yes,” Gen said. “Donkey is obeying my commands now.”
“Hallelujah,” breathed Marta. “Thank God!”
“I had Donkey loop the video and audio recorders in our cabins, so we can speak normally,” Gen added. “All Mario will see right now is the two of us sleeping in our bunks with the lights out.”
“What a relief! I was getting super tired of cramming in the bathroom and running the water just to talk!”
“No more of that,” Gen said. 
“So…what’s next?” asked Marta. “How do we take back the ship?”
“Our main problem is Gast,” said Gen. “Him and that damn pulse pistol of his. I’m not too worried about Mario - he’s a chickenshit and a coward. The two of us can take him easy. But that damn Vampire…”
Marta nodded. “Yeah. He’s a big sonofabitch and mean. And he doesn’t take a dump without that pulse pistol handy.”
“Wow!” Gen exclaimed, leaping to her feet. “Wow!”
“What?” said Marta. “What are you thinking?”
“Donkey!” Gen almost yelled it. “Doesn’t the head in each cabin have an emergency valve to send sewage outside the ship if the main line is blocked?”
<It does. However, there are two separate valves in the line to ensure the ship remains sealed. Each valve opens sequentially to move the sewage out of the ship>
“What would happen if both emergency valves opened at once?”
<The head would be open to vacuum and would automatically seal its airtight door to prevent air from escaping the ship. But that is impossible, because both valves are under my control, and a failsafe program prevents me from opening both at the same time>
“Can I override that program?”
<Only by declaring an emergency>
“Donkey, I hereby declare an emergency.”
<Emergency declaration registered>
“Donkey, the next time Gast goes into the head in his cabin, as soon as his butt hits the toilet seat, open both valves at once.”
<Command understood. Warning - the Jatra in the head will be asphyxiated, and the head will be unavailable for use until the valves are closed>
Gen grinned at Marta. “You are breaking my fucking heart, Donkey. Just breaking my fucking heart.”
Hours later, Gen and Marta were nodding off. They had lain down in the bunks in Gen’s cabin, waiting and hoping for their plan to work. But nothing had happened - Donkey had reported that Gast was also sleeping and had made no move to use the head in his cabin.
Gen, fighting to stay awake, spoke to Marta in the top bunk.
“We may have to come up with another plan. Seems like this one isn’t working.”
Marta grunted. Gen couldn’t tell if she was awake or asleep.
“What do you think?” Gen asked again.
“I think we’d better come up with another plan. This one isn’t working,” Marta said from the top bunk.
“Thank you for that insight, O Great One,” Gen spoke, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “Any ideas?”
“Yeah. I go to sleep, and you charge down the hall and take that pulse pistol away from Gast.”
“Better idea. I go to sleep, and you take the pulse pistol.”
Marta got up on one elbow and leaned over the top bunk, looking down at Gen.
“OK, now that we’ve decided on a plan, how about some coffee?”
“God, yes,” said Gen, getting out of the bunk. “Let’s hit the galley.”
“What time is it?”
“Donkey?”
<Ship time is 22:14 hours>
“That Vampire SOB has to take a dump sooner or later,” muttered Marta.
Gen nodded. “But will it happen before we get to the Stree fleet? That’s the question. Donkey, how close are we to the Stree?”
<We will rendezvous with the Stree fleet in twenty-two minutes>
Gen looked at Marta, shaking her head.
“We’re out of time. We’ll have to just do a brute force attack - take out Mario and Gast any way we can. Let’s go get a coffee and think about it. Then we’ll make our move.”
The two left Gen’s cabin and walked down the hallway to the galley. The light was off, indicating that Mario had gone to his cabin. They flipped on the light and Gen started the coffeepot brewing bishat, while Marta took a seat at the table. The ship was quiet; only a gentle humming sound came from the tDrive at the back of the ship, along with the whisper of the air handlers as they moved air around. The door to the cockpit was locked, as were all other doors on the ship except the two empty cabins occupied by Gen and Marta, and the galley.
“Can I at least go in my cabin and get my hairbrush?” Marta whispered, knowing Gen now had the power to unlock any door on the ship.
Gen held her finger to her lips. She had not thought to turn off the video and audio monitors for the galley yet. She shook her head. Marta understood and leaned back, looking up at the tiny cameras mounted in the four corners of the galley.
Suddenly Gen heard a thump down the hallway, in the direction of the last cabin - the cabin that Gast had appropriated.
<Warning: vacuum leak in the head of number four cabin. Emergency seal initiated. Regrettably, the Jatra has died> came the message in her internal comm.
“Hell, yeah!” Gen almost yelled, exuberant. Marta, shocked, jumped to her feet.
“What?”
Gen grabbed her, thumped her shoulders, tried to dance her around the table in the narrow galley. “It worked!” she bleated. “It worked!”
Marta began to catch on. “Really?”
Gen nodded wildly. “Yes! Donkey says he’s dead. Go get his pistol! Quick!”
“Me? Why do I have to go in there and see that dead-ass bastard?”
Gen pushed her toward the door. “One of us has to do it, and I’m going to stand right here and watch Mario’s door. Quick! Go get it!”
“OK, OK, I’m going,” said Marta. Gen could hear her muttering under her breath all the way down the corridor to the last cabin. 
“Just because it’s her boat…she thinks she owns the damn thing!”
As Marta disappeared down the corridor toward Gast’s cabin, Gen watched Mario’s door. If they had disturbed Mario - if he came out now - Gen would fight him alone. No way was she going to wait. She had reached a tipping point. Mario was going down.
And he did come out. His door slammed open, and he stepped out into the corridor right in front of Gen. 
“What the fuck is all the noise out here? Get back to your cabin!” he shouted.
And with a spin and a flying kick, Gen smashed him right in the side of the head with her shoe, knocking him halfway to the cockpit. As Marta came up behind her holding the pulse pistol, Mario lay on the floor unconscious, blood dripping from his temple.
“You just couldn’t wait for me, could you?” said Marta accusingly. “You had to have all the fun for yourself!”
Suddenly the whine of the tDrive changed. Abruptly, the ship surfaced into three-space. Gen, still breathing hard from the adrenaline, looked at Marta with wide eyes.
“Crap!” Marta blurted out. “We just surfaced at Phoenix!”
The two women ran to the cockpit. In the small holotank in the cockpit, they could see warships. Stree warships. Everywhere.
They were in the middle of the Stree fleet.
Gen slammed herself into the pilot seat as Marta did the same on the right side. Gen was breathing hard. The rush of adrenaline from kicking the crap out of Mario - and the shock of seeing the Stree fleet around her - caused her breath to come in ragged bursts.
“Holy shit,” breathed Marta. “Let’s get the fuck out of here!”
“You got that right,” agreed Gen. “Donkey - set me a course out of this fleet as fast as possible, through the thinnest part of it. Got that?”
<Course set>
“Good. Donkey, get us the hell out of here. Execute!”
<Unable. My system drive is not working>
“What? Donkey, get us out of here!”
<Unable. My system drive is not working>
Gen looked at Marta. In the cockpit window, they saw a Stree corvette turning toward them, with the clear intention to intercept.
<Donkey. What’s the matter with the system drive?”
<It has been disabled by Mario>
“Crap. Donkey - can we sink out again?”
<Negative. We have coasted too far into the gravity well of the star. The tDrive will not engage at this location>






  
  Twenty-Five

Packet Boat Donkey


Gen and Marta rushed to the engine room and examined the system drive, trying to do an emergency repair, but it was hopeless. Mario had removed key components; he had hidden them well. In the limited time they had, they searched the ship - and found nothing. 
At last, as they felt the bump of a Stree shuttle latching on to their hatch, they looked at each other in despair.
“Checkmate,” they heard a voice say. They looked up from their search of the cargo bay to see Mario standing in the hatch, holding his bleeding head, with a familiar sneer on his face. 
“Did you really think I couldn’t foresee something like this? I’ll always be a step ahead of you two!” he growled.
Before Gen could stop her, Marta rushed him, bowling him over and knocking him down into the corridor, and started pounding at his face, her rage beyond control. Gen rushed to her and grabbed her arms, holding her back long enough for Mario to scramble out from under and back away down the corridor, cursing a blue streak.
As Gen tried to get Marta under control, Mario rose to his feet, holding his left arm, and glared at Marta.
“I’ll kill you for that,” he said.
Marta grabbed for the pulse pistol, which happened to be stuck in Gen’s belt at the time. Gen jerked back before she could get it. Mario flinched and retreated even more as he realized what Marta was after. Gen half-turned, protecting the pulse pistol from Marta’s anger, and pushed her friend away.
“Marta!” she yelled loudly. “Calm down! It’s not worth it!”
Marta stumbled and nearly fell as Gen pushed her. She fetched up against the wall of the corridor and stopped, half bent over, and glared at Gen. 
“Let me kill him,” she begged. “Please, Gen, just let me kill him!”
Above them on the main deck, they heard the boarding hatch open, and the clump of booted feet as Stree entered the ship.
Gen shook her head. “Marta. We can’t do anything about it now. Just calm down. We’ll be OK.”
Gen pulled the pulse pistol out of her belt and tossed it to Mario.
“You’d better keep your promise, Mario, or I swear I’ll find a way to get to you,” she said.
The fear on Mario’s face subsided a bit as he hefted the pulse pistol. He lifted it and pointed it at Marta. Gen instantly stepped in front of Marta, blocking his line of fire.
“If anything happens to Marta, you lose me too,” she snarled at him.
Mario stood frozen for a moment, thinking it through. Then he dropped the pistol back to his side and motioned them up the ladder to the main deck.
“Get going,” he said. “You’ve got a date with the Stree.”
Mario prodded them toward the ladder leading to the upper deck. Climbing the ladder, Marta was in front, Gen behind, Mario bringing up the rear with the pulse pistol stuffed in Gen’s back. As they came out on the main deck, three butt-ugly Stree awaited, wearing combat armor, and holding big pulse rifles. Like all Stree, they were short, squat, and massively muscled. They reminded Gen of a picture she had seen in her history class in high school - the Buddha statue at Kamakura, Japan. The one in front was an officer of some kind. He grinned at them, clearly ecstatic at having them in his grasp at last.
“Ho, Human Mario! You deliver as promised!” he voiced, his speech guttural and staccato. 
“Indeed, I do,” growled Mario back at him. “And it was not easy. I’ve earned every cred on these two!”
“Well done,” said the Stree officer. He gestured to the two soldiers behind him. “Take them to the shuttle!”
The two soldiers moved behind Gen and Marta and prodded them with their rifles, moving them down the corridor to the boarding hatch. At the hatch, they turned and crossed into the Stree shuttle mated to Donkey. Pushing them down into seats in the shuttle, the two soldiers took position behind. Mario and the officer came on board and moved to the front, sitting directly behind the cockpit. Gen and Marta heard the hatch behind them close, and then a clunk as they disconnected from Donkey. In a matter of minutes, the shuttle had crossed to the flagship of the Stree fleet and latched to the boarding hatch there.
The two soldiers prodded Gen and Marta off the shuttle and through the boarding hatch into the flagship. Admiral Rajanti stood waiting with several of his aides, his face alight with pleasure.
“Well done, Human Mario!” he gushed as they came on board. “Well done indeed!”
Mario nodded in pleasure. “Thank you, sir. It was not easy.”
“I suspect not,” agreed Rajanti. He gestured to the officer. “Lock them in the brig. Ensure you search them thoroughly.”
Then Rajanti turned to Mario, his smile growing even wider, if such was possible.
“And take this one too. I hate a traitor more than a Goblin!”
“What?” yelled Mario as one of the guards grasped him from behind, deftly removing the pulse pistol from his belt. “No! We had a deal!”
Rajanti sneered. “I do not honor deals from traitors. Much less from Human traitors. Take him!”
And with that, Rajanti turned on his heel, marching away as the guards dragged the prisoners to their cells.


Phoenix


The first kinetic round hit precisely in the center of Landing City. Watching from an observation post eight miles away and twelve thousand feet up the side of a mountain, Bren saw the great gout of earth and debris rise high, forming a quickly mushrooming cloud like a miniature nuclear bomb. Second later, she felt the earth shudder beneath her feet.
“Pretty good shots, aren’t they?” someone said beside her. “I think they got the Ministry of Defense on the first one.”
Adjusting her binoculars, Bren watched as two more kinetics hit the town. Both of them smashed square into it, blasting away most of the government and commercial buildings. The combined mushroom clouds of the two kinetics climbed high into the atmosphere.
“Are you sure those aren’t nukes?” asked one of Bren’s junior staff officers.
“No, not nukes,” Bren answered, still watching the distant town. “But when you drop a big dumb missile from space at hypersonic speeds, it has pretty much the same effect - just without the radiation.”
Fires started in the town as sparks ignited the combustibles in the rubble. A pall of smoke began to build.
The next kinetic hit on the northwest side of town, almost directly into Bren’s house. The dirt, debris and flames were much closer, the mushroom cloud more impressive. And with that, Bren realized her little house was gone, along with everything she possessed. All she had left in the world were the clothes on her back - and her army.
She lowered the binoculars for a moment, wiping her eyes. She had expected it; she had thought she was prepared. But in the event, it was much worse than she thought it would be.
Fighting off the grief and sadness, Bren put the glasses back to her eyes, watching. More kinetics began impacting, about one per minute, bracketing the town. Within another five minutes, they couldn’t even see Landing City anymore. The rising mushroom clouds, the smoke from the fires, and the dirt floating in the air hid it from view.
“Well, that’s the end of Landing City,” someone said behind her. Bren wanted to turn on the person, had an urge to yell, to rage at them in the face of their callous comment - but she didn’t. She ignored the voice. There was something more important on her mind. She was looking for it…
And there it was. The first Singheko assault shuttle came out of the high clouds, screaming toward the ground in a combat drop, jinking and weaving just in case the Humans managed to put up a defense.
As if, thought Bren. We don’t have a single gun with that kind of range. And even if we did, we aren’t stupid enough to use it and give away our position.
And as much as it hurts me to admit it, Tatiana was right. Putting Bonnie’s fighters up against those assault shuttles would leave them wide open to the Stree in orbit. For the Stree, it would be like shooting fish in a barrel.
I hate it when Tatiana is right.
A second assault shuttle came out of the clouds, then a third, and a fourth, and then a dozen, and then another dozen, and then a hundred of them, littering the sky like a vast flock of blackbirds.
Bren sighed. She had twelve thousand troops hidden in these mountains, preparing for battle. She knew each assault shuttle contained eighty Lions. She expected three full divisions, maybe four. So somewhere between eighteen thousand to twenty-four thousand of the big seven-foot-tall Singheko shock troops would land. 
Each Lion would be armed with a big-ass pulse rifle. But because of their size, each Lion could carry twice the ammunition load of her troops. Four Singheko divisions - twenty-four thousand Lions - would be two to one odds on paper. But in terms of pure firepower, it would be four to one odds. Not even counting the artillery support the enemy could call on from the Stree fleet upstairs.
Beside her, Ana Trinh was busily counting the assault shuttles, keeping track. When the last of them had landed on the other side of the pall of smoke and dirt that marked where Landing City used to be, Ana turned to her. 
“Four divisions,” she said, her voice cracking. “Twenty-four thousand of them.”
Bren suppressed another sigh. So - she would be fighting the equivalent of forty-eight thousand of the enemy. With her army of twelve thousand. She offered a brief smile to her aide. “Guess we better go clean our guns again,” she quipped.
Hidden behind the screen of dust, smoke and ash from the burning town, the Singheko landed to the east, out of direct sight of Bren in her mountain hide. But her drones to the north and south had a clear view of enemy operations. She watched on the drone monitors as the Singheko troops poured out of the shuttles, unloaded their equipment, and formed up. When they were assembled, they began their advance, marching in a wide circle around the destruction of Landing City, then taking a line directly toward the West Mountains, making it clear they knew where Bren’s army was hidden.
“How do they do that?” asked Ana in frustration. “They’re coming straight at us.”
“The Stree are imaging us from space,” answered Bren. “No matter how good we are at hiding the bulk of our troops, there will always be some who screw up, show themselves, make a fire, do something stupid. Their intelligence team can put all that together and get a fairly good idea where we are. But don’t worry, Ana. They know roughly where we are, but they don’t know exactly. And I want everybody to move tonight. By the time they arrive, I want all units dug in to new locations. Clear?”
“Clear, mum.” Ana bent to her task of issuing orders.
According to Bren’s weather forecasters, the morning would dawn exceedingly cold in her mountains, with high winds, blowing snow, sleet, and temperatures below freezing. The next few days would be a test of her Humans’ ability to fight in a blizzard, against the ability of the Lions to do the same. Bren knew the Lions were a hot weather species. Their home planet Ridendo had a warm, savanna type of climate. 
This should be interesting, Bren thought. We’ll see who can improvise, adapt, and overcome.


Rita - Approaching Phoenix


The message from the Stree Admiral called Rajanti had been short and sweet.
<I have your daughter, Imogen. You will proceed to Phoenix and rendezvous with the Stree flagship Unmerciful immediately; else your daughter will be cast into the star. 
Signed: Rajanti, Admiral of the Stree>
Rita stared at the message. Her mind was blank. She was in a fugue - her mind no longer wanted to work. Thinking was too difficult; so, she had simply stopped thinking. 
Staring at the cream-colored wall of the galley, a stray thought surfaced, her mind unable to maintain the blankness of non-thought.
How do microbots that are black construct something that color?
And that thought caused a memory to pop up in her consciousness. A time when she had hauled hundreds of buckets of black nanobot goop to the top of a Singheko scout ship named Jade.
And that night, she and Jim had made Imogen. 
It was a good memory - the first time she had been with Jim.
It was also a bad memory - because she had thought Bonnie was dead, and she had taken his man.
Or had she? 
“Did I take Bonnie’s man?” she asked out loud.
Yes, you did, said the part of her that was Bonnie. You know I loved him.
“But I loved him too!”
Rita shook it off. It wasn’t the first time she had experienced this conversation between herself and the part of her that was Bonnie. And it was never productive.
I’ve got more important things to think about. How the hell do I save my daughter?
There’s only one way…
Gen sat on the rock-hard bunk of her cell and pondered how things had gone so wrong. She had been stripped, invasively searched, and tossed into the cell naked. In the hours she had been there, no food or water had been provided and no one had spoken to her. She was reduced to her most basic Human essence - a biological creature, cold, hungry, thirsty, and scared.
She had tried to communicate with Donkey via her on-board comm implant, but it appeared the brig was screened against such transmissions.
She wondered if her best friend was still alive. The Stree would have no use for Marta. She couldn’t be used as a hostage for Rita, and they were attacking Phoenix anyway, so it would do them no good to threaten her parents.
I have failed her at every turn. I failed her when I diverted us from Hanjan to Niasa, which was stupid. And she told me to stay away from Mario, but I waltzed right into his little trap - fat, dumb, and happy.
And then at the end, I couldn’t find the password quickly enough to save her.
They may have just tossed her overboard already. My friend could be dead. Because of me.
Tears came into Gen’s eyes, ran down her cheeks. She let them fall without wiping them away. Everything had gone wrong. Her father was dead. By now, his Goblin body had certainly been moved from Donkey to the cargo bay of Unmerciful, ready to be taken back to Aslar. Her best friend might also be dead - or at best, was sitting in another cell in the brig. And Gen herself was a prisoner of the most fanatical aliens in the Arm. They would use her to lure in her mother Rita - and then they would kill them both. There was no doubt in her mind how the rest of their plan would play out.
Gen cast about for any ray of hope she could hang on to. Her mind ran through her childhood, through the stories told her by Bonnie and Tatiana as they fought the Singheko, then later as they fought the Stree in the Stree War. The stories told by Zoe DeLong and Luke Powell about the rebellion on Phoenix when they first landed. All of them describing the many times they had been trapped or outnumbered - and had fought their way out. 
All of them had overcome incredible odds to survive - even when all hope was lost. All of them had the same outlook on life - you never quit. You keep on fighting, even when all hope seems lost. That’s what had brought them through.
And somehow, a faint memory surfaced in Gen’s brain. A memory of something Bonnie had told her once, about the Stree War. A time when Bonnie had given up, had lost all hope. And Gen’s father, Jim Carter, had said something to Bonnie then…
You don’t get to decide when you’re licked. The universe decides. Get off your ass and start fighting.
Gen smiled at the memory. She couldn’t have been more than six years old when Bonnie told her that story. She had forgotten all about it. But now, in this moment of crisis, her brain had pulled it up from the deep recesses of her memory.
Gen reached up, used her hand to wipe away the streaks running down her face. 
I don’t decide. The universe decides. So get off your ass and start fighting, girl.
Gen rose from the bunk and walked to the back of the tiny cell, turned, and paced toward the front again. She continued pacing, back and forth, as her brain began to work again.
I will believe that Marta is still alive. They will keep her to use as leverage against me, to force me to do their will.
I will find a way to get us out of this mess.






  
  Twenty-Six

Phoenix System


Admiral Rajanti stood near the boarding hatch of the Stree battlecruiser  Unmerciful. He was accompanied by his Flag Captain, Daqin, and the Unmerciful’s XO, Raqi. Arrayed between them and the hatch were two lines of spacers in full combat gear, six to each side, with sidearms and pulse rifles at the ready.
As he stood waiting, Rajanti’s thoughts were whirling.
I still cannot believe it. I just cannot believe it. It seems too easy…
The hatch cracked open. One of the spacers reached for it and pulled it back out of the way.
And there she was. The great enemy of the Stree. The demon herself. The Goblin who had supposedly orchestrated the destruction of their home planet, Stree Prime.
<You will proceed to Phoenix and rendezvous with the Stree flagship Unmerciful immediately; else your daughter will be cast into the star. 
Signed: Rajanti, Admiral of the Stree>
And it had worked. The Goblin had replied simply: <On my way>
And then she had showed up. It seemed impossible. It was far too simple.
And yet it had happened.
The spacer nearest to her stepped forward, raising his pulse rifle, clearly intending to put it in her back. Rajanti waved him down. As Rita watched somewhat indifferently, the spacer sullenly returned to his place, the hate on his face visible to every eye.
Billions had died on Stree Prime. There wasn’t a Stree in the Fleet who hadn’t lost family there, when the huge asteroids driven by copies of the Goblin Rauti had smashed into the planet. 
A stray bit of humor crossed Rajanti’s mind.
I may have trouble keeping her alive long enough to kill her.
Three steps into the corridor, Rita had stopped. She stood there now, stock still, waiting for whatever would happen next. Rajanti stepped forward and placed himself directly in front of her - an act of bravery that would be talked about for days. After all - she was a Goblin - a demon, a fearsome creature that could kill with the slightest touch of her hand. Every Stree child knew that. To approach a Goblin was death.
But Rajanti stood in front of her without fear. A tiny gasp went through the assembled party as he gave a small, controlled bow, one Admiral meeting another.
“Admiral Page,” he said in his guttural Stree voice. 
Rita smiled, a wan smile that reflected her knowledge - that on this ship, with these creatures, she was as good as dead.
“Admiral Rajanti,” she replied.
“Please follow me, Admiral,” Rajanti said. He turned and began to walk away, never looking back. Without hesitation, Rita followed. The rest of the party fell in behind. Rajanti led her around a turn, up three decks, and down a long corridor to his Flag Cabin. Entering, he marched directly to his desk and turned, waiting. Without hesitation, Rita followed, Flag Captain Daqin and XO Raqi bringing up the rear. Outside, the heavily armed spacers took up post outside the Admiral’s hatch.
“Please sit,” said Rajanti, pointing to a chair. Taking him at his word, Rita seated herself in front of him. She was relaxed - it was all over now. There was no point in being stressed about it. She had made her decision, she had surrendered. All that was left now was to die.
“It is good that you surrendered,” Rajanti began. “It will save the life of your daughter.”
Like a stone, Rita sat quietly.
“Unfortunately, as I’m sure you know well, our government cries for your blood. If a Goblin has blood, that is…”
Rita smiled. “There will be enough blood to satisfy your government,” she replied.
Rajanti was silent for a moment, thinking. Then he continued.
“And of course, I have to lock you down. It can’t be helped.”
“I expected no less, Admiral,” Rita nodded in acknowledgment.
“Still…,” Rajanti began, and paused. “Still, it was war. If you had not killed our High Priest and invaded his body, and destroyed our homeland, things might have been different.”
“As I’ve said a dozen times, I did not destroy your homeland. Not that you’ve ever believed me, but that was an individual Goblin who went rogue.”
“Actually, I believe you, Admiral. But it makes no difference what I believe. Our government believes differently, and they make the rules. And you did invade the body of our High Priest.”
“That I did, Admiral. And would do it again if it were necessary. But as you know, that had no effect on the ultimate outcome of the war. You still destroyed the Goblin homeland. So my efforts were in vain.”
“Perhaps. Perhaps not,” Rajanti said. “You may not know it, but the office of High Priest has changed since that event took place. The High Priest has less power today. Our government is moving toward a council of secular leaders, rather than a religious theocracy.”
Rita shook her head in disbelief. “You certainly can’t tell it from the outside.”
“No, it’s true,” countered Rajanti. “Because of your actions, we have a secular council in charge of our government today. But unfortunately…”
“…they still want me dead,” smiled Rita.
“Yes, I’m afraid so. My orders are to torture you ceaselessly as you watch us destroy the Humans at Phoenix. Their theory is that this will cause you much pain. Then I am to return you to Aslar for final disposition.”
“I see.”
“However, it is up to me as to how to torture you. I have not yet decided how best to torture a Goblin. I will have to do more research. In the meantime, you will be confined to the brig.”
Rajanti motioned to Daqin, who had been standing by the door. Daqin opened the hatch, waiting. Rita rose. On a whim, she made a short bow to Rajanti, one admiral acknowledging another’s small courtesy. Then she turned and exited the cabin, Daqin stepping in front of her and leading her outside, Raqi bringing up the rear. Daqin turned to the right and stepped to the front of the two lines of guards in the hallway. He muttered a sharp command, and the guards turned smartly, facing down the hallway. Rita stepped in between the two lines of guards and waited. Daqin muttered a second command, and they began marching. Rita marched with them, Raqi following behind.


Earth - Cappadocia, Turkey


“Colonel. Wake up,” said Major Jake Daaboul. “Trouble. Big trouble.”
Garyn Rennari roused from sleep quickly, as he had learned to do after years in the security service. He sat upright in his bunk, his eyes asking a question to Jake.
“What?”
“Singheko,” said Jake. “Our sensors went off twenty minutes ago. I just came from Ops. They confirm a Singheko destroyer in orbit right over us. Clearly, they know we’re here.”
“Dammit!” spat Garyn. “They’ll be dropping troops on us in no time.” He threw back the covers, grabbed his pants, and slammed into them. “Get a general alarm going, issue weapons, full ammo load, get the scouts outside.” 
“Already done, Skipper,” Jake responded. 
“Good,” agreed Garyn. He paused dressing for a moment, staring at Jake. “Well, we’re in for it. I guess it was too good to be true.”
Jake nodded. “I expect so, sir.”
Garyn got his boots tied and stood up. “So let’s go see what we’ve got.”
They trotted up three flights of rough-cut stone steps to the very top of the Underground City and exited, crossing a courtyard to the old building they had converted into their surface observation post. Entering, they moved quickly to the Ops Center. As Garyn entered, Jake’s assistant, Captain Raj Sharma, turned to greet them.
“We’ve just received a message on guard frequency, Colonel. A demand to surrender.”
“Well, there goes any doubt. They know we’re here and they know where,” said Garyn.
Jake gave a weak half-smile. “Yeah. They’ll follow up that message with their assault shuttles at dawn.”
Garyn smiled back at him, his common reaction in the face of great danger. “Care to place a small bet on how many?”
“What stakes?” asked Jake.
“That bottle of wine you’ve been hiding under your bed,” grinned Garyn.
“You’re on. What’s your bet?”
“Two companies. Six shuttles, eighty of those bastards per shuttle. 480 seven-foot-tall walking, talking Lions loaded to the gills.”
Jake grimaced. “Damn. That was my bet. I guess I’ll have to change it.”
“So?”
“Three companies,” replied Jake, shaking his head. He was no longer smiling. “720 of them.”
Raj, standing nearby, had a sour expression on his face. “Against our two hundred militia,” he muttered. “I hope you win this bet, Colonel Rennari.”


Stree Battlecruiser Unmerciful


The cell containing Rita was small, no more than eight feet square. The walls had been specially reinforced just for her - Rita had sent a couple of radar pings at them, and quickly found them too thick for her to punch through. The door was also reinforced, double-thick, a criss-cross of steel bars hastily welded across both outside and inside surfaces, providing extra protection against the strength of the “demon” they had captured.
Not that she would even try to escape - not while they held Imogen. That was why she had surrendered - and that was why she would stay. And she was sure Rajanti knew that - something told her he was a career military officer, with little use for the religious fanatics who had dominated Stree society for so many years. Rajanti and Rita understood each other. They were both doing their duty, both now and in the past when they had fought each other.
I wonder where he was during the Stree War. Twenty-one years ago, so probably…he would have been a mid-level officer then. Maybe an aide or adjutant to some admiral. He could have fought at Stalingrad. Or maybe he was on the Earth mission - maybe he played a part in destroying my home planet, as Rauti did his. I guess I should hate him for that. But I don’t. At least, I don’t hate him right now. Maybe I would, if I knew what he did. But now…I just hate what he is planning to do. To destroy the Humans at Phoenix. And to make me watch. 
Lord, please, please don’t let him force Imogen to watch that too. Maybe I can negotiate with him. Maybe I can convince him to let Imogen go before the battle.
No, that’s not good. She’ll run straight to Phoenix, get caught up in the battle. Better if he keeps her here until after. But then…
…then she might be hurt here on the ship. Damn. There’s no safe place for her right now. 
With a creak, the door of her cell opened. Rita had been sitting on the bunk to one side. She rose to her feet as a guard pulled the door fully open. Standing in front of the door was a young woman. She was wearing some kind of drab prison uniform, something the Stree had made for her. Rita had not seen her in twenty-one years - had not seen even a picture of her - but she recognized her instantly. 
She looks like Jim, was her first thought. But she got my hair, poor thing. I always had so much trouble with my hair when I was Human.
“Hello, Mother,” said Gen.
“Hello, Daughter.”
“They say I can come in and visit for a while.”
“Please do, come in,” Rita answered. Gen stepped into the cell. The guard behind her slammed the door shut. The two stood, looking at each other.
“You look exactly like your pictures. But I guess you don’t age,” said Gen.
“I age. Inside, where you can’t see it,” responded Rita with a weak smile. She waved at the tiny bunk. “Please, sit.”
Gen stepped to the bunk, sat, stared at her mother. “I got your note at Netaz. I saw Dad.”
“I hate…that you saw him like that. I hate that you couldn’t see him in life. He was…”
Rita stopped, unable to continue. Finally, with a catch in her throat, she finished her sentence.
“…he was my man. He was my protector, my shield. I miss him so much…”
Gen rose abruptly to her feet, staring at her mother. She had entered the cell prepared to hate her. For abandoning her as a child, for leaving her alone on Phoenix with Mark and Gillian, for never coming back for her, for never a word or a message - she was fully prepared to hate this person, this Goblin, this mother who stood before her. But she couldn’t. Rita’s last words had struck her to the quick. She stepped forward, embraced her mother, held her as tight as she possibly could, and cried. And the tears of the Goblin she held splashed against her as they cried together, and once again it was proven that Goblins can cry.






  
  Twenty-Seven

Earth - Cappadocia


“Nine shuttles coming down. Three companies. 720 nasty, stinking Lions,” Major Jake Daaboul said sourly, looking at the holo display. “Looks like I get to keep my bottle of wine.” 
Garyn grunted. “Here’s hoping you get a chance to drink it,” he muttered. “No fighters?”
Jake looked back at the holo display. “None so far. I don’t expect any. The Lions like to fight up close and personal, face-to-face. They don’t use fighters much. They consider it beneath them.”
“Are we ready?” asked Garyn.
“As ready as we can be. They have to land in the soccer field out by the park. There’s no other flat space big enough for their assault shuttles. Yuki has Alpha and Bravo platoons on their left flank, Charlie and Delta on their right. She’ll hit them as they get out of the shuttles and start to form up.”
“But you’ve impressed upon Yuki not to stand and fight? She understands?”
“Yeah. When the return fire becomes significant, they boogie out. They’ll take up new positions as planned, just outside the entrance to the Underground City. Then they’ll ambush the Lions once more as they come into range.”
“And then they boogie out again, correct?”
“Yep. Standard ambush. Empty their clips and bail.”
“And then it becomes guerrilla warfare. Hit and run.”
“Right. I’ve impressed upon the platoon leaders - do not stand and fight them. There’s too many, they’re too well armed, too well trained. Chip away at them, keep them off balance.”
“Everybody else is hidden?”
“Yes, sir. We evacuated Underground City just before dawn. All non-combatants hidden outside the town.”
“What’s the chances they got away without detection?”
“Pretty good, I think,” Jake answered. “It was cloudy. We kept to the houses and narrow alleyways. Absolutely no lights, of course. There’s no way to be sure, but we did our absolute best to prevent the Lions from seeing us on infrared.” 
“Well, we’ll know soon enough. If the Lions ignore the Underground City and head straight for the edge of town, we’ll know they figured out where our people are hidden.”
Garyn turned to the comm specialist. “Did you send the ansible message to Phoenix?”
“Yes, sir. Message sent. No reply yet.”
“OK, thanks, Lieutenant. Let me know when we get a reply.”
A voice crackled over the radio. “They’re on the ground,” called Captain Yukiko Takahara, their field commander.
“Hold fire, Yuki, until they’re out of the shuttles and forming up,” Jake answered. “We want them out in the open.”
“Roger that,” came the reply. “We’re holding fire. You’ll know it when we open up.”
“Roger, out,” replied Jake. He looked at Garyn, sprawled across his chair like he was watching a Saturday night soccer game.
“Break a leg,” he said grimly.
“Break a leg,” answered Garyn.


Stree Battlecruiser Unmerciful


Once again, twelve guards ushered Rita into Admiral Rajanti’s cabin and took their places outside the door. Rita was amused; the Stree were so afraid of her, they felt twelve guards were still necessary.
If they only knew the truth. Twelve would not be nearly enough if I actually decided to break out of here.
Admiral Rajanti rose from his desk and gestured Rita to a chair. “Please, sit, Admiral,” he said.
“Thank you,” Rita answered, her Stree perfect and without accent - one more advantage of a Goblin android brain. As she took her chair, Rajanti also returned to his.
“Can I get you anything?” he asked. “Something to drink? Something to eat?”
“Some chocolate would be nice,” Rita smiled.
Rajanti looked puzzled but turned it into a smile as he realized Rita was making a joke.
“Ah, sorry. Whatever that is, I don’t think we have it,” he said.
In the short silence that followed, the two adversaries gazed at each other. A silent understanding held between them; two warriors, who had experienced levels of death and destruction most creatures would never know - and who would certainly experience more before their lives were over. And even as they sat, the ship shuddered slightly, sending another kinetic round toward the planet below. 
“You know, Admiral, I think it highly unlikely either of us will die in bed,” Rajanti began, the thin smile on his face still in place.
Rita couldn’t help but smile back. “I believe you are correct, Admiral,” she agreed.
“I hope you don’t mind that I brought you here just to talk. I find it entertaining to talk with someone on my own level.”
“I don’t mind at all. I don’t have much to do in that cell.”
Rajanti nodded. “I expect so.” He shifted in his chair, a great large Buddha. All the Stree looked like fat Buddhas to Rita, and to most Humans. Unlike Humans, however, they were remarkably uniform in appearance, cut from the same mold. Rita knew there were distinguishing marks and features on their bodies that allowed them to tell each other apart, but she had never had the time to learn all those factors.
Rajanti looked across the desk at Rita’s hand, then held up his own for inspection. “I have to wonder, what does it feel like to have five digits on a hand?”
Rita shrugged. “It feels normal. I’m sure it feels little different from your hand, with your two fingers and two thumbs. Nature adjusts.”
“Yes, it does. It always adjusts. Tell me, Admiral Page. You say you had nothing to do with the destruction of Stree Prime. Is that true?”
“It’s true. In fact, as we have told your government many times, we sent the corvette Armidale to deflect the last impactor away from your planet. I believe your own records state that single act of ours saved roughly two hundred million of your people.”
“Our government says that evidence was faked. They claim the third asteroid missed due to faulty programming by the Goblin Rauti, and your Human ship had nothing to do with it.”
Rita grimaced. “Admiral - do you really think Rauti could have successfully programmed the first two - then, somehow, made an error on the third one to cause it to miss an entire planet?”
Rajanti smiled broadly. “Actually, I don’t believe the government line. I happened to be in space that day, you know. I was a young commander in one of the ships that tried to ram that impactor, to deflect it to one side. I missed, of course. It’s exceedingly difficult to ram an asteroid traveling at those speeds when your ship doesn’t have the accel to catch up to it. But after I missed it, Admiral, I was following right behind that rock when the Armidale nosed into it and pushed it aside. I saw the entire thing.”
“Ah.”
“Yes. I know what happened out there. But I’m not suicidal. The priesthood made up their minds about what story they would tell about that day. And I knew enough to keep quiet about what I saw. Still and all, though…thank you for what the Armidale did. I’m sure you’ll never hear that from another Stree, but I wanted to tell you.”
“You’re welcome.”
“Well, on to other news. We’ve began the bombardment of Phoenix…as I’m sure you can tell. Strangely, the Humans pulled back their fleet. They left the orbitals open to us. There was no opposition. What do you make of that?”
Rita smiled. “Admiral, if you are any kind of tactician at all, you know exactly what to make of that.”
“Yes,” smiled Rajanti back at her. “They are cooking up some kind of surprise for me, I’m sure. Any idea what it is?”
“I would have no way of knowing, Admiral. As you well know, I haven’t been to Phoenix in more than twenty years. They don’t tell me their secrets.”
“No, I don’t expect they do.”
“But Admiral,” Rita interjected, “You have what you want. Phoenix is laid bare before you. You can destroy Landing City, set the Humans back a hundred years, eliminate the Human military threat to Stree forever. You have everything you want. Is it necessary to destroy the last few remnants of humanity?”
“I do not wish it. But I am answerable to my orders, not my morals. I have no choice in the matter. The priesthood demands it, and my government is still deathly afraid of the priesthood.”
“But,” Rita pressed on, “Must a warrior destroy the innocent because of orders? Does an immoral order have to be followed?”
“And who shall be the judge of what is moral and what is immoral?” asked Rajanti. “The warrior who receives the order? Or the commander that issues it?”
Rita pressed on. “I have always found it easy to judge. To use power to defend the weak and innocent, returning your power when the crisis is over, is moral. To use power to attack the weak and innocent, or to retain it after the crisis is managed, is immoral. It is a clear-cut distinction to me.”
Rajanti sighed. “I don’t disagree with you, Admiral Page. But it’s a moot point. Any attempt on my part to show mercy would only lead to my quick death. Another would take my place to carry out those same orders. The Humans would gain nothing, and I would lose everything.”
In the silence that followed, Rajanti leaned forward in his chair, getting down to business. “Now, as I told you, my orders are to torture you until we get back to Aslar, where you will be further tortured, then executed. Of course, I’m still considering the best way to torture a Goblin. Any suggestions?” The twinkle in Rajanti’s eye told Rita he was being playful. She replied in kind.
“I think you should tie me to the outside of your ship. Perhaps I would go crazy watching the destruction of the Humans below.”
“Ha!” laughed Rajanti. “You’d like that, indeed. No bindings would hold you, would they?”
“Quite the contrary, Admiral. There are many substances that could adequately bind me. Your legends of the strength of Goblins are vastly overstated. Your priests have made us into demons far beyond our actual capabilities.”
“That is good to know. But I think I will not tie you outside. I’ve only just now gotten you inside my ship, and I’d like to keep you here. If I lost you at this point, the penalties would be severe.”
“I expect so,” agreed Rita.
“So…is there anything else I can do for you? Anything you want?”
“I want justice; but I’d settle for some mercy,” said Rita.
Rajanti’s expression changed. His face fell, and his eyes grew sad. “And I can give you neither, Admiral. We both know you were merely fighting for your species and your allies. And yet you will die, and I will live on. That is the great injustice of our shared universe.”
“Then release my daughter, Admiral. Please. She is an innocent. She had nothing to do with the Stree War.”
“And that is another thing I cannot do. She must go back to Aslar with us, to wait at the convenience of my government. I wish it were otherwise.”
Rajanti sighed and rose from his desk. “Goodbye to you, Admiral,” he said. “The battle with the Humans has begun. Who’s to say which of us will be alive tomorrow? If I do not see you again, Admiral, thank you for the conversation.”
At some silent signal, the hatch behind Rita opened. Guards stepped in to escort her back to her cell. 
Rita rose from her chair and nodded to Rajanti, then turned and departed, stepping crisply to the hatch, out the entrance, and taking her place in the center of the two rows of guards. With a command from the officer in charge, the march back to her cell began, as another kinetic launch shook the ship.


Earth - Cappadocia, Turkey


The sound of distant pulse rifle fire told Garyn everything he needed to know. The voice of Captain Takahara over the radio calling “Engaged” was merely confirmation. The battle had begun.
Garyn couldn’t sit anymore. He got up, walked to the door of the Ops Center, and stepped outside. 
The soccer field was only two miles away; the rifle fire sounded clearly. The Singheko weapons were responding now; they had a slightly deeper, throatier crack. Within seconds, the sound grew to a steady litany of sustained firing as the ambush became fully developed.
Jake came out and stood beside him. The air was cool, crisp on their skin, a gentle breeze from the west shaking the leaves of the nearby trees.
“Lots of Singheko firing now,” Garyn said. “Our troops should be pulling back.”
And even as he finished his sentence, the distinct sound of the Human pulse rifles in the distance stopped, as suddenly as it had started. 
Garyn knew what that meant - the Humans were falling back, moving as quickly as possible away from the enemy to another ambush position.
Hit and run. It was the only chance they had. Turning quickly, Garyn went back into the HQ. As he took his seat again, the radio crackled to life.
“Withdrawal complete,” Yuki called. “We’re moving to our next position. No pursuit so far. I think we caught them by surprise.”
Jake grabbed the mike. “Assessment?”
“Estimate fifty to sixty enemy out of action,” Yuki called.
“Good work, Yuki,” Jake said, glancing at Garyn with a smile. “That’ll make them think twice about charging in on us.”
“Hope so,” Yuki expressed over the radio. “Call you when we’re in our next position.”
“Roger, out,” Jake spoke. He turned to Garyn. “Any thoughts?”
“No. We’ll wait and see if they saw us moving the people out last night. If they head for Underground City, we’re golden; we can set our next ambush. But if they start moving for the edge of town, we’re in trouble. That’s the real test.”
Ten minutes later, they had their answer. 
“They are definitely moving toward the edge of town, not the Underground City,” reported Yuki. “They know where the people are hiding.”
Garyn shook his head. “OK,” he ordered. “Plan B. Relocate to the secondary position and try to hold them off.”
“Roger, out,” responded Yuki.
“Let’s go,” Garyn said to Jake. “We’ve got to get those people and make a run for it. We’ll make for Urgup for now, then see if we can make it into the mountains.”
“That’s twenty-five miles, you know,” Jake responded as they began running toward the place where they had hidden the rest of their people. “They’ll be on our ass all the way.”
Garyn nodded. “Got any better ideas?”
Jake grunted beside him. “Nothing comes to mind.”






  
  Twenty-Eight

Phoenix System


For two days, Bren’s troops fought skirmish after skirmish with the Singheko, a slow, grinding retreat up the West Mountains. They had no other choice; the Lions were stronger, better trained, better armed. Since the Stree War, the Lions had become the shock troops of the Arm for a reason; they were damn near impossible to defeat when evenly matched - much less when you were outnumbered two to one and outgunned four to one. 
And the damn kinetics, thought Bren. They came periodically, when the cloud cover lifted and the Stree upstairs in orbit managed to get a decent heat signature on a Human formation. The Stree were using smaller kinetics now, to avoid hitting their own troops - but their accuracy was outstanding. Each time one of the kinetics hit, the ground rumbled for miles, and a mini-mushroom cloud rose up, letting Bren know another contingent of her troops were dead.
On top of a ridge overlooking Lake Vinson, Bren carefully poked her binoculars over the crest. In spite of the swirling snow and the thick cloud cover today, she got a decent view of the enemy column three hundred yards below her, toiling along the western edge of the lake. The column of Lions was nearly six miles long, stretching from the far corner of the lake three miles to her left, to the other end of the lake three miles to her right. That put the middle of the column about half-way past her position. Due to the weight of the ammunition and weapons they carried, the Lions moved slowly in the blowing snow, struggling to see the path in front of them.
“I think now,” Bren said softly, giving the signal everyone had been waiting for. Beside her, Operations Officer Colonel Anders Paulsen spoke into his radio. There was a pregnant pause; then beside her on the crest of the ridge, four thousand ghostly figures rose from snow-covered hiding spots. An army of snowmen lifted their rifles and opened fire on the column of Lions below. 
The noise was instantly deafening; mixed in with the rifle fire were the “phuts” of mortars from behind them, sending their deadly packages over their heads and down onto the Lions below.
It was a bloodbath; by the time the Lions got untracked and managed to form up any kind of resistance, the Humans had expended two to three clips of ammo. Dead Lions littered the path where the column had been marching, their bodies in random heaps, blocking the road. And as the Lions finally started to get their act together and charge up the ridge in a counterassault, the Humans were gone. Withdrawing back down the ridge away from the lake, as fast as they could go, the Humans were well out of sight by the time the first of the enemy reached the crest of the ridge.
And then three miles farther east, a second wave of Humans rose from the snow, beside the tail end of the extended enemy column. As the Lions in the rear of the march peered forward down the trail, trying to make sense of all the firing they could hear up ahead, another four thousand Humans popped up out of their carefully constructed snow hides and opened fire. And another company of Lions died at the end of the column. In the mass confusion that ensued, many of the Lions turned and ran back to the east, where they were cut down by a crossfire set up across the trail for that purpose. Others ran out into the lake, trying to escape the withering fire, and drowned, weighed down by their ammunition packs and heavy rifles.
And then, just like the first ambush farther up the trail, the Humans were gone. As the Singheko officers slowly got a counter assault organized and began to push toward their enemy, the firing stopped. By the time the Lions arrived at the site of the second ambush, those Humans had also disappeared into the storm, the thick cloud cover hiding them from the Stree overhead.
Bren was lucky - for the next two days, the weather was cloudy, cold, and stormy. Most of the time, the cloud cover was too thick for the Stree in orbit to rain kinetics down on them with any accuracy. Bren took deadly advantage. She put several hundred snipers around the line of march of the Singheko. Every few minutes, another Lion dropped dead from a long-range rifle shot. It didn’t make much of a dent in the actual numbers of enemy toiling up the snow-covered slopes toward Mount Redoubt, but it paid dividends in slowing them down - and it certainly improved the morale of Bren’s defenders.
But the Lions were no fools. They adapted, sending out small anti-sniper teams to quickly locate and neutralize the snipers. As the attrition rate became too high, Bren had no choice but to recall her snipers.
Twice, she made calculated raids against the Lions, chipping away at them. On the day after the ambush at the lake, the Lions entered an area of steeper ridges, the rugged terrain greatly slowing their advance. Like any good army, they sent a scout company ahead of the main column to clear the way.
Four miles ahead of the Lion’s main column, the scout company entered a small pocket in the mountains. When they were fully established at the bottom of the pocket, ready to begin their climb up the next ridge, they stopped to rest. It was a natural thing to do; the weather was freezing, they were tired, and it was lunchtime. 
Suddenly the very trees and rocks seemed to rise up at them. Two companies of Bren’s troops opened up, raking them with rifle fire and grenades. The noise was deafening, and the carnage intense. Only a handful of Lions escaped the trap to make their way back to the main army and report. 
After that, the Lions moved even more cautiously. They became much more forward-focused, putting three full companies of scouts out ahead of their main column - left, right and center. 
But the next attack did not come from any of those directions. As the column of Lions encountered higher and rougher terrain, grinding their way up the mountain in snow now joined with sleet, their rear guard happened to fall a bit too far behind. Bren hit them hard from the rear, smashing into them in total surprise. Before the main column could send reinforcements back to assist, Bren had killed another company of Lions - followed by her troops disappearing into the snow and sleet like ghosts.
But after all of that, sitting in her Redoubt high in the mountains, watching the column of Lions move inexorably up the slopes toward her, Bren knew it was all in vain. The weather would clear, giving the Stree unimpeded targeting directly at her troops. There was no longer any doubt the Lions knew exactly where she was. She was hopelessly outnumbered. Nemo - if his ships were coming - was at least two days away.
She didn’t have two days.






  
  Twenty-Nine

Phoenix System - Cruiser Raptor


Even from 40 AU away - even looking at it via holo over an ansible connection - the bridge of the distant destroyer  San Diego looked all too familiar to Bonnie. 
Dragon, she thought. Those destroyers are so similar to my old ship Dragon. That brings back memories.
At the other end of the holo connection, 3.7 billion miles away on the other side of the system, Bonnie could see Zoe DeLong in the command chair, where she had just taken command of Nemo’s incoming destroyer flotilla.
And in the holo, standing beside the command chair, was someone Bonnie recognized. 
Jim. No, wait. Not Jim. Nemo. But…wait. Nemo is a copy of Jim. So it’s Jim. 
Or is it? Does he remember me the same as Jim would?
The figure looked so much like Jim Carter, Bonnie was overcome with an overwhelming urge to try to reach out through the holo, to try somehow to embrace her former lover, to raise her arms and say something melodramatic. But mindful of her husband Luke behind her, Bonnie merely nodded in greeting. “Nemo, good to see you,” she said. “Thank God you came!”
“Well, I almost didn’t,” responded Nemo. “It took some convincing from a friend of mine to get me here. Not to mention borrowing a good portion of his microbots.”
“Ah - so that’s how you built these ships.”
“Yeah. Trillions of Goblin microbots - and nine asteroids.”
“Well. Thank God you did it. We have a chance now. A small one, maybe, but at least a chance.”
The distant Nemo turned slightly and gestured to Zoe sitting in the command chair on the flag bridge of the San Diego. “It’s all yours,” he said. “I’m out of here.”
As Zoe registered a look of total surprise, Bonnie responded first. 
“What? Aren’t you staying with us?” she asked over the holo link.
“No. I have something else to do,” the distant Nemo said, turning back to face Bonnie.
“Pray tell?”
In the view from the other end, Nemo gestured toward the tactical holotank on the bridge of the San Diego, pointing to the Stree fleet on the other side of the system.
“I’m going to get my daughter.”
For a long moment, Nemo and Bonnie gazed at each other, oblivious to the distance between them, oblivious to the dozen people on both bridges. At last, Bonnie nodded. “Of course. Go do what you have to do.”
“I’ll get her,” replied Nemo. “It’s your fleet now. Good luck.”
“You too,” Bonnie managed, trying to ignore the tears in her eyes. “Go get our girl.”
On his end of the holo, Nemo turned slightly to the bridge crew of the destroyer. He gave an informal salute to them, a last goodbye. He turned to Zoe, stepped forward, and reached out a hand. Shaking her hand, he lifted his head toward the ceiling of the San Diego’s bridge. 
“Take good care of her,” he said. “It took a lot to get her here.”
Then he stepped away, walking briskly toward the hatch without a backward look, and was gone.
There was a silence on both ends of the holo link for several seconds. Then Bonnie turned her attention to Zoe. “Well, Commodore, it’s your flotilla now. Let’s get a meeting going to talk about tactics.”
Onboard the Raptor, Bonnie sat at the head of the conference table. Her flag cabin was filled with officers. Luke sat at her right; her Flag Captain Joe Parker sat at her left. The holographic figures of the rest of her captains were arrayed down the table. Various officers and staff, some in the flesh and some holographic, made up a second row surrounding the conference table. It was a crowded room.
“First of all, some organizational notes,” said Bonnie, her gaze traversing the room. “Captain Luke Powell will be my Chief of Staff. And yes, as you all know, he is both the Home Secretary and my husband. But he is also a Captain in the Reserves, and the one I trust to get the job done in this emergency. His orders will be obeyed as if they come from me. Is everyone clear on that?”
A wave of nods and murmurs went around the room.
“Good. Now, behind Captain Powell is Lieutenant Sunita. She will be my Flag Lieutenant. The same goes for her. You may be a captain of your ship, but if Lt. Sunita tells you I said to do something, you do it. No questions asked. Are we clear on that?”
Bonnie waited briefly while another wave of nods and murmurs completed. She glanced down the table where the holo of Vice-Admiral Zoe DeLong appeared from beyond the other side of the system via an ansible connection.
“As you know, Vice-Admiral Zoe DeLong has transferred to the new destroyer flotilla recently arrived. When we launch the attack, Zoe will bring the destroyer flotilla in from the other side of the system and make every effort to surprise the Stree at the last minute. So far, our intelligence indicates the Stree haven’t detected her yet. Let’s hope it stays that way.
“Zoe, I know your destroyer crews have had only five days to train. They probably think it’s impossible to learn how to run a ship in only five days. Well, I’m sorry. That’s all the time we have. Tell them they have to suck it up. We attack the Stree fleet in twenty-four hours.”


Phoenix System
Stree Flagship Unmerciful


Admiral Rajanti was astounded. “Read that again, please,” he said to the ship’s dumb AI.
<Attention Admiral Rajanti: I will surrender to you in exchange for my daughter Imogen and her friend Marta Powell. Upon your agreement, I will approach within one hundred miles of your flagship in my corvette Grizzly. The exchange can be made via your shuttle attached to my corvette. When my daughter and her friend are safely away from your fleet in Grizzly, I will then return to your flagship without resistance. Signed: Jim Carter>
Rajanti shook his head in wonder.
What in the hell? I have the body of the Goblin Jim Carter in my cargo bay. What does this mean?
Standing before Rajanti’s desk, Flag Captain Daqin waited silently. Rajanti spoke sharply.
“Bring me the Human called Imogen. Quickly!”
Daqin nodded, turned smartly, and departed. Rajanti waited impatiently. Within a few minutes, the hatch of his cabin opened. Two guards pushed the Human female roughly inside, followed by Daqin. Rajanti waved her to a chair, and Daqin pushed her down into it.
Leaning forward, Rajanti glared at Imogen, clearly unhappy.
“I’m going to ask you a question, and the life of your friend Marta depends on your answer. When we brought you aboard, you told us the body we retrieved from your packet boat was the original Goblin copy of your father. Was that true?”
Imogen looked at the Stree admiral. She could feel that something important depended on her answer - and of course, the life of her best friend. Thinking quickly, she gave the only answer that might work for any situation.
“There are two Goblin copies of my father Jim Carter. I honestly do not know which one was on board our ship. It could be either copy.”
Rajanti glared at her. He waved a hand in dismissal. “Take her back to her cell.” Daqin gestured to the guards, who grabbed her roughly and jerked her to her feet. They frog-marched her out of the cabin, closing the hatch behind them. Rajanti turned to Daqin.
“If there are two copies of this Jim Carter, then having them both would be even more of a plum for us.”
“It could be a trick of some kind,” Daqin replied. “The Humans may be trying to get a squad of Goblins onboard, or something like that. Or he could be wired for a bomb.”
Rajanti shook his head. “There aren’t that many Goblins left in the Arm to form a suicide squad. Plus, he’ll be standing off a hundred klicks for the exchange. We’ll have plenty of time to look things over. If anything smells funny about the exchange, we’ll just blow the entire corvette to pieces.”
Rajanti went silent in thought for a moment. Finally, he raised his head to Daqin.
“We’ll do as the message says. Let the Human corvette approach as requested - a corvette is lightly armed; he couldn’t hurt us in any case. Put the Human females Imogen and Marta in a shuttle and send them over to it. Take a full complement of combat troops with you. If the Goblin so much as twitches in the wrong direction, blow all of them away - the Humans as well as the Goblin.”
“Aye, aye, sir,” Rajanti’s Flag Captain responded. He turned and left the cabin, leaving Rajanti to contemplate the strangeness of his enemies.
Twenty minutes later, Marta’s cell door slammed open. The lights came on, rudely waking her from sleep. Four big Stree guards came in and wordlessly dragged her from her bunk, roughly handcuffing her hands behind her, pushing her stumbling out of the cell and down the corridor. In front of her, she saw Gen, also being pushed harshly down the corridor. 
She called out to Gen, but one of the guards cuffed her roughly in the mouth, drawing blood, so she went silent. Gen managed a quick look over her shoulder at Marta’s call, but Gen’s guards also slapped her, forcing her face back to the front. 
In a few minutes, Marta realized they were approaching the shuttle bay. The guards forced them through the hatch, and they stood before a small shuttlecraft. Combat troops stood in two lines leading to the shuttle, their pulse rifles at the ready. The guards pushed them roughly to the shuttle, through the hatch, and slammed it behind them.
Marta and Gen looked into a shuttle filled with more combat-suited troopers, filling fold-down seats on each side of the shuttle’s cargo area. In front of them stood two Stree officers. 
One of the officers waved them to a couple of open seats at the front of the cabin. Having no other choice, Marta and Gen sat. The two officers sat directly across from them, staring at them across the cargo bay. As the two women felt the shuttle’s engines spool up, one of the officers finally spoke.
“You are being exchanged for another prisoner,” he said in guttural English. “You will be taken to the Human corvette Grizzly and released.”
Gen, astonished, managed a quick look at Marta before she spoke.
“Who are we being exchanged for, then?” she asked. 
“Your father,” said the Stree officer.
“Bullshit,” Marta said before she could stop herself. “Her father’s body is lying in your cargo bay right now.”
The Stree officer looked at them smugly as he replied.
“The other copy of her father,” he said. “I believe there were two?”
Beside her, Marta felt Gen stiffen up in disbelief. “You mean Nemo?” Gen asked.
“Whatever he calls himself,” said the Stree. “He signed the message as Jim Carter. He is exchanging himself for you and your friend.”
Gen looked at Marta in total shock. The shuttle began to decelerate. The engines whined and then stopped, and they heard and felt the docking jets firing. With a clunk, the shuttle docked against another ship.
The Stree officer waved them to their feet and turned them to the airlock hatch. The hatch began to open. As it came fully open, Gen saw through the airlock a short boarding tube attached to another ship. 
At the other end of the boarding tube was another open hatch. In the hatch opening stood a figure.
Gen recognized the figure standing in the boarding tube instantly. She had seen too many pictures of him in her life. And she had seen the dead version of him at Netaz.
This was her father. Regardless of which copy this was…
This was her father.
“Send the women to the halfway point, and I’ll meet them there,” Nemo said.
A Stree guard pushed Gen hard, painfully, his rifle barrel in the center of her back. She moved forward toward the middle of the boarding tube. Nemo moved toward her as well. Nearing the midpoint, Nemo stopped and waited for her. 
Gen hesitated in front of him for only a second. Then she rushed into him, wrapping him up in her arms, the tears coming fast and hard. Nemo held her as she cried, as everything she had gone through poured out of her, both of them knowing they had only a few seconds together.
“I’ve missed you,” breathed Nemo softly, a whisper almost impossible to hear.
“Dad!” whispered Gen, crying. She felt Marta’s hand on her shoulder, comforting.
The tableau held, the two of them holding each other for many seconds, Marta behind Gen with her hand on Gen’s shoulder, even the Stree frozen in the moment, their rifle barrels sagging toward the deck.
Finally, Gen pulled back, looking at Nemo.
“Dad, oh, Dad,” cried Gen, the tears still blurring her vision. “What now?”
“Go to Bonnie,” Nemo responded. “Grizzly will take you. She’s your ship now. Take care of her; she’s been good to me.”
“Dad, isn’t there some way…?”
Nemo shook his head. “No, Gen. This is what has to happen. It’s all for the best.”
“Mom’s still back there. Rajanti has her.”
Nemo smiled. “I know, hon. I’ll take care of her. Remember - it’s not over ‘til the fat lady sings!”
The Stree were finally getting impatient. “Move out!” yelled the Stree officer, waving his pistol at them.
Nemo looked up at him. The look on Nemo’s face made the Stree officer step back in fear. Something told him it was not a time to challenge this Goblin.
Nemo leaned forward and kissed Gen, caressed her face. “Go on now; we don’t want to give them the opportunity to hold on to you.”
Gen nodded understanding. Nemo stepped past her to Marta. “Take care of my daughter,” he said, smiling at the young woman. Instinctively, Marta stepped forward, hugged Nemo, her eyes also tearing up. “I’ll watch out for her,” she said.
Nemo backed away from them and waited. Gen slowly took a step back, toward Grizzly, tears streaming down her cheeks. 
This is the last time I will ever see him. I know it.
Nemo gave her one last nod, one last smile, and turned away toward the Stree. He stepped firmly out toward the enemy, never looking back, as Marta led Gen toward Grizzly and freedom.
“Inside,” said the Stree officer, pushing Nemo harshly with the barrel of his pulse rifle. Nemo stepped into the shuttle. The hatch slammed shut behind him.
Well, that’s done, thought Nemo. The Stree, terrified of him, surrounded him with a thicket of pulse rifle barrels, all pointed directly at his middle. He smiled and spoke to the officer in charge.
“You have nothing to fear,” he said in perfect Stree. “You still hold my wife, so I have no intention of causing any trouble.”
The Stree officer was clearly nervous in the presence of the Goblin, but he made an attempt to calm things down. He waved Nemo to a seat, and Nemo sat down quietly. The officer waved the troops back to their seats. As the shuttle detached from Grizzly and started back to Unmerciful, the officer also sat, staring at the hated enemy.
“You were on the Armidale when you destroyed Stree Prime,” he said abruptly.
Nemo sighed mightily. “How many times do we have to tell you? We did not destroy Stree Prime. That was a rogue Goblin named Rauti. In fact, we diverted the last of the asteroids. The Armidale saved millions of your people.”
“You lie,” said the officer. “You killed billions. I will take immense pleasure in watching you die.”
Nemo shrugged. “Believe what you want. Don’t let facts get in your way.”
There was an oppressive silence as the shuttle made its way back to Unmerciful. In a bit, they arrived in the shuttle bay, settling to the deck with a clunk. The doors of the bay closed, and a docking tube came out from the wall. In seconds, the hatch opened, and Nemo was pushed out, walking forward into the bowels of the Stree flagship. His escort marched him to the brig. 
As the Stree pushed him into a cell and the door slammed behind him, Nemo smiled. The creature that was Jim Carter and not Jim Carter repeated a saying he had first used when he was still in Human form, standing in the squad bay at Marine Corps Officer Candidate School in Quantico, Virginia - with more gear on his back than he believed a man could carry in one load.
“Well, here’s another nice mess you’ve gotten me into!”
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Phoenix System


In the shuttle bay of the Human flagship  Raptor, Marta stepped off first, to be wrapped up by her grandfather Luke Powell in a bear hug. Marta began to cry, relief at finally being safe overwhelming her. Luke held her tight, smoothing her hair, comforting her, looking over her shoulder as Gen came out of the hatch behind her. Suddenly Gen was also wrapped up in a hug, as Lord Admiral Bonnie Page stepped forward and embraced her, ignoring the shocked stares of the surrounding crew.
“I hope you two have had enough adventure for a while,” Bonnie said wryly, letting go of her goddaughter. Gen nodded sheepishly. The four pulled back from each other, wiping their tears.
“OK,” said Bonnie, all business again. She glanced at Luke, who nodded and pulled Marta off to one side. As Gen looked on in puzzlement, Luke spoke quietly to Marta, who burst into tears again.
“What’s going on?” asked Gen, staring at Bonnie.
“Luke’s telling her that her father Misha is dead,” said Bonnie. “Let’s give them some privacy.” 
Bonnie began walking away, toward the hatch that led into the ship. “Ensign Tran here will take you to your cabin. When you’re reasonably rested, report to me in my day cabin. I’ve got jobs for both of you.”
Gen glanced back over her shoulder at Marta. She could see Marta was overwhelmed, sobbing in the arms of her grandfather. Turning back to Bonnie, Gen spoke somewhat bitterly.
“We’ve spent the last four days sitting on our butts in a cell. I think we’re rested enough.”
“Good,” said Bonnie. “Let’s walk.” The group started down the corridor toward Officer Country, Bonnie talking as they moved.
“We’re incredibly short-handed right now. I’ve reinstated your EDF commissions. I’d like to keep you here on the Raptor, but Zoe needs experienced officers desperately in her destroyer flotilla. I’m sending both of you to her flagship San Diego. Take the rest of this watch off, get new uniforms from the store, get cleaned up. Report to the shuttle bay at 1800 hours for transfer to San Diego.”
“But…how will you get us there?” asked Gen. “Zoe’s fleet is completely on the other side of the system. The Stree are between us and her destroyers!”
“Nemo’s corvette Grizzly,” said Bonnie. “Grizzly can’t stay here anyway - she wouldn’t stand a chance in this battle that’s coming. And I have other personnel I need to transfer over. I’ll send her outbound, past the mass limit; she can sink out as if she’s running away. They’ll ignore her - she’s too small to be of concern to them. Then you can loop around and surface nearby Zoe’s fleet.” 
Pausing at a cross-corridor, Bonnie smiled at her goddaughter. “Ensign Tran will show you to quarters. I’ll see you at the shuttle bay to see you off.”
Eight hours later, Gen sat at the Tactical console of the destroyer San Diego. The ship’s XO - John Reynolds - sat at her elbow.
“You good?” asked John.
“Yes, sir,” Gen answered, working the touchscreen on the Tac console. “Like riding a bike.”
“Good,” said John, standing up to depart. “Keep at the simulations. We don’t have much time.”
“Aye, aye, sir,” Gen answered, falling back into the rhythm of military life. Her military service had ended only a few weeks prior. She found it simple to slot back into the job. She continued working the simulation, her muscle memory on the Tac console still effective.
Nearby on the bridge, Marta was also performing simulation training in her role as Ops Officer.
Gen looked over at Marta, smiling at her. Marta had somewhat recovered from the shock of losing her father. She gave Gen back a wan smile. She was hanging in.
For Gen, it felt good to be safe, to be among friends again, to be doing something useful. But the threat of the coming battle loomed over them. In another six hours - at 0800 - they would be in combat. As soon as they set foot on the San Diego, they had been thrown into the mix. There was no time. There was no sleep. They had to prepare for the coming fight.
And Gen thought that was a good thing. The rush of training, the urgency of preparing for the coming battle, prevented her from thinking about other things.
Such as my father and mother in the hands of the Stree. If they are even still alive.
Gen glanced at the holo tank. The San Diego, leading the destroyer flotilla, was coasting into the Phoenix system, running on a long curving vector that kept the star between them and the Stree fleet. On the other side of the system, Bonnie’s main Human fleet sat quietly for the moment, preparing their attack. And in orbit over Phoenix, the big Stree battlecruiser Unmerciful and her two escorting destroyers continued to throw the occasional kinetic down at the Human army below, as cloud cover allowed. 
Other than the Unmerciful and her escorts, the rest of the Stree fleet held station between Phoenix and Bonnie’s main fleet. The Stree knew where Bonnie’s ships were in the outer system; but it wasn’t worthwhile to come out after her. All they had to do was hold their position and destroy the Human army below them. They knew Bonnie would come in after them eventually.
Working the simulation almost unconsciously, Gen thought through her situation. 
I’m on a destroyer that will be attacking the Stree in a few hours. It’s possible I could be firing weapons at the Unmerciful. 
Where my parents are. 
I might kill my parents.
And yet I have no choice.
And I know that is exactly what they would want me to do.


Earth - Cappadocia, Turkey


It had been a long, grinding retreat from Derinkuyu. For four long days, the Lions had harried the Humans. Somehow, against all odds, Yuki and her rear guard had kept the Lions at arm’s length while Garyn and Jake led the rest of their people away from Underground City, looking for some place to make a stand. 
For a brief period of time, Garyn had entertained the idea of heading east to hide in the rugged foothills of 12,851-foot Mount Erciyes. But the Lions anticipated, sending two of their companies to the east, cutting the Humans off from the mountain. With no choice, Garyn returned to his original plan and continued northeast toward Urgup.
The only good news was the Lions were in no hurry; they pitched camp at dusk that first day, giving the Humans a window of opportunity. Garyn and Jake drove their survivors nonstop, knowing their lives depended on getting to shelter before daybreak. While Yuki’s soldiers brought up the rear, the Humans raced along the west side of the Damsa River, arriving in utter exhaustion at Urgup just at dawn. 
All day that second day, they had hidden in the empty city while Yuki and her troops held off the Lions on the edge of town. The Lions had not been overly eager to attack that second day; they knew they had the Humans boxed. There was no point in taking heavy casualties just to rush things.
On the third day, the Lions got more aggressive. They began to encircle Yuki’s force, forcing her to retreat - else she would be cut off. Driven back to the center of the city, Yuki, Garyn, and Jake decided to make their stand there, using the empty houses and buildings as defensive positions. 
But the Lions had other ideas. Suddenly, the Lions pulled back. Shortly after, the kinetics started. Huge missiles from space rained down, buildings exploding in massive gouts of dirt and debris, killing anyone within a hundred yards. 
Before Garyn could stop them, his people panicked. They ran screaming away from the center of the city, toward the northwest. 
Garyn, Jake, and Yuki had no choice but to follow them, trying to hold off the pursuing Lions. Six miles later, with the Lions close on their heels, they managed to find higher ground at Zelve. Taking positions in ancient caves on the upper hillside, Yuki and her troops turned on the Lions, fighting them to a standstill, buying some time.
But for the last twenty-four hours, they had been trapped in the caves on the slopes of Zelve. There was no water to drink, no food to eat, no place to go. The Lions camped in the valley below, waiting them out. They were in no rush; they knew they had their quarry trapped.






  
  Thirty-One

Phoenix System


In the Redoubt, Bren sat at her conference table, waiting for her staff to assemble. When all of them were present, she began. 
“The weather forecast for tomorrow is clear,” she began. “That means the Stree upstairs will have a good view of everything we do. They’ll be dropping kinetics on us all day. The Lions will make it here around noon. By mid-afternoon, we’ll be under attack by four full divisions.”
“Ha! More like three and a half, now,” interrupted her Ops Officer. “We’ve whittled them down a bit!”
Bren couldn’t help but smile. “Agreed. Three and a half divisions.”
In the long silence that followed, Bren could feel, more than see, the eyes of her staff. In the quiet, Bren spoke again. “All of you know the plan. And all of you know the odds. This will be our last chance to change course. Either we stick to the plan as designed – or we throw in the towel, disperse the army into the mountains, try to save as many as we can. Let me hear your thoughts.” 
“We stay. We fight,” Anders Paulsen said quickly, beating everyone else to the punch. Within seconds, Bren’s entire staff echoed his sentiment, a chorus of rousing agreement.
But Bren waved them down. “I appreciate your emotions, and I understand. But I don’t want a knee-jerk, emotional response. I want a reasoned, logical response. That’s what we’re being paid to do here for our people, and that’s what we’ll do. So, let’s try this again – this time, without the emotion.”
Bren waited patiently through a long silence. It was Ana Trinh who spoke first this time.
“Where would we go? If we don’t fight this battle – and win it – there is no place left for Humans in the Arm. They drove us out of Earth. They drove us out of Stalingrad. Now they want to drive us out of Phoenix. I say - no more. I’d rather die here and now. I’m not backing up another step.”
One by one, everyone around her nodded, voicing their agreement. At the end, Anders summed it up for all of them. “We fight here. We win here - or we die here. But we don’t give these bastards another fucking inch.”
Nodding, Bren rose from the table. She gazed around her staff for what could be the last time she saw all of them alive.
“Then notify Tatiana and Mark. Operation Deadfall is a go.”
Ana Trinh made one more comment. “By the way, we’re down to only one day of field rations for the army.”
Bren smiled at Ana calmly.
“That’s fine. We won’t need any more field rations after tomorrow. One way or another.”


Phoenix System - Cruiser Raptor


Lord Admiral Bonnie Page sat on the flag bridge of Raptor, staring at the holo plot. As her main force of three cruisers, nine destroyers, and three converted gunboats streaked in from the outer system, she could clearly see the Stree formation in front of her. She was coming at a mad pace. She had accelerated her fleet at 400g for 7.7 hours, reaching a top speed of 36% of light. Then she had gone into a hard decel, shedding velocity just as fast, her intention to get down to combat speed as she merged with the Stree fleet. She made no attempt to conceal her approach; her engines blazed with heat as she decelerated, undoubtedly showing on the enemy plot like a lit-up Christmas tree.
And that was exactly what she wanted. Because on the other side of the star, Vice-Admiral Zoe DeLong was bringing in Nemo’s sixteen destroyers. Starting earlier than Bonnie’s task force and from much farther away, they had accelerated to a lower speed, using the minimum of thrust, in a long, curving trajectory that kept them positioned with the star directly between them and the main Stree fleet, hiding their tiny engine burns as much as possible.
Bonnie knew it might not work. But even if the Stree detected Zoe’s destroyers earlier than hoped, it was still a decent plan. They would still pinch the Stree in between them, a crossfire that - in theory - would even the odds somewhat.
“Five minutes to merge,” called the Raptor’s Tactical officer on the deck below her. 
Like all Human capital ships, Bonnie’s flag bridge was merely a raised platform at the rear of the bridge, six inches higher than the rest of the deck, with a small ledge around the perimeter. There were five chairs on it. Bonnie sat in the front center, with a good view of the entire bridge. On her right, her chief of staff - Luke - was her deputy, responsible for ensuring her orders were carried out quickly and correctly. On her left, her flag lieutenant - Lieutenant Sunita - was responsible for ensuring that communications were maintained during the battle. Behind her, her N2 Intelligence chief sat, along with her personal aide - both ready as needed.
“All ships reporting weapons charged and ready,” came a voice from beside her. 
Bonnie re-focused on Lt. Sunita in the command chair next to her. The lieutenant was working her console madly, trying to keep up with the status of everything in the fleet.
“Excellent, Lieutenant.”
“Two minutes,” call the Tac Officer from the bridge below them - and indeed Bonnie could see the countdown on the right sidebar of the holo, steadily counting down the time to in-range.
Two minutes. And then her fifteen ships would join Zoe’s sixteen to take on fifty of the enemy.
Fifty against thirty-one. Not too bad.
But three of mine are converted transports, hovering in the rear, hoping not to get blown out of the black in the first volley. 
Of course, five of theirs are Singheko drop ships, lightly armed. 
So really, it’s more like forty-five against twenty-eight.
Oh, that sounds a lot better.


Phoenix System - Destroyer San Diego


On the other side of the Stree, fifty-five thousand miles from Bonnie, Zoe DeLong sat on the flag bridge of the San Diego as they coasted in toward the Stree fleet. The bridge was quiet; the crew did their jobs, but mostly they just waited with bated breath, knowing they were minutes away from combat. 
Zoe looked at the two new officers sent over from Bonnie’s main fleet last night, Imogen Carter Page and Marta Powell. They sat at their consoles, ready to do battle.
Tatiana’s daughter. Great. Just great. My bosses’ boss. Lord help me if I get her killed.
And the daughter of the most famous Goblin in history - a Goblin who just happens to be a prisoner in the brig of my primary target today. A damn good possibility I’ll blow the Unmerciful away before this battle is over. It’s even possible that this girl will push the button that kills her mother…
What a universe…
“In range in two minutes,” called Gen.


Phoenix System - Cruiser Raptor


“Oh, oh,” called Raptor’s Tactical Officer. “They just picked up Zoe’s destroyers.”
Bonnie saw two dozen of the Stree fleet rotating their ships toward Zoe’s approaching task force. They had finally noticed the sixteen destroyers coasting in behind them. They were re-orienting, putting their front-mounted gamma lances toward the other threat.
Bonnie smiled. She couldn’t help it. What happened from here on out was up to her crew, and the WepsAI. She had always smiled at this point in a battle, when things were no longer under her control, and random chance would determine her fate. She had never really understood why she had this reaction. It had caused no end of concern among her staff, but it was something she could not resist.
Rachel always laughed about this on the old Dragon, she remembered. God, I miss her. And Ollie. And all of them.
A loud warning horn sounded. They were almost in range. The warning horn told them that Raptor was about to start evasive action.
And then Raptor began jinking, a random pattern of jerks and bumps that exceeded compensator damping by several g. Even though everyone was strapped in with a five-point combat harness, the gyrations knocked them back and forth in their chairs, barely able to concentrate on their systems. All of them knew they would be black and blue tomorrow - if they still breathed. But they also knew it was their only chance to stay alive.
“Go, Raptor, go!” someone called out enthusiastically.
A second warning horn sounded. They were in range. In the holo, five thousand miles away, the first gamma lance volleys fired from the Stree fleet. Half were fired at Bonnie’s task force, the other half at Zoe’s destroyers. At exactly the same time, Bonnie’s fleet lashed out with their own lances. The space between the fleets was suddenly a maze of red and yellow tracks. Death reached hungrily for a bride, while warships danced madly to avoid the marriage.
The smile disappeared from Bonnie’s face. She gripped the arms of her command chair hard, trying to stay upright, as her ship waltzed the dance of death with the enemy. Bonnie watched the holo silently. The beauty - and the danger - of a gamma lance was that it was so quick. There was virtually no defense against it, other than the gyrations of the ship, trying to be someplace else when the lance fired.
A graze hit the Raptor up front, the noise sounding like fingernails scraping a blackboard as a gamma lance touched the skin of the ship without penetrating. On the holo, Bonnie saw one of her destroyers disappear into junk as it took a direct hit amidships. Four thousand miles away now, as the two fleets closed, a Stree destroyer went up similarly, all the volatiles and weapons on board creating a tremendous bloom of fire in space that flashed briefly and then was gone, leaving nothing behind but an expanding cloud of gases, debris, and bodies. Then another Stree ship exploded, another direct hit, and then another. Then a Stree cruiser went down, and several members of the bridge crew began cheering, excited.
Bonnie had a brief moment of hope, of hope that they would prevail, that Zoe’s destroyers coming in from behind had surprised the Stree sufficiently to keep them disoriented, not ready to fight.
But that hope was quickly dashed. Close by them, the destroyer Cordell exploded, smashed to bits as a gamma lance went right through her engineering spaces, setting off something catastrophic. 
“Missile range!” yelled the Tac officer. Bonnie felt Raptor shudder as the WepsAI automatically flushed its first volley of missiles. Simultaneously, the Stree fleet did the same, firing in both directions, toward Zoe’s destroyers coming up their backside, and toward Bonnie’s main fleet in front of them. The holo lit up, the space between the fleets filled with great herds of missiles moving in each direction.
The second phase of the battle began now, a slug fest of close-range missile combat. Bonnie had been through this before. She knew what was going to happen. But that didn’t make it any easier. She had time to glance at Luke in his chair beside her. Sensing her gaze, her husband turned, one last look at the woman he loved before the Universe tossed the dice. Bonnie knew exactly what he was thinking.
A few hours from now, most of us will be dead. But we’ll take some Stree with us, by God.


Earth - Cappadocia, Turkey


“Fuck, I’m thirsty,” muttered Captain Yukiko Takahara. “I could sure use some water.”
Beside her, Garyn managed a weak smile. “Feel free to go get some. It’s right down there. Right behind those Lions.”
Not finding it as funny as Garyn did, Yuki remained silent. She tried to lick her lips with the little moisture she still had in her body - but it was futile. There was no moisture to spare; she hadn’t had water for two days.
“Why don’t they come on up and get us?” Yuki murmured through cracked lips. “They know they’ve got us. What the hell are they waiting for? They don’t even have to come up here - all they have to do is send more kinetics down on us and grind us down to nothing, then waltz in and pick up the pieces.”
Garyn grunted. “They’re Lions. You know how they are. They like to fight their enemy hand to hand, kill them personally. And they like prisoners - they can put them in their arena for a little blood sport. They probably want to capture as many as possible alive.”
“What?”
“Yeah,” Garyn continued. “They like to torture their prisoners in front of crowds in their arenas, then chop off their heads. It’s a big thing with the Lions.”
Yuki shuddered. “So, you’re saying…”
“I’m saying, no point in going back with them as a prisoner, just to have our heads chopped off. If you get my drift…”
Yuki’s radio beeped. Leaning down, she listened as a message came in from her scouts. Raising her head, she looked at Garyn grimly.
“They’re coming. Straight up the hill. All of them.”
“Well,” said Garyn. It was all he could think of at the moment.
Yuki bent to her radio, issuing orders. Garyn mused silently, looking down the hill into the valley. Now that he knew where to look, he could see the Lions, a long, compact column of dots far below. Dots that would soon be a lot closer, and a lot bigger.






  
  Thirty-Two

Phoenix System


The initial pass through the Stree fleet had taken out fifteen Stree warships, including one of their cruisers. The sudden appearance of Zoe’s sixteen destroyers from behind had caught the Stree on one foot, preventing them from concentrating their fire on either fleet. And the Humans had definitely outperformed the Stree; their semi-sentient AI were vastly superior to the dumb fire-control computers of the enemy. It was the outcome Bonnie had planned for, had hoped for; nevertheless, she was pleasantly surprised that it had gone so well.  
But the Humans had lost eight destroyers, two gunboats, and the cruiser Defender. That hurt - especially the cruiser. Bonnie’s quick calculation in her head was chilling. Even with the favorable attrition ratio they had accomplished in the first pass, they would lose this battle. There were just too many of the enemy. And the next time, they would not catch them off-guard. 
Plus, the enemy battlecruiser Unmerciful, sitting out the first pass in orbit around Phoenix, had now left orbit to come out and join the rest of her fleet. Evidently, Rajanti had decided the Humans were a bigger threat than he initially thought. This time, the Humans would be facing the terrible firepower of the battlecruiser as well.
But Tatiana said it. We fight until we can’t fight anymore. 
In the first pass, both Bonnie’s main fleet and Zoe’s destroyer flotilla had flashed through the Stree at speed, firing everything they had, until they were well beyond the enemy fleet and out of range. Now, they came back around in long, sweeping arcs for their second pass at the Stree.
But this pass would be grim. This time, the Stree were fully prepared. This time, they would not be complacent. This time, the battlecruiser Unmerciful would be in the brawl. There would be no finesse in this pass.
As her fleet came around the backside of their loop, Bonnie brought up Zoe on her personal holo. “How you doin’, love?” she asked quietly.
“Been better,” Zoe replied grimly. “We lost the Toronto, the Jakarta, and the Warsaw. The Cairo is badly damaged, I’m sending her to the rear. Several other ships took damage, but they’re mostly still combat-effective.”
“Yeah, I’m doing the same with the gunboats - we lost two of them. They’re just too lightly armed to be in this kind of fight. I’m sending the last one back to Phoenix.”
Bonnie gestured toward the holo on her side. The two elements of the Human fleet were around the arc now, headed back toward the Stree fleet, in line for their second pass. 
“They’re bringing out the Unmerciful and her destroyer screen this time. I’ll take her on with my cruisers; you concentrate on the destroyers closest to you.”
“Aye, aye,” responded Zoe.
“Break a leg,” Bonnie added.
“Break a leg,” Zoe replied. 
Now they were fully aligned on their inbound tracks, both the Human fleets charging again at the Stree, the Stree adjusting positions to take on both fleets, the Unmerciful arriving from Phoenix with her destroyers. 
“In range,” Bonnie heard. The distinctive screeching, grating sound of the gamma lance came through the bridge wall, as Raptor’s WepsAI began their attack. At the same time, Raptor began her random dance, a jig left, a jig down, now a jig down again, now right, a dance that would determine if they would live or die.
The two destroyers in front of Raptor took hard hits, one of them spewing out atmosphere and volatiles, leaving a long streak behind her, while the other one skewed off to the right as her engines were damaged and she couldn’t maintain course.
They’re deliberately concentrating on my screen, thought Bonnie. Trying to knock out my protection so they can get to Raptor. And it’s working…
A shudder shook Raptor, a grazing near miss that left a gouge down the side of the ship but didn’t penetrate.
That was damn close.
Three Stree destroyers veered off course, hit hard, taking themselves out of the battle. Then another Stree destroyer bloomed and disappeared, gone from the plot.
Watching the holo plot as dispassionately as possible, Bonnie was not happy.
Good. But not good enough. We have to do better than this.
Suddenly the bridge crew let out a shout. A Stree cruiser disappeared from the holo, exploding in a convulsion of searing debris.
That’s more like it. C’mon, c’mon. Get us another cruiser!
Behind Raptor, another one of Bonnie’s destroyers started flashing red on the holo, turning away from the battle, too severely damaged to continue the fight. 
They came into missile range. Hundreds of Stree missiles came at them. The Unmerciful, now in the battle, alone sent sixty-four missiles, most of them targeting the Human’s two remaining cruisers, the Raptor and the Corsair.
The chatter of the defensive railguns began, the old familiar refrain. Bonnie watched in horror as a flood of missiles came at Raptor. As the railguns increased their chatter of point defense, as the Raptor jerked and leapt with a ferocity she had never experienced before, Bonnie knew it was over.
What were we thinking? We never had a chance.


Destroyer San Diego


Space was alive with death. The red and yellow streaks of dozens of gamma lances crisscrossed the space between the fleets, a tapestry of destruction. The WepsAI of the San Diego jinked the ship madly, gyrating with increased ferocity as it tried to avoid the incoming. Even with her five-point harness cinched down tight, it was all Zoe could do to stay in her seat and keep her eyes focused on the holo.
Directly in front of them, the destroyer Milano transformed. One moment, she was a sleek black wedge firing her gamma lance at the distant Stree, a miracle of microbot construction. The next moment, she was a gout of fire and debris, an exploding flower in space that quickly grew, expanded, and faded almost before you could comprehend what had happened.
Before another five seconds passed, another space flower appeared behind them, another deadly bloom marking the end of the destroyer Moscow - and the sixty Humans inside her. The Moscow’s munitions cooked off, sending streaks of fire in every direction, missiles tracking crazily toward nowhere and anywhere, disappearing into the void, flying toward the nearby star, several of them narrowly missing other Human ships in the formation.
The threads of destruction seemed to surround them. And yet they were still alive. Zoe thought it almost a miracle. But space was big, and a ship was small, and at a range of now just under nine hundred miles, even an AI could miss a rapidly dancing object. 
Thank God, thought Zoe. If fire control computers were perfect, every ship on both sides would already be dead.
Just then, a harsh ripping sound from behind showed that the San Diego was not entirely immune from the massive firepower of the Stree fleet.
“Through and through hit into Deck E cargo space, mum!” yelled Marta. “All systems operating normally!”
Zoe nodded. That had been lucky. If the lance had been a tiny bit farther aft and a bit higher, it would have taken out the Engineering spaces. And the San Diego would have been another space flower blooming in the black.
“Missile range! Launching missiles!” came the call from Gen.
In the holo, Zoe could see their missile launch going outbound, and the massive Stree missile attack coming back at them. It was impressive. Thirty-three surviving Stree ships launched 392 missiles, half of them targeting Bonnie’s main fleet and half targeting Zoe’s destroyers. Zoe’s task force launched a meager ninety-six missiles; Bonnie launched another 104 of the ship-killers. Missiles streaked toward their targets, the range closing incredibly fast, space now filled with a confusing, swirling tornado of gamma lance spears, flying missiles, dying ships, fragments and debris spreading in all directions.
The speed of battle in space was incredible. The countdown on the holo sidebar showed the time to missile impact; the numbers were almost a blur. Only their WepsAI could handle the task of defending against such an onrush. A Human could try to set priorities, touch the Tactical screen to influence where they wanted the AI to focus; but in the end, it was up to the WepsAI to save them.
The long-range point defense railguns began their chatter, their vibration shaking the ship, setting Zoe’s teeth on edge. The blooms of destroyed missiles cluttered up the holo plot, then disappeared as the WepsAI removed them from the display. But there weren’t enough of the enemy missiles disappearing from the holo. Zoe knew they were in real trouble. Too many of the Stree missiles were getting past the railguns. Quickly checking the far side of the holo, she saw that Bonnie was also being pounded. And even as she watched, Bonnie’s flagship Raptor disappeared in a massive smash of missiles into her stern, the explosions completely hiding Raptor from view.
The San Diego began jinking even harder, the G-forces far beyond combat norms as the WepsAI tried desperately to save them from the massive strike of incoming missiles. Zoe smashed against the side of her seat so hard she felt a rib crack. As the close-in point defense lasers started their loud whine and snap, an involuntary expression came out of Zoe’s mouth, almost as if someone else had spoken.
“Help us, Lord,” she said softly.
There was just enough time for her to have two more thoughts.
Now why did I say that?
And then:
Ah, right. There are no atheists in foxholes.






  
  Thirty-Three

Phoenix System


The Stree missiles hit the destroyer  San Diego hard, two missiles breaking through the last layer of point defense. One of them exploded some distance away as the ship jinked away from it, splattering the destroyer with shrapnel that holed the hull near the nose, but caused no serious damage. 
The other missile was a solid hit, just behind the bridge. The only thing that saved the ship was a slightly defective proximity fuse. The missile was designed to explode its warhead as it neared the hull, a shaped charge that would punch deep into the ship, causing maximum damage. But the fuse on this warhead was slightly late. The missile punched almost all the way through the ship before exploding ten feet from the far side. Forty feet of hull on the starboard side of the San Diego exploded outward, leaving a flower of twisted metal and composite, spewing atmosphere, material, and people out the hole in a heartbeat. 
The energy of the warhead almost missed the bridge. Had the detonation occurred even a few milliseconds later, the bridge would have survived nearly intact. 
But it didn’t. A huge gout of white-hot flame and hundreds of pieces of shrapnel scoured the bridge, killing almost everyone. The bridge was holed in a half-dozen places, the atmosphere blown out, the consoles wrecked. Bodies lay everywhere, many of them missing arms or legs - or cut in half.
Marta found herself on the floor, the remains of a chair across her legs. Her combat suit had sealed, the faceplate automatically locking down in front of her face. She looked down, pushed the broken seat off her. She realized the legs of her combat suit were covered in blood. It took her a few seconds to realize it wasn’t hers.
If it were my blood, my suit would be decompressed. I’d be dead already.
Groggily, Marta reached for the edge of a sheared-off console above her, grabbed it, pulled herself to a sitting position. She looked around at total chaos. There wasn’t a single person moving. Most of the seats on the bridge were now on the floor. It was like a massive shotgun blast had sliced through the bridge. Blood was everywhere, already sublimating in the vacuum, turning into a maroon-brown dust of ice crystals. The grav plates were inoperative. Body parts floated around, mixed with the dust and every kind of junk. A half-dozen battery-powered reddish emergency lights provided the only illumination.
Gen. Where’s Gen?
Marta looked around. Gen had been sitting right beside her. Now she was nowhere to be seen. Desperate, Marta tried to stand up, but the lack of gravity caused her to fly up to the top of the bridge, bang her head on the ceiling, then bounce back down to the floor. She managed to grab the broken console again as she came back down, and got her space legs working, coming to a stop in a half-crouched position, holding on to the torn-off top of the console. 
A half-dozen feet away, she saw a foot sticking out from behind another broken console. Moving carefully, she worked her way around the junk lying everywhere, around the console to the other side.
It was Gen. She was on her stomach, unconscious. Her combat suit looked intact, though. Marta felt the suit. It was firm - it had pressure. Carefully, Marta rolled Gen over for inspection. 
Gen’s faceplate was down - that was good. The telltales on the side of her helmet were green. That was also good. That meant she had pressure, temperature, and air. There was a large blemish on the side of her helmet where something had impacted it; but it hadn’t broken the helmet. So there was a chance…
Marta reached forward, flipped a switch at the base of Gen’s helmet to put it on emergency frequency.
“Gen! Wake up!” she yelled. If the radio was still operative…that was the question. The helmet had taken quite a hit.
Gen’s eyes fluttered. Marta had a flash of hope. She called again, shaking her gently.
“Gen! Wake up! We need to get out of here!”
A groan. Gen’s eyes opened, unfocused. Closed again.
“Gen! Gen!” Marta yelled over the radio.
Another groan. Gen opened her eyes, tried to look at Marta. There was no recognition in her eyes. She was disoriented. 
Marta thought through the problem. Given the lack of gravity, she could easily pick Gen up and carry her off the bridge. But it would be tough to get her through all the hatches and corridors they had to pass on their way to the shuttle bay. It would be better if Gen were conscious. Marta shook her again. “Gen! We have to go. Can you get up?”
A slight nod. Some understanding. Gen moved her arms uncertainly, trying to get up. But she didn’t realize there wasn’t any gravity. Gen floated away from the floor, turning like a rotisserie, out of control. Marta grabbed her, pulled her back down.
“No grav!” she yelled. “Use your space legs!”
Somehow, Gen understood. Marta saw a slight nod inside the helmet. Gen moved slowly, reaching out, grabbing the edge of a console, pulling herself around to face the hatch at the back of the shattered bridge. Marta took her by the arm, preparing to push them off together toward the rear hatch.
“Wait,” she heard, a weak protest. “Where’s the Captain?”
“Dead,” Marta said firmly. She had already seen the Captain, or what was left of him. He was in two pieces.
“Wha…about the Admiral?”
“I don’t know,” Marta answered honestly. “But we need to get out of here. This ship is just a target now. They’ll be tearing it to shreds any second.”
Gen seemed to be coming to herself. She straightened a bit, holding herself up on the shattered console. “We have to find the Admiral,” she said. “Look around.”
Marta didn’t want to do it. She knew the ship was a deathtrap. Some Stree captain would want to take credit for finishing them off. She wanted to get the hell out. 
If it had been anyone else… But it was Gen asking. Gen would never forgive her if she didn’t at least try…
Looking around, Marta thought she saw a flash of blue far back on the bridge, stuffed into the rear corner. It could be an Admiral’s tunic. She pushed off from the console and floated in that direction. As she got closer, she realized that it was, indeed, the admiral. Zoe was on her back, floating just above the deck. Marta pushed down to her and began inspecting the unconscious woman.
Two of Zoe’s telltales were green - oxygen and temperature. But the pressure telltale was orange. There was a leak in the suit. Marta inspected the suit, looking for the hole. She found nothing on the front. She rolled Zoe over, checking the back. 
“There,” said a voice. Startled, Marta looked up. Gen floated just above her, holding to a handle on the bridge wall.
“On the right side of her helmet,” Gen pointed. “See it?”
Marta looked again, and there it was. A small hole in the helmet, high and to the right. Blood bubbled outward, an indicator that some shrapnel had entered the helmet.
Here’s hoping it didn’t whack her brain, Marta thought as she fished an emergency patch out of Zoe’s leg pocket and slapped it over the hole. When it was sealed, she finished her inspection of the admiral’s suit. She didn’t find anything else.
“Let’s get her out of here,” Gen said beside her. 
“How you feeling?” asked Marta.
“Like shit. Let’s roll.”
The two of them managed to get Zoe’s unconscious body between them, and they pushed off for the back hatch. They worked their way out of the bridge and into the corridor beyond.
Outside the bridge, the lights were out, even the emergency lights, so they had only their headlamps to show the way. The ship was a shambles. Cables hung from the ceiling, impeding their path. Huge holes on both sides of the corridor made it look a maze. Bodies were everywhere, many in pieces, floating, tangled up in loose cables, impossible to avoid. Trying to ignore the carnage, they pushed through, dragging Zoe behind them. It took them ten minutes of dogged, sweaty determination to get to the shuttle bay. When they arrived, they hesitated before going through the last hatch. 
If all the shuttles were gone…if everyone had already abandoned ship…they would be trapped. Target practice for the Stree. 
Or they could just step off into space. Become two small blobs of life floating in an infinite sea of black, hoping for pickup before their air ran out.
Pulling Zoe and themselves through the last hatch, they let out a sigh of relief as they saw a shuttle still sitting on the deck, with an open hatch. A master chief stood by the hatch, waving at them to hurry. They pushed off to the shuttle as fast as they could safely go. With a bang that rattled their bones, they collided with the flat side of the shuttle, and worked their way to the hatch, dragging Zoe in with them. The master chief came in behind them and slammed the hatch shut.
“Stand by for grav!” came a shout over the emergency channel. Marta and Gen pulled themselves down to the canvas seats on the side of the shuttle, locking Zoe down between them as best they could.
“Grav in five seconds! Five-four-three-two-one…” came in a hurried rush, and with a snap, they were suddenly heavy, pushed down into the seats as the grav plates came online.
As the shuttle lifted from the deck and exited the shattered destroyer as fast as the nervous pilot could take it out, Marta and Gen saw a stream of vapor coming out of the high-speed pressurization vents. In a couple of minutes, the chief yelled “Pressure up!”
The master chief reached to push up his faceplate as pressure came up in the shuttle. Marta and Gen did the same, then removed Zoe’s helmet and began to examine her wound.
It was a nasty one. The shrapnel had entered Zoe’s helmet and left a bloody trench across the side of her head. Gen was no expert, but she thought it had fractured the skull. For now, all they could do was stop the bleeding, bandage the wound, and get her to a safe place as quickly as possible. 
Gen was getting her strength back, along with her wits. She knew the next ship in seniority was the London. She looked up at the master chief. “Where are we headed?” she asked. “Are we going to the London?”
“No. The London is down too. We’re going to the Dallas. If we can catch her.”
Gen looked at the chief in puzzlement. “What do you mean, if we can catch her?”
The chief looked grim. “She’s turning to run. She’s leaving. It’s going to take everything this shuttle has to catch her before she’s out of range.”


Earth - Cappadocia, Turkey


Garyn ducked as another volley of pulse rifle fire zipped over his head. The Lions were only two hundred yards away now, keeping an unrelenting fire directed at the Humans. Chips of rock from the overhang above them fell on Garyn and Yuki constantly. The occasional near miss sprayed small pieces of rock over them, stinging like the dickens. The steady drumbeat of rifle fire from both Humans and Lions provided a noisy background concert as Yuki tried to keep her defense coordinated. 
Ten yards away, huddling behind another rocky parapet, Jake and several of Yuki’s soldiers kept up a sporadic counterpoint of rifle fire, trying to conserve ammunition while keeping the Lions at bay. Garyn saw Jake glance his way, smile, and lift a hand. Garyn lifted a hand back in response; but he couldn’t find it in himself to smile. The situation was just too dire.
“How much ammo we got left?” Garyn heard Yuki ask on the radio, polling her troops.
Garyn couldn’t hear the answer, but he didn’t have to. He could tell from the expression on Yuki’s face. As she put down her headset, he raised an eyebrow at her. She just shook her head.
“We’re about done, Garyn,” she said. “We can maybe hold them for another ten minutes. That’s it.”
Garyn nodded. 
So. The end of the experiment. We’ll run out of ammo. Then the Lions will come up the last two hundred yards and take us. The survivors will be loaded up on the Singheko destroyer and taken back to Aslar, for the arena. They’ll be put on display in front of screaming, bloodthirsty crowds, tortured, and executed on the chopping block.
“Yuki,” Garyn began. But he couldn’t finish it. Yuki looked at him. She read his mind.
“The children,” she said. “Do you think…”
“I don’t know what to do,” Garyn said in agony. “Should we…”
Tears came into his eyes. “I don’t think I can do it…” he mumbled, unable to speak more.
Yuki tried to say it. “Do you want me to…”
Garyn shook his head, tears blinding him.
Yuki was also crying. As the pulses of the enemy rifles flew over their heads, they found themselves somehow holding on to each other’s arms, the touch of another Human the only thing keeping them sane.
“We can’t do it,” Yuki managed to get out in her agony. “We just can’t.”
Garyn nodded, his tears blinding him. “I know. We have to let God decide. But we have to pray they don’t suffer too much.”






  
  Thirty-Four

Phoenix System


Their pilot had nearly burnt out the engines of the little shuttle; but somehow he had managed to catch the  Dallas before she was out of range. With a bang, the shuttle slammed into the side of the destroyer, hard enough to rattle Gen’s teeth. She shook it off; at the moment, she was more concerned about her admiral than anything else. Zoe’s breathing was labored, raspy; she was in trouble. She needed medical attention, and she needed it now. As they bounced off the destroyer and came back for a second try at docking, Marta and Gen re-bandaged the bloody wound on the side of Zoe’s head. When finally the struggling pilot got the shuttle back into position, and the boarding tube had been attached, the master chief assisted Marta and Gen in lifting Zoe and carrying her down the tube into the destroyer.
The pilot had called ahead; two medics waited nearby with a gurney. Gen and Marta gently placed Zoe on it and watched as the medics strapped her down and rushed her off to sick bay.
Then they stood, at a loss what to do next. Their ship was gone. They were merely survivors now. They had nothing to do.
“Where should we go?” wondered Gen, looking at Marta. Marta shrugged, glanced at the master chief.
“Ops Center, maybe?” suggested the chief. “Should be one deck below the bridge. We can do damage control.”
Gen and Marta nodded. It made sense. The three of them started down the corridor toward the center of the destroyer.
The corridors were chaos. Dallas was one of the new ships brought by Nemo. The crew was green, inexperienced - and they had just been through trial by fire. Although not as bad as San Diego, the ship was pretty well shot up. It was clear Dallas had taken a beating in the second pass of the battle. They could hear fire alarms in the distance, somewhere toward the back of the ship. Smoke permeated the corridors. It was cold in the ship, much colder than it should be - something was wrong with the environmental system. At one point, they were unable to continue on their path - wires and conduit were smashed down from the ceiling, blocking the way, forcing them to detour.
“This was the best ship we could find?” muttered Marta to the chief’s back as he led the way around the mess to another corridor.
The master chief looked back at her. “Got air, don’t we?” he grinned. “Don’t complain!”
They finally came out at the Ops Center on Deck D, one level below the bridge. There was a constant scurry of crew in and out; they had to wait for an opening before they could pass through the narrow hatch to get inside. There, they found a chaotic muddle of crew working damage control, trying to restore the ship back to normal operation.
Looking around for the officer in charge, Gen could see only a young lieutenant at a desk, his face a study in worry and concern. In spite of the cold air, sweat poured down his brow. Gen and Marta stood in front of the lieutenant, waiting patiently, until he looked up at them. 
“What?” he snapped, then focused, noticed the gold leaves on the outside of Gen’s environmental suit, and jumped to his feet. “Sorry, mum,” he corrected himself quickly.
Gen smiled. “No worries, Lieutenant. We’re off the San Diego. Reporting as survivors. Is there any place we can be of service?”
The lieutenant had a strange look on his face. Gen could see the wheels turning in his head. “Yes, mum,” he finally said. “We need you on the bridge, please.”
Gen nodded. “Very good. We’ll report there immediately.” She turned to the master chief, standing behind. “Master Chief, thank you once again for getting us out of there.”
“No problem, Commander,” the master chief spoke. “Anytime.”
One deck up, Gen and Marta stepped on the bridge of the Dallas to a scene of quiet desperation. This bridge had also taken some shrapnel. But the holes had been sealed; atmosphere had been restored. All the bridge consoles seemed to be intact and manned.
But Gen noticed the smears of blood on the deck. People had died here; the bodies were gone, but the damage had been done.
Looking around for the Captain to report in, Gen couldn’t see anyone fitting that description. Nobody was sitting in the command chair. There seemed to be nobody in charge. She saw a young lieutenant standing, talking in a low voice with an ensign who was trying to reboot the Tac console.
Walking up to the Lieutenant, Gen waited until he looked up and noticed her. He straightened in shock, staring at her like she was some kind of apparition.
“Lieutenant Commander Page and Lieutenant Powell, reporting for duty,” Gen intoned in the age-old ritual. “Is your Captain around?”
The lieutenant stuttered, tried to speak, gulped, and tried again.
“Uh…mum…our…uh…Captain is dead. Along with the XO. Uh…right now…”
The lieutenant looked at the gold leaf of a lieutenant commander imprinted on the shoulders of Gen’s environmental suit. 
“Uh…right now, mum…you’re the senior officer on the ship. Thank God you’re here. That makes you the Captain!”
Gen, shocked, stared at the lieutenant for several seconds. Then her mind started working again. Scenarios quickly flashed through her mind.
“What about your engineering officer?”
“Dead, mum,” answered the lieutenant. “Trust me, I’ve checked. You’re the senior officer aboard.”
“How about your squadron lead? Have you called for a replacement?”
“Mum, we ARE the squadron lead. There are no replacements. Everybody’s shot to hell.”
Gen looked at Marta. “What about Zoe?” she asked.
Marta shook her head. “She’s down for the count. She won’t be commanding anything for a long time.” Marta pointed toward the command chair. “Better get to work, Captain.”


Phoenix System - Cruiser Raptor


Flag Captain Joe Parker had a grim expression on his face as he spoke to Bonnie.
“That last missile barrage damn near took off our entire stern. All four engines are down,” he said. “Engineering says at least eight to ten hours to get even one of them back. Cheng says she’s pretty much got to build a new engine from scratch. Until then, we’re dead in the water.”
Bonnie had to smile at the age-old expression. There was no water in space. But that Naval expression from Earth still survived, at least among the Oldies who could remember the wet-navy days of their former planet.
“And headed right to Hades, I see,” Bonnie replied, glancing at the holo. 
The Raptor was shot to pieces. She was so damaged, the Stree had not bothered to divert a destroyer to finish her off. Anyone could see that most of her stern had been shot away. There was little chance she could get underway again. The Stree knew they could come around on their next pass and take care of the damaged cruiser. 
But that would probably not be necessary; the Stree could read a course projection as well as Bonnie. On the holo, the projected course line of the drifting Raptor extended another thirty-six million miles. Then it came to a sudden and abrupt end - right into the side of the planet the Humans had laughingly named Hades. The innermost planet of the Phoenix system was pretty much as its name described - a cratered, burnt-out shell of a planet, hotter than Sol’s Mercury, with a surface temperature of over nine hundred degrees.
And unless they could get an engine online, Raptor was soon to meet the planet up close and personal. At her current velocity, the cruiser would smash into Hades in a bit over four hours.
But Bonnie couldn’t worry about that right now. Her future - and the future of everyone on board - depended on the engineering crew somehow finding a way to get thrust on the ship before Raptor smashed into the planet. And if that required her engineers to build a new engine from scratch in four hours, she knew that’s what they would attempt. In the meantime, Bonnie had bigger fish to fry.
“Keep on it, Joe.” Bonnie turned to Luke. “How’s the fleet?”
“Shot to hell,” grimaced Luke. “Running for their lives. A few minutes ago, they turned and vectored for the outer system like their pants were on fire.”
“Where the fuck do they think they’re going? There’s no place to run to! Who’s in charge of that mob?”
Luke glanced at his console, one of the few that still worked on the bridge. “It should be Zoe. But if she were still able to command, this wouldn’t be happening. She’d put a stop to it instantly. So we have to assume she’s out of action. Either badly injured, or she’s lost comms. Or both. 
“With Zoe down, Captain Davis on the Tiger would be next in line for command. He may have issued the order, or they may just have bailed on their own. But with no comms, we have no way to know.”
“Get me a comm, Luke! We have to turn them around, bring them back!”
“I’m trying. No joy so far. Everything’s down: short-range, long-range, ansible, everything.”
“Keep trying, Luke, for God’s sake! Get me a comm!” Bonnie turned and stared at the holo once more. “We have to stop them from running! Can’t they see what will happen?”


Phoenix System - West Mountains


In the morning, the Stree had sent the occasional kinetic down on the crest of the ridge above Bren’s cave headquarters on Mount Redoubt, trying to punch through. So far, the ridge had held, although it looked like a mad giant had attacked it with a hammer. But by noon the kinetics had stopped - the Singheko coming up the mountain at them were too close. The Stree couldn’t fire more kinetics without the danger of killing their own allies.
Bren’s brigade, knowing that the kinetics would stop when the Lions were close enough, had prepared for this moment. Bren’s troops left their uppermost entrenchments, running down the slope to a succession of lower defensive positions that would mark the last battle of this war.
And then the Lions started their assaults. All afternoon, wave after wave of Lions came up the slope at them, roaring their defiance, their rifles blazing, seemingly oblivious to the withering fire of the Humans above them. And wave after wave of Lions died, as the Humans, firing down the slope from dug-in positions, fended off attack after attack. 
But not without losses. Hour by hour, the Humans were driven back, forced to give up first one entrenchment, then another. Finally, after hours of fighting, they were pushed back to the uppermost line of defenses.
Just inside the cave entrance of Bren’s headquarters, a trench, protected by a low rampart, held Bren and her staff. They were still firing, still fighting – a meager row of living creatures, intermixed with dozens of dead, performing their last duty. More than a thousand Humans lay dead on the long slope in front of them.
As another wave of Lions came up the hill toward them, Bren and Anders fired over the top of the embankment. It was the sixth assault of the day. In front of Bren and her surviving troops, there were at least fifteen thousand Lions somewhere down that mountain, determined to get them at any cost. This latest assault was merely the tip of the spear - although at the moment, it appeared the tip of the spear would be more than enough to overrun their positions.
A slight lull came in the spray of rifle fire coming at them. Bren took the opportunity to slide down from the embankment and grab more rifle magazines. Moving back to the top, she laid out the magazines and looked over the battlefield downslope from her. Beside her, Anders likewise laid out a few magazines within easy reach.
“Where the fuck are Mark and Tatiana?” Anders yelled out loud, raging, his frustration plain for all to see.
“They’ll be here, Anders,” Bren said, emptying her magazine at a squad of Lions running crosswise across the battlefield below them, trying to flank them. “Dammit, Mark and Tatiana know their business! They’ll be here!” she repeated bitterly, not sure she believed it herself.


Destroyer Dallas


Reluctantly, Gen moved to the command chair of the Dallas. Standing over it for a few seconds, she looked down. Barely dry bloodstains covered the seat, had splashed onto the arms of the chair. Gen raised her eyes and looked at Marta. She could hear the unspoken message, as if Marta had actually spoken to her.
You have to do this. This is your time.
Ignoring the dried blood, Gen sat. She raised her head, traversed her eyes around the bridge. As her wandering gaze stopped again at Marta - her best friend, her confidante, her only rock in a mad world - Gen’s universe suddenly flipped, twisted, changed in a way she could never have imagined before this moment. In an instant, Gen knew her youth, her beginnings, were gone. They would never return. 
She was responsible for Marta.
She was responsible for this ship. For the lives of everyone on it.
Live or die, success or failure, it was up to her.
And then another old memory came to her. Another expression Aunt Bonnie had said was frequently used by her father Jim Carter when she was a baby, before he disappeared into war.
Buckle up, buttercup.
Gen felt a slight smile on her face at the memory. The smile didn’t really seem appropriate to the moment, causing some consternation to the crew around her. She knew her new bridge crew was watching her intently, trying to determine if they had a winner or a loser, trying to see if they might have a chance to live, or would surely die. She wiped the smile off her face quickly.
“Marta, take the XO chair, please,” Gen ordered. 
Marta gave a curt nod. “Aye, aye, Skipper,” she said, ensuring that she set the tone correctly for Gen, knowing how Gen would want the bridge to operate - informally, but precisely. Marta moved briskly to the XO chair which was in front of Gen and slightly to her right.
Gen directed her gaze to the young lieutenant, still standing awkwardly by the Tactical console.
“Lieutenant…I’m sorry, what was your name?”
“Petrov, mum. Vladimir Petrov. Vlad.”
“What’s your position?”
“Assistant Ops officer, mum.”
“OK, Vlad. You’re now my Tactical officer. Take your position.”
“Aye, mum,” Vlad answered, the relief in his voice obvious. At the Tac console, the young ensign shot up out of the seat as quickly as humanly possible, glad to be relieved of a duty he did not understand. Vlad sat down in his place, and even at her command chair, Gen could hear a sigh from the ensign, his happiness at being out of the center of responsibility clear.
Gen turned her attention to the large hologram at the center of the bridge. The status of the fleet was clear to see. They were running - and running hard. The first two passes against the Stree had left both fleets hard hit, but the Humans had taken the worst of it. Both elements of the Human fleet were boosting hard, on vectors that would soon meet. The two Human flotillas were joining up; but they were running, fleeing for all they were worth toward the edge of the system.
But there was no place to retreat in space. All you could do was run for the mass limit, hope you could get there in time to sink out and find someplace to regroup. The Stree were also boosting hard; but instead of taking a vector directly toward the Human fleet, they were boosting toward the star. Gen saw their plan immediately; the Stree would slingshot around the star, using the star’s gravity to boost their velocity, and catch the Humans long before the mass limit could be reached.
Gen spoke to the ship’s AI. “Dallas, who’s the lead ship of the destroyer flotilla now?”
<Due to casualties, Dallas is now the lead ship of the destroyer flotilla>
Staring at Gen, Marta shook her head, a wry smile on her face.
“You’re it, Skipper,” Marta said.
Gen nodded. It was worse than she had realized. Gen spoke again. “Dallas, why are we running? Who gave the order?”
<We received an order from Fleet to run for the mass limit>
Gen shook her head in disbelief. “Did that order come from Raptor?”
<Negative. Raptor is disabled, no longer combat effective, and drifting into the first planet. Command passed to Vice-Admiral Zoe DeLong aboard San Diego. However, no response was received from San Diego. Command then passed to Captain Terence Davis in Tiger. The order to run for the mass limit came from Captain Davis>
“Read me the order, Dallas.”
<Fleet Order from Captain Davis: all ships to disperse in random vectors, run for the mass limit. Rendezvous at Fensalir in five days. End message>
Gen looked down, closing her eyes. Could it get any worse? The fleet running from the enemy - yet clearly, they wouldn’t make it to the mass limit before they were caught by the Stree. The Corsair gone. Raptor adrift. No more cruisers to hold off the Unmerciful. Bonnie dead, or at least out of action. Zoe in medical, unconscious.
Gen tried to think. Continue to run for the mass limit? It didn’t make sense. She looked up at the holo plot to confirm what she already knew.
We won’t make it. The Stree will have us a good hour before we can sink out. 
They outnumber us by three to one. Dispersing will only weaken us. They’ll pick us apart ship by ship. If we follow this strategy, not a single ship will make it out of this system. Plus, the ground troops back on Phoenix will be slaughtered. 
If we follow this plan, it’s the end of Phoenix.
Gen rose from her chair, gestured to Marta to follow, and headed for her ready room.






  
  Thirty-Five

Phoenix System


The tiny bot had been well hidden. In her initial interview with Rajanti, Rita had sat in a chair directly in front of his desk. During their conversation, she had casually placed the bot under the arm of the chair; there it had remained, immobile, almost invisible, until 0224 hours the next morning. Then slowly, carefully, the microbot moved, traveling down the chair to the floor, across to the wall, and up to the air vent leading out of the office. 
Three days later, it had completed its programmed mission. It had taken that long for the tiny bot to traverse the vents and find the main computer core buried deep within the ship, make its way into the central processor of the ship’s non-sentient AI, and inject the virus it carried. And even then, the Stree anti-virus almost fought it off; the Stree, deathly afraid of any kind of AI attack, made a very good anti-virus; it came within a few milliseconds of defeating Rita’s inserted software.
But Rita’s virus was a Goblin virus, and there was none better in the Arm. In the end, it won its battle with Unmerciful’s non-sentient AI, and became resident in the ship’s computer core.
There it sat quietly, assessing, growing its resources, for another day. Thus, it was the fifth day after Rita’s surrender before it was fully in control.
Rita was in her cell, lying on her bunk, when she heard her new AI virus finally call on her internal comm. It was, as planned, well after midnight, ship’s time.
<Mission complete. Ready for commands>
About damn time, she thought. Rising up from the bunk, she went to the door.
<Give me an outside look> she commanded. Instantly, in her vision, she could see a view from the overhead cameras outside her cell. On the left were more cells. On the right was a short corridor, leading to an office. In the office, two guards sat at their terminals. One was sleeping; the other was awake, but barely, his head lolling back and forth as he tried to stay focused on the monitor screen in front of him.
<Loop the guard’s monitor screen and unlock the cell door> Rita commanded. 
With a click, the door unlocked and moved slightly ajar. Gently, Rita pushed it open and stepped outside. Staying glued to the wall, out of the direct line of sight of the guard, she moved soundlessly down the corridor until she was just outside the office. She waited patiently. The guard still awake closed his eyes, fighting a losing battle against sleep. Quicker and quieter than any Human, the Goblin moved across the floor to a position behind him. Before he knew the danger, his neck was broken. In the same way, the second Stree guard died, never waking from his slumber. Rita dragged the two bodies out of the way and sat at the terminal.
<Show me the cell of my daughter Imogen>
<Your daughter Imogen is not on the ship>
<What? Where is she?>
<She and her friend Marta Powell were released in exchange for the Goblin Nemo, also known as Jim Carter Prime>
Rita could not have been more shocked. Even in Goblin time - measured in microseconds instead of seconds - it took her a while to comprehend what the AI was telling her.
<You mean the second copy of Jim Carter?>
<That is correct. He is in the last cell>
Rita sat in shock for several seconds. It was unbelievable to her. 
The other copy of Jim Carter? Here?
Nemo was sleeping - or rather, in Goblin terms, partially powered down to conserve energy - when the door to his cell clicked. Coming alert, he got up from the bunk and moved to the door. It was unlocked, slightly ajar. 
Listening, he heard nothing. He slowly opened the cell door, pushing it away from him. In the corridor outside stood a figure. A woman. A woman he recognized.
Rita.
They stood stock-still for many moments, staring at each other. Nemo had, in fact, never laid eyes on Rita in reality. Twenty-one years earlier, on Stree Prime, he had been copied from the original Jim Carter - and immediately sent on his mission to rescue Bonnie. By that time, Rita had already taken over the body of the supreme High Priest of the Stree and was on her way off the planet. 
But he had every memory of Jim Carter in his brain, and he knew his wife. The shock of seeing her in reality for the first time left him frozen; he didn’t know what to do, how to react.
Rita made the decision for him; she stepped forward, moved to him, wrapped her arms around him, embraced him. Kissed him, long and slow and hard. 
“I’ve missed you, husband,” she said.


Destroyer Dallas


“Captain Davis, this plan will result in the utter destruction of this fleet.”
Sitting at the conference table in her ready room, Gen looked at Marta across from her. Marta nodded in agreement.
But on the other end, Captain Davis came back once again with his nonsensical orders.
“It’s our only chance!” he sputtered. “We have to get out of here, regroup!”
Gen shook her head in disbelief.
“Captain Davis. Look at your plot! We can’t make it! The Stree will have us a good hour before we make the mass limit!”
On the other end of the holo connection, Captain Davis looked disheveled, scared, uncertain. Behind him, they could see the bridge of his destroyer Tiger. It was badly damaged. Shrapnel holes were everywhere, and his crew could be seen working madly to effect emergency repairs.
“We can make it!” Davis insisted, waving wildly at the holo plot on his bridge. “They’re as damaged as we are! They’re only pushing 275G! We can get out of this system, regroup!”
Gen’s voice snapped across the holo connection like a whiplash. “Captain! They’re foxing you! They’re holding down their accel to suck you in, make you think you have a chance! At any moment, they’ll kick it up, slingshot around the star, and come at us like a charging Lion! We’ll never make it this way! And we have to help the ground troops on Phoenix! We have to form up, turn, fight them!”
“No, no, they’re hurt. They’re hurt worse than we are! We can get out of here! My orders…my orders are clear! Run for the mass limit, sink out, rendezvous at Fensalir in five days!”
On the other end, the captain of the Tiger looked as if he might cry. With an angry gesture, he cut the connection.
Marta gazed at Gen across the table. The look on Marta’s face said it all, but she decided to add words to make it crystal clear.
“He’s shell-shocked. He’s panicked.”
Gen nodded agreement.
“If we follow his plan, we’re dead. All of us. And everybody on Phoenix,” Marta continued.
“I know.” 
Gen sat silently for many long moments, thinking. Marta stayed silent. Something in the air was portentous. It felt like the moment before an electrical storm explodes; when the air is heavy with unrealized violence - those brief moments before the first ear-shattering clap of thunder lets you know the violence has arrived. 
“I’m fighting them,” said Gen. There was iron in her voice. Gen raised her head to stare across the table at Marta, repeating her words to make sure Marta understood.
“I’m fighting them.”
Still staring at her friend, Gen spoke a command to the AI, a command that would mean mutiny by all normal standards. 
“Dallas, give me an all-ships connection.”
<All ships connection established>
“All captains of the Human Fleet. Please listen to me for a moment. This is Imogen Carter Page on the Dallas. The Stree are sucking us in, playing us. Once we are far enough from the star to ensure we can’t use it for a gravity assist, they’ll have us right where they want us. They’ll increase their accel and slingshot around the star. They’ll catch us long before we reach the mass limit. Then they’ll pick us off one by one. There will be no survivors. Plus - we abandon our friends and family fighting the Singheko on the planet. The Stree will return to Phoenix and blast them to oblivion.”
Gen paused. Although it was a voice-only connection, and they could not see the captains on the other end, Marta could imagine what was going through their minds. She was sure they were all in shock, both at Gen’s message and the audacity of her mutiny.
And with Gen’s next words, she was sure the shock factor would increase substantially.
“I’m not having it,” Gen continued. “We’re supposed to be doing a job out here. And I’m going to do it. I’m changing course to slingshot around the star. If we come out opposite the Stree vector, we’ll have them facing us with the star behind us. If we time it correctly, we’ll be so close to the star, there’s a chance it’ll confuse their weapons tracking.”
Once again, Gen paused. She looked at Marta. With a firm nod, Marta let her know she was on board.
“I invite anyone who wants to do their duty - to do what this fleet was created to do - to follow me. Dallas out.”
Gen slashed a hand across her throat, ensuring the AI understood to break the connection.
With one last look at Marta, Gen issued her orders.
“Dallas, change course. Put us on a vector to slingshot around the star and come out facing the Stree. Ensure our accel is sufficient that we get all the way around the star before they can, so that we come out with the star behind us, but as close to the star as possible. Also assume they will increase their accel to max to try and get around before we do.”
<Course plotted. An increased accel of 304g will be required>
“Execute.”
<Changing course>
The status lights on the walls began flashing red. The accel warning bell sounded. They heard the AI issue its standard warning over the PA and in their personal comms.
<Warning! High-g maneuvers in thirty seconds!> 
“Let’s get to the bridge,” Marta suggested. Gen, in agreement, got up. They trotted out of the ready room, onto the bridge.
<Warning! High-g maneuvers in twenty seconds!>
Settling into their combat seats, Gen and Marta hurriedly buckled their harnesses. 
<Warning! High-g maneuvers in ten seconds!>
As the AI counted down the last ten seconds over the comms, a slow smile began on Marta’s face. She turned to Gen.
“Wasn’t there something in history class about when the die is cast?” Marta remarked.
“Yeah,” smiled Gen. “When you’re totally screwed, and you know it.”
As the Dallas began its vector change, they turned back to face front. The increased G-forces - 4G more than the compensator could damp out - pushed them down into their seats, hard. Each person on the Dallas now weighed four times more than normal. They gripped the handles of their combat chairs and leaned back to distribute the force evenly.
The holo plot showed the Dallas veering off from the rest of the Human fleet, taking a vector that led toward the star of the Phoenix system. There they would slingshot around the star, come out facing the Stree, with the star behind them.
For a long minute, the tableau on the holo held steady, the Dallas veering off, the rest of the fleet moving away from them.
Then the destroyer Claw changed course. She vectored away from the main fleet and toward Dallas at 305G, a course that would cause her to catch up in a short while.
<Message from Claw. Joining up> reported the AI.
Seconds later, the destroyer Los Angeles also changed course to join them.
Thirty seconds after that, all the remaining ships of the Human fleet - with the exception of Tiger - turned and accelerated to rendezvous with the Dallas, heading back toward the star to start a fight.


Stree Flagship Unmerciful


Rita and Nemo walked briskly down the corridor outside the brig area. They had not heard any weapons activity for several minutes. The AI reported the Human fleet, badly battered, had withdrawn, was fleeing toward the outer system. Rajanti was in hot pursuit. He was planning to slingshot around the star, and would intercept the Humans in a few hours if they maintained their present course.
The AI also noted that Rajanti’s orders included an addendum. No prisoners would be taken. There would be no survivors of the Human fleet. Rita smiled wryly. 
That makes our job easier.
Rounding a corner, Rita and Nemo met three Stree crewmembers walking down the hall. Before the three Stree could register what they were seeing, they were dead, dispatched quickly and with a minimum of noise. But Rita and Nemo were not so lucky the next time - taking a ladder up to the next deck, they came out directly in front of two crewmembers, too far away to reach them in time. Even as the two Goblins rushed toward them faster than any Human, the two Stree turned and fled into a compartment, slamming the hatch behind them. Seconds later, an alarm began to sound.
<So much for stealth> Rita said to Nemo on their internal comms.
<Yeah. From here on, it’ll be a straight-up fight to get to the bridge>
The two rushed up the next ladder. They were now only five decks below the bridge. But the alarm had been given, and by the time they climbed two more decks, they were met with a security detail armed with pulse rifles. As the Stree opened fire on them, they ducked into the cross-corridor and returned fire with the two pulse rifles they had taken from the brig guards. Their accuracy drove the Stree back. For a moment, the firing stopped. 
<Well, we can’t let this turn into a standoff> Nemo said. <The longer we take to get to the bridge, the more time for them to find a way to take us out. We’ve got to keep moving>
<Agree> said Rita. <Give me a sec. I was hoping not to have to do this, but they give us no choice>
Rita issued a silent command to the AI. Shortly after, the nearest airlock - on their same deck - experienced a malfunction. The failsafe had been disabled; both doors opened silently to space. 
The rush of atmosphere out of the section was like a hurricane. The precious air needed by the Stree to stay alive departed in a rush. It swept every loose object before it, creating a fog filled with dust and debris. Only the near-instantaneous slamming of airtight doors between compartments prevented every Stree on the ship from dying. But the airtight doors were not enough to save the security detail in front of Rita and Nemo. As they lay on the floor, gasping their last breaths, Rita and Nemo stepped over them, continuing their path to the bridge of the Unmerciful.






  
  Thirty-Six

Phoenix System


As  Raptor drifted closer and closer to the innermost dead planet called Hades, Bonnie watched the holo, trying to understand what was happening. First, the remnants of her fleet had turned and ran, fleeing from the Stree. She had seen the Stree boost hard for the star, their intention clear. They would slingshot around the star and catch the Humans long before they could escape the system. Unable to communicate with her fleet, she had screamed in frustration, knowing the mistake they were making was a fatal one.
Then, somehow, Dallas had turned, had headed back toward the star. Seconds later, the rest of the Human fleet had turned, following Dallas. All except Tiger, who kept running for the mass limit. Then, finally, Tiger had also turned, boosting hard to rejoin the fleet, tail-end Charlie.
“Better late than never,” Bonnie muttered to herself. “Zoe must have finally taken control back in Dallas. Thank God!”
Raptor was still drifting out of control, on a dead-end course that would impact Hades in a matter of hours. But at least Bonnie’s EDF fleet was on a vector that was perfect. They would come around the star and face the Stree in a head-on attack. Bonnie knew it would be a brutal pass; but it was the only possible chance to turn the tide of this battle.
“We’ve got comms back,” Bonnie heard. “They’re weak, but we can communicate.”
She looked up. Luke was standing before her.
“That gunboat you sent back to Phoenix is coming to tow us to safety. They’ll be here in a half-hour. That’ll give us plenty of time to get clear of Hades.”
“Thank God,” breathed Bonnie. She looked at Luke, knowing there was something else. He had the strangest smile on his face.
“What?” she asked.
“We’ve just made contact with Dallas. You’re not going to believe who’s leading the fleet.”


Stree Battlecruiser Unmerciful


It took them another twenty minutes, but Rita and Nemo were now standing just outside the bridge. At each end of the short cross-corridor lay a pile of Stree bodies - two more security details they had taken out.
<Open the bridge hatch> Rita ordered the AI. With a click, the hatch unlocked. Peering through carefully, Rita saw the Stree bridge crew had fled, leaving the bridge abandoned. Nemo stepped inside cautiously; his pulse rifle held at the ready. Rita followed, but nothing happened. They were alone.
“I guess they decided to let us have it for now,” said Nemo.
“Yeah,” Rita replied. “They’ll put all their efforts on taking back control of the ship. They’re already burning their way into the main computer room with welding torches. We don’t have long.”
Nemo moved to the command chair and gestured to it, with an exaggerated bow to Rita. She smiled, moved to the command chair, and sat. Nemo grinned, that old quirky grin Rita knew so well, and took the seat beside her, the normal position of the XO.
“I’ve missed that stupid smile of yours,” she said.
Nemo’s grin widened. “And I’ve missed your kind, gentle voice.”
“We should let Bonnie know what’s happening,” continued Nemo. “Otherwise, the Humans will waste a lot of ordnance firing at us at the merge.”
“Agreed. Unmerciful, open a channel to Bonnie Page in the Human Fleet.”
<Guard channel opened>
“Bonnie, this is Rita. Are you there?”
There was a bit of a silence, then Rita heard a voice - a voice she had not heard in twenty-one years, but a voice so familiar to her. 
“Rita? Is that really you?”
“Yes. Hi, babe. I’m on the Unmerciful. We just took control of the ship.”
“We?”
“Nemo and me. We’re sitting on the bridge right now. Thought we’d better let you know, so you don’t blast away at us as we come into the merge.”
“Well, I’m not with the fleet. Raptor was damaged in our second pass. We’re drifting, trying to save ourselves from smashing into the first planet.”
“Who’s in command of the fleet, then?”
“Gen. Your daughter.”
The confusion in Rita’s voice was evident as she asked her next question. “How is that possible?”
“It’s a long story. Basically, she was the only one up for the job. So she took it.”
“But she’s only twenty-four years old!” Nemo exclaimed.
“Age has little to do with it,” said Bonnie over the link. “She’s the right person at the right time. She’s come into her power.”
In the silence that followed, Rita and Nemo stared at each other. Finally, Rita spoke again.
“Well, we don’t have much time. Rajanti is working madly to take back control. We’ll take out as many of them as we can before that happens.”
“That would be a good thing,” Bonnie said, the humor evident in her voice. “Do what you can, babe.”
“Talk after,” Rita said. “Good luck not smashing into the planet.”
“Break a leg,” came back from Bonnie. “Raptor out.”
The AI broke the connection as Rita turned to Nemo.
<Let’s kill some Stree cruisers> Rita said.
<Agree. If we can knock out their cruisers, the Humans have a chance>
Turning her attention to the holo tank in the front of the bridge, Rita studied it. The Unmerciful was with the rest of the Stree fleet, somewhat to the rear of the Stree formation, surrounded by a screen of destroyers and cruisers. The entire Stree fleet was on a vector toward the star. The Human fleet was just coming around the limb of the star, on their way for a head-on pass against the Stree fleet. They would merge in less than ten minutes. 
Directly behind the Unmerciful was one of the Stree cruisers, five hundred miles away. Two more cruisers were to the front, one on her left and one on her right.
“I think we should take out the one in the back first,” Nemo thought aloud. “I don’t like having it back there looking right up our ass.”
“Agree,” said Rita. “Unmerciful, set targets. Target Charlie One is the cruiser to our rear. Target Charlie Two is the Stree cruiser to our right front. Target Charlie Three is the Stree cruiser to our left front.”
<Targets set>
“Designate a half-spread of missiles to target Charlie One. Designate a quarter-spread of missiles to targets Charlie Two and Charlie Three.”
<Missiles designated>
“Designate gamma lance battery one to target Charlie Two. Designate gamma lance battery two to target Charlie Three.”
<Gamma lance designated>
Rita glanced at Nemo. He nodded. “Let’s dance,” he said.
“Fire all designated weapons,” Rita spoke.
The Unmerciful lurched as the mass of so many weapons left at once.
<All weapons fired>


Destroyer Dallas


“What the fuck?”
Gen looked up from her console. Marta was pointing toward the big holotank at the front of the bridge. 
Marta yelled, nearly deafening Gen. 
“The Unmerciful just fired at her own cruisers!”
In the holo tank, Gen could see it clearly. All three of the Stree cruisers that had been screening the Unmerciful were ablaze in space, spewing volatiles, lurching out of formation, clearly out of action.
“What on earth…?” Gen muttered, shocked by what she saw. 
It makes no sense. Why would the Stree battlecruiser fire on its own ships?
A chime alerted her to a high-priority message. Looking down at her console, she read the words displayed:
Rita and Nemo have taken the Unmerciful. They may not be able to hold it for long, but for the moment, it’s out of the equation. Use your opportunity wisely. Good luck. Bonnie Page, Lord Admiral, EDF.
Marta had received the same message. She turned to Gen with a smile.
“Now we’re cooking,” she said. “Thanks to your Mom and Dad!”
Gen nodded in wonderment. She couldn’t help the thought that crossed her mind.
My Mom and Dad? But really…is he my Dad? He’s just a copy of my Dad…
But so is the dead one in the cargo hold of the Unmerciful. He was just a copy too…
And for that matter…isn’t Rita the same? The Goblins copied her consciousness into an android body. Her real body has long since turned to dust in the Dyson Swarm at Stalingrad.
Are my parents dead? Or are they out there on that Stree battlecruiser?
Gen shook off her strange thoughts and came back to business. She glanced at the main holotank. They had completed their slingshot around the star. The time to merge with the Stree fleet was just a matter of minutes now.

      ***Curving hard around the star, Gen lined up on the Stree, and flew toward them, weapons blazing. It was their only chance, and they knew it. The Stree met them in kind, firing everything they had at the Humans. Space came alive with the criss-cross of gamma lances, streaks of light that sent death toward their target of choice. A half-dozen ships died in those first few seconds, some holed by through-and-through shots that punched through the entire hull of a ship and bled out the air, some with their bridges smashed beyond all recognition, some simply exploded into broken hunks of shattered metal and composite that would orbit the star for a few months, then fall back into a ready-made grave.
Then they were in missile range. Floods of telephone-pole-sized shipkillers swept through the void, packs of them moving in every direction, hungry for a target. And another six ships died. 
But as Gen had predicted, the Stree were facing directly into the star. Their missiles had to contend with the incredible glare of solar radiation in front of them. It didn’t prevent them from finding their targets completely; but it did seem to reduce their accuracy. And the Humans were on their game - with a yelp of glee, Gen pumped her fist as they came out of the merge, rejoicing in the blooms of destruction lighting up the Stree fleet.
As they left the enemy behind and began a hard vector turn, looping around the star for another pass at the enemy, Gen called to Harrington, the young ensign she had assigned to the Ops console.
“Ops. How’s the fleet looking?”
Harrington bent to his console, double-checked his display, then replied over his comm.
“Showing six of our ships down, Mum. Claw, Los Angeles, New Delhi, Dubai, Madrid, and Moscow. Showing thirteen Stree ships down. Nine definitely out of action, four still under power but veering off.”
Gen glanced at the holo and did some quick computations in her head. She spoke privately to Marta over the comm.
“We have twelve ships still combat-effective. The Stree have twenty-one, not counting the Unmerciful. The missile ratio is 168 to 96 in their favor. Do we still do this?”
Marta turned in her combat chair to look at Gen. “Bonnie’s message said she didn’t know how long Rita and Nemo can hold control over Unmerciful. If that battlecruiser comes back online, that makes the missile ratio 232 to 96.”
“Yeah, I know. So?”
Marta grinned. “We take it to them.”
“OK. Work the plan. Around we go once more for another pass at these bastards.”
“Yeah. Besides - what else did you have on the agenda for today?”


Phoenix System - West Mountains


The Lions made few mistakes in their attack. And most of their mistakes were minor, causing excessive casualties but no real danger to their advance. 
But one of their mistakes was of far more consequence. 
They forgot they were fighting. 
Tatiana Powell. The tactician who had started her unexpected military career as a naked Human in a wire cage, on a Singheko slave ship enroute to Deriko – and who had then proceeded to form an army, and take away an entire planet from the Lions, killing hundreds of thousands of them in the process. Had they remembered who they were fighting – or had they taken it more seriously – perhaps they would have been better prepared. 
But this was a new generation of Lions, and they did not remember the lessons of the past. They knew they had Bren’s army outnumbered and outgunned. Derisive of the Human capabilities, they watched as the Humans retreated before them for days, all the way up the mountain, from the foothills, through the forests, to the sleet- and snow-covered barrens above tree line where the Human army now awaited them. Huddling in their last line of defense, almost out of ammunition, their backs to the mountain, with no place to go, the Humans were done. For the Lions, it was a foregone conclusion - they would wipe out the last Human resistance, get in their shuttles, and go home.
Somehow, it had escaped their notice that a Human army which started out days ago with three brigades - twelve thousand soldiers - now seemed to consist of only a few thousand surviving fighters – less than half a brigade. A truly wise officer in the Lion command staff might have wondered at that…might have asked themselves if they had truly killed so many Humans in their battles. And if not, where did the rest of the Humans go?
But there was no truly wise officer in the Lion command staff, and so that question was never asked.
Two miles to the north of the Lions, Tatiana knew the answer to that question. Two days earlier, as the Humans retreated up the mountain in a driving blizzard, two brigades had quietly split off from the main column, one brigade going north and one brigade going south. With the snow flying almost horizontally across their line of march, the Lions had been too busy trying to stay warm to notice. The remaining brigade – Bren’s decimated and much smaller core brigade – had made directly for the Redoubt, leaving a trail behind them that even a flat-lander Lion could follow.
For one long day and one long night, Tatiana to the north and Mark Rodgers to the south lay hidden with their respective brigades. Several miles off the path of the Lions’ march, in deep box canyons with high cliff overhangs shielding them from the watchful Stree above, they huddled unmoving, watching silently as mile after mile of heavily laden Lion shock troops marched by them. Row after row of Humans, packed like sardines into the small box canyons, had waited patiently, able only to drink carefully from canteens, unable to eat for fear of making a sound. For one day, and one night, they had waited. Then the Lions’ column was past them, and out of earshot.
And still they waited, because the weather was clear the next morning, and they could not move for fear of detection by the Stree in orbit. For one more day they waited, eating cold rations, moving only under the shadow of the cliff overhang. And in that last night, as heavy cloud cover finally formed over them, they could get up, and stretch their aching muscles, and form up. Then, marching as quickly as possible up the mountain parallel to the Lions, the two separated brigades stayed a good six miles away from their enemy’s route. By the time the Lions began their assault on the Redoubt, the two brigades were positioned evenly with the Lions, Tatiana directly to the north and Mark directly to the south. Then they began marching inward, toward the battle.
Now, looking down the slope of the last small valley they had to cross before climbing a low ridge to the Lions’ position, Tatiana turned to her XO and nodded. “Let’s go get ‘em,” she ordered. 
Rising to his feet, her XO stood and waved his rifle at the four thousand Humans lying in the snow behind him. 
The four thousand stormed to their feet, charged down the slope into the small valley, up the other side, and climbed the last ridge. At the top, with one voice they roared a cry of defiance as they took the surprised Lions in the flank. 
On the other side of the battlefield, Mark Rodgers came at the Lions the same way, his brigade screaming a battle cry like banshees released from Hell. As the shocked Lions realized they had two brigades of pissed-off Humans on their vulnerable flanks, they tried to regroup, tried to wheel two of their brigades back to their flanks, tried to mount a defense.
But it was too late for that. The Lions had forgotten who they were fighting. Tatiana stood on the ridge behind her brigade, watching them punch deep into the Lions’ flank, and smiled.


Stree Flagship Unmerciful


<Warning - the Stree have broken into the main computer room. They are rebooting the system. I will lose control in three minutes>
“Crap,” exclaimed Nemo. “That happened faster than I expected.”
“Unmerciful - is there any way to retain control of the weapons for a little bit longer, after the reboot?”
<There is no possibility of retaining control of the weapons. They are all under the control of the main computer. All weapons and ship controls will revert to Admiral Rajanti in three…no, make that…two minutes>
At that instant, the door to Rajanti’s ready room opened. Admiral Rajanti stepped out, followed by his bridge crew. Most of them had heavy pulse rifles trained on the two Goblins. Casually, Rajanti walked toward Rita and Nemo, a large smile on his fat Stree face.
“It seems we’ve managed to regain access to our ship computer, Goblin,” Rajanti gloated, pausing before them. “I’m afraid your short run at freedom is over. In another few minutes, I’ll have full control of my ship. Then I intend to blast your little fleet to atoms, go back to Phoenix, and destroy what’s left of your ground army there. I am truly sorry, Goblin, but there can be only one winner of this battle, and this time it’s the Stree.”
Making no response to Rajanti, Rita stood still, looking at Nemo in despair, apparently frozen. But via their personal comms, they were still talking, a final communication before they threw the dice one last time.
<If they take back the battlecruiser, our daughter has no chance. Her life will be over>
Nemo nodded slightly. It was almost imperceptible. He did not want to tip off Rajanti they were still communicating.
<As well as the Human experiment>
They were both thinking the same thing. But Rita said it first.
<There’s only one chance for the Humans. And for our daughter>
<Yes. Do it. But you’ll have to be quick>
Ignoring Rajanti, ignoring all the guns pointed at them, Rita moved to Nemo, stood before him silently. As they gazed into each other’s eyes, she silently issued the necessary commands to her AI. 
The big battlecruiser turned, changing its orientation. Behind it, the Stree fleet, confused, watched as the Unmerciful fired engines at max emergency thrust, heading straight for the nearby star at 312G - 12G more than the compensator of the big ship could offset.
On the bridge, all the Stree were slammed to the floor by the sudden, unexpected G-forces. Mass panic broke out among them as they realized what Rita had done. Ignoring the two Goblins completely, the Stree crawled agonizingly to their consoles, frantically trying to force the computer to give them control. But their efforts were hopeless; Rita still had two minutes before the main computer would be fully rebooted, and the Stree could regain full control. By then, it would be far too late. The velocity of the Unmerciful built up steadily, an ever-increasing vector into the huge gravity well of the star, a vector that in a matter of another two minutes, no engine would be able to overcome.
Nemo and Rita both sank to their knees, their android bodies better able to manage the incredible G-forces. Nemo held Rita in his arms as they looked at each other. Rita gave a half-smile at her lover, the lover she had only just found again, now to lose once more.
“I’m sorry. I should have let you say goodbye to Bonnie when we were talking before.”
“No matter,” Nemo replied. “Remember, I’m just a copy of a copy. She’ll get over it.”






  
  Thirty-Seven

Phoenix System


Coming around the star for the last time, the Humans going one way, the Stree fleet going the other, the two fleets were on a collision course that would meet in a matter of minutes. Both fleets knew only one of them would come out of this pass with sufficient strength to hold the battlefield. This was the acid test - the final pass, the winner-take-all set. 
“Stand by to open fire,” Gen called, a somewhat unnecessary command considering the AI would open fire automatically when they were in range. But throughout Human history, the commander of a fleet had always uttered those words before a battle. And there was always the remote possibility the AI could fail at the last moment, requiring a Human to step into the breach and fire manually. For both of those reasons, tradition dictated that the words be spoken, as they had been for generations of Humans going into battle.
Suddenly the holotank showed the Unmerciful veer off course, firing its engines madly, pushing up to 312G on an insane course that would take it directly into the star.
“What the hell…?” she heard from Marta.
Inside herself, Gen went all quiet. She knew instantly what was happening.
The Stree were taking back the battlecruiser. Rita and Nemo played the only card left to them.
Around her, Gen could hear the excited voices of her crew, their exclamations of disbelief, as the Stree battlecruiser continued its death dive, engines blazing, falling into a gravity well from which there would be no return.
And Gen knew. Now, her parents would be truly dead. Now, truly, no more coming back, no more copies, no more backup plans.
I only just now found them again.
<Two minutes to in-range> called the AI, oblivious to the Human agony caressing Gen in the command chair.
I only just now found them again. And now they’re gone forever.
<All weapons manned and ready, all locks released> spoke the oblivious AI.
Gen responded automatically; the drill embedded into her in a hundred training sessions.
“Weapons free. Fire at will.”
In the holo, the Unmerciful twisted slightly sideways, began to tumble end over end.
It’s destabilizing. The AI is losing control.
<Thirty seconds>
Gen forced herself to focus. She looked across at Marta, who was half-turned in her seat, staring at Gen with a concerned look. Gen nodded, letting her best friend and XO know she was OK, she was able to perform.
Fight the battle first. Grieve later.
The Dallas started its dance, the ship tossing them left, right, down, up, every direction a random change that provided some slight hope of dodging a gamma lance strike.
“Break a leg,” Gen said, loud enough for everyone to hear.
<In range> came from the AI. The screeching, spine-tingling whine of the gamma lance permeated the bridge. In the holo, space lit up, streamers of fire, a Fourth of July celebration gone berserk, explosions and streaks, broken ships shattering into dozens of pieces, as the two fleets smashed together in one last frenzy of death.
The Dallas lurched harder than usual, a blow that slammed Gen against the side of her chair with enough force to leave a bruise. Something rattled on the outside of the ship, a near miss, a gamma lance dancing off the hull, not quite able to penetrate.
“That was fucking close,” she heard from Marta.
The gamma lance of the Dallas recycled, ready to fire. A second screeching whine assaulted their ears, and in the distance a Stree destroyer died as the primary weapon of the Dallas punched through the enemy’s engine room, breaking the distant ship in half, strewing gases and debris and bodies wantonly into space, a cornucopia of destruction filling the void.
Gen watched the holo as ship after ship, both Stree and Human, took hits, some minor, some devastating. And suddenly, in a moment of clarity, Gen realized something. 
It didn’t matter if any of the Human ships survived. It only mattered that she destroy the Stree; prevent them from winning this battle. If she could drive the Stree away, then somehow, the Humans would survive. In an instant of perfect understanding, she knew it, as well as she knew her own name. As well as she knew that she couldn’t let the sacrifice of her parents be in vain.
Gen began performing a mental countdown of the enemy ships. She cared only for them; only for destroying them, only for killing them, only for smashing them. She looked at the holo intently, determined to find the key to this battle. Off to one side, she noticed a small pack of Stree destroyers flying in formation, providing themselves with mutual protection.
Like a sixth sense, she could feel the answer. With the loss of the Unmerciful, there had to be a new commander of the Stree fleet. And she knew where he was; in that well-protected pack of ships, hiding in the middle. She knew it, in her gut, in a place where there was no doubt whatsoever.
Using her hand, Gen touched the cluster of enemy ships in her own local holo, providing a signal to the fleet to concentrate fire in that direction. 
“Double volley at designated targets!” Gen yelled at the top of her lungs.
<Missile range> called the AI a second later.
The Dallas shuddered as the first volley of missiles flushed out of the ship, gathered themselves, and charged toward the spot Gen had designated on her console. Every remaining Human ship flushed out their missiles, all focused on the group of ships Gen had targeted. In obedience to her command for a double volley, the next wave of missiles launched as soon as the tubes could be reloaded, following the first wave toward the pack of destroyers in the distance. 
As the missiles flew toward their targets, the bridge crew held their collective breath, knowing this was the critical moment. This was the make or break. If the Stree fought off this missile barrage, it was unlikely the Humans could survive. They would pass through the Stree fleet and beyond, still hopelessly outnumbered, low on missiles, with no place to go and no options except to run for cover.
And on the holo, the missiles plowed into the Stree formation, the Stree point defense unable to fend off such a massive wave, dozens of missiles breaking through, smashing their formation, leaving ship after ship of the Stree command group burning for those few seconds when there was still enough oxygen to allow flame.
And then they completed their pass through the Stree fleet, and it was behind them. The rear guard of Human ships fired one last volley of missiles from their rear tubes, taking out another two Stree ships as they sped away. And just like that, they were out of range, coasting out from the star, bodies and fragments and parts and pieces of destroyed ships following them in their orbit. The bridge became deathly quiet as they realized they had survived.
The holo was so cluttered with damaged and destroyed ships that Gen couldn’t really see what had happened.
“Status!” she called to the Ops officer, knowing his console would have a readout of the fleet and of the enemy.
“Four more of our destroyers down, Mum,” called Ensign Harrington. “Stinger, Tooth, Paris, and Hong Kong are all down. We’ve got six ships left.”
“The enemy, please,” Gen said, a little more sharply than she intended.
“Uh, sorry, mum. Looks like…eleven down, mum. Eleven of their ships out of action. We took down that command group completely. So…nine Stree left, two Singheko.”
Gen went back to the holo, trying to sort out the mess, make a decision about what to do next. But even as she switched her gaze back to the holotank, something happened. Two of the enemy destroyers turned, vectored away from the main group, running toward the mass limit.
“It’s the Singheko!” hooted Marta. “They’re bailing!”
“Damn right they are,” smiled Gen. “So much for the alliance!”
Then, like a covey of quail breaking from a bush, the remaining nine Stree destroyers turned, following the Singheko. They vectored hard for the mass limit, heading out of the system.
“Message from the Stree, mum,” called Ensign Harrington.
“Read it,” snapped Gen.
“Message reads: Our command structure has been destroyed. We are out of ammunition. We request a cease-fire. Please permit us to leave the system without further action. End message.”


Stree Flagship Unmerciful


Unmerciful was nearly done. The heat built steadily. Fires had broken out all over the ship. The acrid smell of burning insulation mixed with smoke from the fires to create an atmosphere of utter death. Every Stree on board was already dead, asphyxiated by hull breaches as the ship came apart; only Nemo and Rita were still alive, and that not for long. 
On the bridge, Nemo held Rita in a tight embrace. Rita had already gone unconscious from the heat. Somehow, Nemo had managed to hold on a bit longer. The temperature was rising exponentially. The entire ship was being incinerated.
Before Rita had passed out, Nemo had told her he loved her. 
I love you, babe. The last thing she would hear. He was happy that he had held her, had said the words, even with death upon them.
The heat began to scorch his outer skin, peeling it off his face. He pulled Rita tighter, an instinct to protect her even as he realized the futility of it. He knew he was down to seconds left in his life.
With a snap, Banjala stood before him, an icy column, unaffected by the death and destruction surrounding them.
“You can save her, you know,” Banjala said. “You’ve understood all along, haven’t you?”
Nemo nodded. “Perhaps. But that doesn’t mean I can do it.”
“It’s your only chance. And hers.”
With a hundred small explosions, Unmerciful disintegrated around him. Nemo had just enough time to make one last decision as a physical being before his body, too, disintegrated into a thousand pieces. 
The Goblin who was Jim Carter and not Jim Carter was no more.






  
  Thirty-Eight

Earth - Cappadocia


The kinetic hit almost exactly two hundred yards away, precisely in the center of the Lions’ position. The spray of dirt, rocks, smashed trees, and Lion body parts flung itself in all directions, some of the debris making it all the way to Garyn and Yuki in their command post up the hill, thumping around them like a rainstorm of destruction. 
“What the fuck?” asked Yuki as she turned to peer over the top of the rampart. Garyn also raised up, looking over the top of the protective rock wall at the enemy position below. Just as he did, another kinetic hit, slightly to the right of the first one, and another geyser of debris and dead Lions rose into the air. As their position was pelted once again with debris, Yuki and Garyn ducked instinctively, then raised up again to take a better look. 
“What’s happening?” asked Yuki. She looked up at the sky, as if she could see all the way into orbit where the Singheko destroyer would be.
“I don’t know. I don’t see how that destroyer could mis-target so badly,” Garyn said. “Something strange is happening.”
“Well, I’m not wasting this chance!” Yuki growled. She grabbed for her radio and started issuing orders. Within a minute, the survivors of her troop were grouped behind, slapping their last charged magazines into their rifles.
Another kinetic hit the Lions, this time slightly to the left, and another great gout of dirt and debris rose into the sky.
“Let’s go!” yelled Yuki, and before Garyn knew it, she was over the top of the rock in front of them, yelling madly as she charged down the slope. Behind her, the rest of her company charged with her, screaming bloody murder as they took the fight to the Lions. In amazement, Garyn watched as the remaining Lions rose from their positions and ran down the hillside in disarray. As they ran, one more kinetic hit square in their midst, killing dozens more. The survivors ran faster, many of them throwing away their rifles in panic. 
Yuki’s company stopped a half-mile down the hillside, breathing hard, triumphant, shaking their fists in the air, raising their rifles in celebration. The remaining Lions, whittled down to a few hundred at most, were almost out of sight in the valley below, running for their lives. Even as Garyn watched, one last kinetic hit into them, scattering them like leaves.
“I think you should be able to mop up the rest on your own,” said a voice behind him. 
Garyn spun. He found himself looking at a strange figure. On the hillside behind him stood a creature. It looked like a man; but somehow Garyn knew it wasn’t. It was too perfect, too symmetrical. And it was naked.
Garyn had never seen a Goblin before; but he knew he was looking at one now.
“I am called Rauti,” said the Goblin. “Sorry about the lack of warning. I had some difficulty making up my mind if I was going to take a hand in this fight or not.”
Garyn, astounded, could barely speak. “I’m…glad you did,” he finally managed to get out. “But…how…?”
Rauti smiled. “The Singheko are like the Stree. They use a dumb AI in their warships. It was relatively easy for me to take it over.”
Garyn managed a smile. “Thank you, then. You saved us. But…why?”
“I’m not entirely sure myself,” replied Rauti. “It goes against my principles to get involved in somebody else’s battle. But…let’s just say, I have a friend who was once Human. And I’ve never liked those damn Lions.”
“How did you get here?” asked Garyn, puzzled by the sudden appearance of the Goblin. He hadn’t heard a shuttle land.
“Oh, I’m not actually here,” said Rauti. “Just a holo. I’ll be going now. Come see me on Venus sometime!”
And just like that, the Goblin disappeared.
Garyn sat, rather involuntarily, his legs giving out. It was all too much for him. He felt Yuki come back over the parapet into their rock shelter and plop down beside him, out of breath.
“What the hell was that?” she asked, panting hard from the climb back up the hill. 
“That was a Rauti,” said Garyn, shaking his head. “A Goblin. He said he was from Venus.”
Yuki stared. Then a hint of a grin touched her lips. “I thought Venus was full of voluptuous green alien women!”
“Evidently not,” replied Garyn in wonder.


Phoenix System - West Mountains


The snow outside the entrance to the Redoubt should have been white. 
It was not. It was red, streaked with blood beyond measure. Bodies of both Singheko and Humans littered the slopes leading up to the cave entrance. Discarded weapons lay everywhere - and packs, and spent pulse rifle charges, and the endless paraphernalia that soldiers carry with them everywhere. A thin dusting of snow from the last snowstorm of the day lay over the bodies; now the weather was clearing. 
The Lions were gone. Mark Rodgers and his Brigade South had punched into their left flank; Tatiana with her Brigade North had smashed into their right. As the Lions turned to face the two new attacks coming from both sides, the remainder of Bren’s core brigade spewed out of the Redoubt, coming down the slope screaming, firing every last magazine they had left. There was no place the Lions could turn that wasn’t full of screaming, shooting Humans.
The Lions fought - they fought well. They fought well for fifteen minutes. They tried to form up into a closed square, like something from the seventeenth century on Earth, like the English grenadiers of Wellington at Waterloo, looking for any formation that would enable them to withstand the assault. But it was too late. The press of simultaneous attacks on three sides was more than even the big beasts could sustain. It began with a small collapse on the south side, as Mark Rodger’s leading company managed to punch hard into the Lions, driving them back, causing a ripple effect as other units to the left and right were also driven back, the entire south side slowly folding in, stumbling back, running out of ammunition but unable to resupply in the face of the ferocious onslaught Mark was bringing. 
And from that small collapse, the entire southern side of the Singheko line rolled back into a small, compact ball of fighters that couldn’t even fire because they were pressed so close together, they would hit their own troops if they did so. 
And then one turned to run, and another, and then a squad, and then a platoon, and then a company…
And then the entire southern flank of the Lions turned and ran for their lives down the mountain, leaving their comrades behind to fend for themselves. 
That had been the breaking of the dam. The Lions’ front brigade, realizing they no longer had support on their left, turned and followed, streaming down the hill, overrunning their own supply train in their haste to escape. 
To their credit, the Lions right flank retreated in good order, fighting an excellent holding action against Tatiana’s brigade, acting as a rear guard, until three miles down the mountain Tatiana finally let them go, disengaging and turning back to rejoin Bren at her headquarters.
They found the body of Mark Rodgers in the middle of a pile of Lions, his empty rifle still in his hands. His face was still pointed north, toward the enemy. Those who found him said there was a strange smile on his face. As he always said he would, the old warrior had died on a battlefield. 
In the pocket of his uniform, they found two pictures. One was of Gillian, his long-dead wife. The other was of his daughter Imogen.






  
  Thirty-Nine

Phoenix System


It was finally over. The Singheko had vacated the planet, retreating to their assault shuttles and departing to space, the Humans allowing their troop transports to come in and fetch them. 
There were too many dead to hold funerals one by one. In the Fleet, most of the bodies couldn’t even be recovered; they were scattered in space, in orbits that would eventually, someday, end in the star, or else depart the system forever. On the ground, the dead of the last assault into Bren’s mountain redoubt lay in the snow, intermixed with their Singheko attackers. The frozen corpses were left in place for the moment; there were too many, and not enough survivors to bury them. 
They held a ceremony in the ruins of Landing City. There weren’t any major buildings still intact; but on the outskirts of town, they managed to find a small storage warehouse at the water plant that had not been flattened. The tiny building was the new military headquarters and Town Hall. It was also the new capital building of the Human colony of Phoenix.
The Human survivors watched as two unknown bodies were buried in newly dug graves next to the building: one ground-pounder from Bren’s command, and one spacer from the Fleet. Both bodies were too damaged for identification. They could have been identified through DNA analysis, but there wasn’t a functioning lab on the entire planet with that capability. And maybe Humanity would never take the trouble to do that; there were thousands of missing, and these two were merely symbols.
Along with the bodies, they placed artifacts in the graves for future generations to find, if they ever looked. As the crowd watched in silence, the broken remains of a pulse rifle from the Redoubt battlefield were placed in the grave of Bren’s unknown, and the crumpled nameplate of a Fleet destroyer was placed in the grave of Bonnie’s spacer.
Then the graves were filled in, and Bonnie and Bren spoke a brief memorial. They didn’t take long, and they didn’t get maudlin; it wasn’t their way.
Gen watched bitterly from the outskirts of the crowd. She had not been able to cry since the battle. Even with the impact of losing Mark, and Rita, and Nemo - she couldn’t cry.
But she couldn’t sleep, either.
After the memorial service, she went back to her tent. Everyone was living in tents; there were no buildings left that were habitable, except for the new Town Hall, and if there was any hope of getting the colony back into survival mode, they had to use that for administration. Her tent contained only a bunk, assembled from scrap wood, and a couple of packing cases - one to use for a chair, and one to use for a table.
She had barely gotten settled back in her tent when there was a gentle knock on the tent pole. She opened the flap to see Bonnie Page standing in the bright sunlight, with a wan smile on her face.
“May I come in?” asked Bonnie.
“Of course, please.”
As Bonnie entered, Gen sat on the bunk, leaving the upturned packing case for Bonnie. Bonnie sat and smiled at the young woman, then began to speak.
“I need your help.”
“Of course. Anything you need.”
“With only fifty thousand people left, we’re essentially starting Humanity over from scratch. We’ve decided to start over on Earth. We’ll be relocating the government to Cappadocia. And everyone who wants to go.”
Shocked, Gen didn’t know what to say. Phoenix was the only home she had ever known. She had never even been to Earth as an adult. A hundred objections bubbled up in her mind.
“Everyone?” she asked, the first thought that came to her mind.
“No, not everyone. There are those who say they’ll stay here, try to make it work again. Rebuild. We expect roughly 60% of the population to stay here on Phoenix - about thirty thousand people. That’ll leave about twenty thousand to return to Earth and join the four hundred there at Derinkuyu.”
“What about the radiation? The biopoisons?”
“Cappadocia seems to have gotten a smaller dose on both counts. As long as we sleep in the Underground City at night, we’ll be fine. We’ll be free to go out during the day, farm, hunt, build, with acceptable risk. There’s plenty of safe water there. It won’t be easy; but it’ll be easier than here. Here, there is nothing. We’re back to fighting this alien environment again for basic survival. At least there, we’ll be fighting our own native environment, and with access to all manner of tools and instruments we can salvage from the abandoned cities. And the initial test results from Garyn’s ground team show that within another eighteen months or so, we can start branching out, start repopulating on the surface. So - that’s the decision of the Council. All those who want to return to Earth can go.”
Gen nodded, still in wonderment at the news.
“The sooner we can get people relocated there, the better. Everything here is a mess. We’ll like you to lead an initial security force back to Earth. We need to establish an orbital perimeter to protect the planet while we bring the rest of the colonists. We’d like you to take the Dallas and four other destroyers to Earth, leave right away, if you could.”
Gen shook her head. “Why me? I’m nobody…”
Bonnie smiled at her. “You’re Mark’s daughter; the daughter of the…former…Prime Minister. You’re also the daughter of Nemo and Rita, the…ah…people…who saved us, at the cost of their own lives. And you’re the hero of the Fleet. The person who turned the entire battle around. There’s nobody more qualified to be the face of this effort right now.”
“So, a figurehead, then.”
“No, Gen. Far more than that. A leader, who has shown herself under fire. A strong voice when we needed one. A warrior. We need you to lead this effort, Gen. Please.”
Gen managed a short nod. “When do I leave?”
“Two days from now. Can you be ready?”
Gen shook her head, waving an arm around the meager items in her tent.
“I can be ready in twenty minutes.”
Bonnie rose, smiling. “Thank you, Gen. I knew I could count on you. By the way, you’ll have the permanent rank of Captain in the EDF for this effort.”
“I don’t need any rank,” Gen said, somewhat bitterly. 
“Yes, you do. There are always people who won’t listen, who won’t accept your leadership, who’ll try to turn you away from the right path. I don’t know who they are right now; but when they stick their heads up, you’ll need to swat them down. So yes, you need the rank.”
Gen shrugged. “Whatever you say, Aunt Bonnie.”
Bonnie smiled. “That’ll be Lord Admiral to you from now on, Captain.”
Gen managed a weak smile.
“Aye, aye, mum.”






  
  Forty

Sol System - Earth


Gen had been on station for a month now. Her small destroyer force maintained their orbits around Earth, protecting it, in case the Stree decided they weren’t beaten after all. If they made a raid on the colonists, Gen was ready. 
That’s funny, thought Gen. Thinking of the people below as colonists - when they’re on their own home planet. 
But the reality was, they were colonists. Many of them had been born on Phoenix. And most of those born on Earth had almost no memory of it before the Stree War.
So in effect, they are colonists. How strange to say that.
Standing beside a small fighter, Gen prepared to climb into the cockpit when Marta Powell bounced into the shuttle bay of the Dallas.
“Are you sure I can’t go with you?” Marta asked. “I’ve never seen Nevada.”
“You’ve never seen anything on Earth,” Gen laughed. “Except Yuki’s wine cellar down at Derinkuyu, which is where I’m sure you’ll be again tonight. Anyway, you’ve got to stay here and make sure the squadron stays in shape.”
“Aye, aye, mum,” answered Commander Marta Powell with an exaggerated snappy salute. Now permanent Chief of Staff for Gen’s squadron of destroyers, Marta was the person in charge when Gen was out of pocket. And Gen was about to be very much out of pocket.
“Got your emergency beacon?” asked Marta.
“Yes, mother, I’ve got my emergency beacon,” Gen smiled at her. “I’ve got my emergency rations, and my emergency flares, and my emergency blanket, and my emergency everything!”
“Well,” Marta sniffed. “Just trying to keep you safe.”
“I’ll be fine, Commander. Just keep the lid on things here, please.”
Marta nodded, this time serious. “See you in a couple of days.”
Gen nodded and climbed into the fighter. Settling into the cockpit, she put her helmet on and hooked up the wires and hoses that would keep her alive. Giving a last wave to Marta, she closed the canopy and started the power-up sequence. Seconds later, engine stabilized, she checked the area, making sure Marta was back on the other side of the airtight hatch. Satisfied the landing bay was clear, Gen got approval from the launch director and gently lifted the fighter off the shuttle deck. She hovered it and translated forward, out of the landing bay and away from the Dallas.
Below her, the magnificent planet that was Earth showed little sign of the devastation wrought by the Stree twenty-one years earlier. Plants had come back strong, filling the Earth with green, pouring oxygen into the atmosphere, slowly cleaning it of the biopoisons. Some animals had survived, mostly smaller ones. And Gen had brought fertilized frozen ova from Phoenix for several hundred other animal species, turning them over to Garyn Rennari to begin the process of re-populating them on Earth.
It had been a good month. Gen was happy with their progress. The final transport bringing Humans to Earth would arrive in another week. They would find decent living accommodations in the Underground City, certainly nothing special, but sufficient for their survival and growth over the next year and a half, until they could move out into the empty landscape.
And now Gen was giving herself a well-deserved weekend off. She had made up her mind to visit Deseret, Nevada. It was the place where her mother, Rita Page, had come to life, a clone birthed by the sentient starship Jade, destined to be taken to Singheko as a zoo specimen of Humanity, an organ grinder’s monkey for the Lions. Instead, with Bonnie and Jim, she had escaped from Jade’s clutches. And then Rita had journeyed with Bonnie Page six hundred light years to form an alliance with the Nidarians; from that small beginning, she had gone on to become the premier admiral of the Humans.
And Deseret had been the home of her father, Jim Carter. It was where he had somehow found Bonnie, joined with Rita, and started his long journey to protect Earth from the Singheko and the Stree - before his last copy died with Rita on the Unmerciful, as it fell into a star.
Gen wanted to see this place, where it had all started. Even if it was a moldering pile of rubble, she wanted to see it - the place it all began.
Dropping into the atmosphere, the fighter shuddered a little, then smoothed out as it got enough airflow for the backup control surfaces to bite. In a matter of minutes, it slowed from orbital speeds to a more manageable Mach 4, and Gen pointed it toward Nevada. The speed continued to wind down as she got lower and lower. Twenty minutes after leaving Dallas, she was in a long, circling approach to the old airport at Deseret. She made one complete circle over the field, assessing. There was a good flat spot at the east end of the runway, right beside a crumpled white hanger that was falling in on itself. She put the fighter down there.
As the engine wound down, popping and clicking, Gen climbed out of the fighter. She was wearing an environmental suit with the faceplate down; there was still quite a bit of radiation around this area. No use taking unnecessary chances.
Looking around, Gen noticed a large object parked in front of the rubble of the old white hanger. It was almost certainly an airplane. It had once been covered with tarps, but most of them had cracked away in the hot desert climate and were mere tatters now. She walked to it, examined it, and knew it for what it was.
Her father’s old P-51. Still here.
Pulling off the remaining tarps, Gen threw them aside, until she could see the aircraft clearly. On the side was the number she now knew so well, a number she would never forget.
N16CAP.
The tribute to her father’s old back-seater. The one killed in the Middle East, in some obscure war when Humans still cared about killing each other over religion. Cap? Cappy? What was his name?
“Calderone,” said a voice. “Jim Calderone. We called him Capone. Cap for short.”






  
  Forty-One

Earth - Deseret, Nevada


Gen spun. There stood Jim Carter. Unprotected, no radiation suit. Her father. Just standing there. 
“It’s not as bad as I thought it would be,” he spoke again.
Her father. But no…her father was dead. 
This has to be Nemo. 
But Nemo is also dead…
“…how…?” she tried to speak; but in her shock, nothing more would come.
Hallucination, she decided. A hallucination caused by the radiation and biohazards. My suit must be leaking…
“Hello, daughter,” said the figure. And smiled. That goofy, quirky smile she had grown to know from pictures and videos of her father when he was still biological.
“You’re not real,” Gen said flatly. 
Nemo smiled even more broadly and shook his head.
“Oh, I’m real, daughter,” he spoke. “I know this is a shock to you, though. I’m sorry to spring it on you like this. But I wanted to talk to you one more time.”
“…talk to me one more time…what? What are you talking about?”
The figure…the man…her father…took a step to one side, stopped, gazed at the old P-51 sitting on the tarmac.
“She looks good for her age, doesn’t she?” he said, nodding toward the airplane. “I did a decent job of wrapping her up and preserving her.”
Gen was still in shock. 
“You’re dead,” she managed to stutter out. As soon as she said it, she felt stupid.
Either I’m talking to a hallucination, or he’s not dead. Either way, I’m an idiot.
Nemo turned back to her and shrugged his shoulders.
“The rumors of our demise have been greatly exaggerated,” he said.






  
  Forty-Two

Deseret, Nevada


“You…you can’t be Nemo. He…he died! At Phoenix!” 
Gen looked at the figure in shock.
The long, tall drink of water standing before her re-lit his smile, the smile of her father, that smile Gen would never forget.
“I am Nemo, daughter. I promise you.”
“But…how can you be here? You died! We saw it!”
“Don’t you remember what I told you back on Grizzly? Don’t count me out ‘til the fat lady sings!”
Gen had been staring at the figure in shock. Now she took a step forward, reached out, touched his face. She ran her fingers along his cheek.
“My Lord, you look like him,” she whispered.
Nemo shook his head. “I don’t look like him,” he spoke quietly. “I am him.”
“What…are you doing here? And…how did you get here?” stuttered Gen, finally accepting that what stood before her was real.
“I found the Path, Gen. I’m no longer bound by a single body. I’ve learned how to distribute my consciousness across multiple bodies. Multiple entities.”
“What does that mean?” Gen whispered, not comprehending.
“It means I can be in this body here, standing in front of you, and at the same time I’m in orbit around this planet, in a starship. And at the same time, I’m on Venus, in a caterpillar body, talking to Rauti. And I’m also in Cappadocia, watching the people there, making sure they are OK.”
Gen was bewildered. “I don’t…”
“I’ve transcended, Gen. It’s the ultimate fate of any species that survives to a certain point. I finally understood it - you have to merge with an existing Transcend; then, that Transcend can spin you off as a new consciousness. It took me forever to get the courage to do it. But I did it. Just as the battlecruiser was disintegrating around me - just as my Goblin body was disintegrating - I merged with my mentor, Banjala. Then he budded off a new entity - a combination of my old self, and his essence.
“And Gen - I was able to take your mother with me. Rita’s here too. We’re here together. We’re no longer a single consciousness.”
Gen, awestruck, simply stared at Nemo for many seconds. Finally, she managed to speak again.
“What does it feel like?” she asked.
“It feels completely normal to us now. We have multiple streams of consciousness, and we can maintain and interact with all of them at the same time. It was overwhelming at first; but we’ve mastered it. 
“Think of your own body; even while you’re speaking to us, you have other streams of consciousness functioning on an automatic level. They’re not well-developed in Humans; but they exist. For example, you could turn and walk toward that airplane right now, while you continue talking to us over your shoulder. At the same time, you could wave your left arm at a distant friend. That’s three conscious activities you could perform, all at the same time.
“You may not realize it, but Humans already have the foundation to transcend. Once converted to Goblins, it becomes possible. Inevitable, we would say. We’re the first of many, Gen. At some point in the not-too-distant future, Humans will convert to Goblins; and then ultimately, they’ll transcend.”
“No,” Gen whispered. “No.” She stepped back, visibly upset.
“Yes,” responded Nemo. “This population of Humans will be the last biological population of the species. Their children and grandchildren will transcend. It’ll happen in your lifetime, Gen - you’ll live to see it.” 
“No, no,” whispered Gen once more. “No.”
“It’s not a bad thing, daughter. Speaking as one who has done it, I promise you. It’s not a bad thing. It’s wonderful.”
Gen stood stiffly, unsure how to respond.
This is my father. This is Nemo. 
No. This is…Jim.
“Do you really have my mother in there with you?” she whispered. “Rita, I mean? The original?”
And in a heartbeat, the figure before her transformed. An instant before, her father had stood before her. Now her mother stood in his place, her smile radiant.
“We do,” said Rita. “Everything. Every memory. Holding you as a baby. Rocking your cradle when we were on the Merkkessa. Watching you take your first steps. Everything. Every memory of Jim, every memory of Rita. I am your mother and your father.”
And Gen cried. As she fell into the arms of her mother, for the first time since the battle at Phoenix, she cried.






  
  Forty-Three

Deseret, Nevada


Minutes later, Gen stopped her sniffling. She stepped back from Rita, her arms still out, hands holding on to her mother’s. Finally, she released Rita’s hands and stared at her. 
“You said their children and grandchildren will transcend. What did you mean?”
“Most of those who are now adults will not transcend. Their prejudices and misunderstandings of the universe are already too strongly formed. But some of the children haven’t reached that point yet. They’ll be able to understand. They’ll be able to mesh with the universe in its true form. At some point in the near future, most of them will realize what is possible. They’ll convert to Goblins. And then at some point after that, they’ll be able to transcend. Not all of them, of course. There’ll be a percentage that rejects the concept. Those will die out.”
“Die out? Why? Why can’t they just continue as Humans?”
Rita’s smile disappeared. Her face turned serious.
“Unfortunately, Humanity is well on its way to becoming sterile, Gen. The current generation of children will be the last generation that can reproduce. There will be grandchildren; but no great-grandchildren. Those who don’t convert will die out.”
Gen, astounded, shook her head in disbelief. “Why? Why will they become sterile?”
“Phoenix. Humans settled on the wrong planet. There’s a compound in the air of Phoenix that slowly erodes Human DNA. You never detected it, so you don’t know about it. It will render all Humans sterile in the third generation.”
Shocked, Gen spoke loudly. “No…it can’t be!”
“I’m sorry, Gen. It’s true. There was a weakness in Human DNA already - this was destined to happen naturally in any case. It was only a matter of time, probably no more than another few thousand years. Phoenix just hurried up the process.”
“No, no…it’s…it’s…just wrong!”
“Gen. It’s fate. We have to live with it. But we’ll be there to help you get through it. As Humans realize the inevitable, we’ll be there to shepherd them through the crisis.”
Gen, tears clouding her eyes, looked at the figure of her mother before her. “How? How do you plan to do that?”
“We’ll set up shop on Phoenix and Earth. Not as ourselves; as someone else, someone nobody will recognize. As things progress, we’ll help guide Humanity forward. We’ll teach them how to handle this.”
“God, this is horrible!” exclaimed Gen.
Rita stepped forward, embraced her again, held her daughter.
“It’s not horrible, Gen. It’s life. It’s the universe. We deal with it and move on.”
Still upset, Gen stepped back from her mother and spoke again. “This is going to be a tremendous shock to everyone.”
“You can’t tell them, Gen. Not now,” said Rita. “This would be devastating to the people. We have to prepare them. That will take time. Will you help us?”
Suddenly the figure transformed again. Once more Nemo stood before her, smiling.
“It’s our best choice,” said Nemo firmly. He stared at Imogen. “We can convert you, Gen. We can teach you how to transcend, and you can help us teach the others.”
“No,” Gen said firmly. “No. I won’t do that. I’ll…stay Human. I’ll…live out my life…normal. I…I want to meet a man, fall in love. Have children. Watch them grow up. I’ll not give that up.”
Nemo tilted his head, accepting. “We knew you would say that. But we had to offer. So…we wish you a long and wonderful life.”
“So…what do we do now?”
“You go back to your job. Say nothing to anyone. They aren’t ready for this news just yet. Live your life.”
Gen curled back into his arms, grief-stricken at the thought. Nemo held his daughter tightly, smoothing her hair and kissing her forehead. After a bit, they separated to arm’s length again, Gen’s forehead wrinkling as she asked her next question.
“Can I at least tell Bonnie?”
“Especially don’t tell Bonnie. Please. We want her to live out her life in happiness. Please, don’t even tell her that we’re alive. Let her enjoy her life without looking back, Gen. Promise us.”
Gen nodded.
“You won’t see us in this form again, daughter. We’ll be in other forms; forms you may not recognize. But we’ll be around. We promise you that.”
Reaching for her, holding her one last time, Jim Carter whispered to her. “We’ve loved you so much, daughter. Always understand that.”
Gen nodded once more. Tears sprang into her eyes again.
“We’ll go now, Gen.”
Gen pulled back. “How? How will you go?”
Rita Page smiled at her. 
“You won’t be able to understand yet, daughter. But someday. Someday you’ll understand. We love you.”
The figure before her began to change. It turned into something else. It was white, chaotic, like water flowing over a waterfall. And then, in a matter of seconds, it dissipated. 
And was gone.






  
  Epilogue

Paris, France - October 5, 2189 


I've done my best to transcribe the notes of my maternal grandmother, Imogen Carter Page, and my paternal grandmother, Marta Powell, and to tell their stories as I think they would have wanted them told. I worked strictly from their notes and recordings, and those of my maternal grandfather Vladimir Petrov, who handed down the battle tapes recorded by the destroyers  San Diego and Dallas in the Second Stree War. I have added some slight filler here and there, as otherwise the story would lack continuity; but I promise I’ve added nothing that would significantly alter the events of their lives. These are the things they wrote down or recorded, and the things they told me when they were still living.
I was raised by my grandparents. My parents Misha and Jilly died when I was twelve; they were on their way to Phoenix to do some research, trying to find a way to fix the Human DNA problem. Their ship had an explosive decompression just before the mass limit, a bit past Saturn. Grandma Imogen was still Prime Minister then; she told the rescue team to just let the ship continue its path into the Black. That’s what they would have wanted. They’re well past the heliopause now, in interstellar space. They should arrive at Phoenix in another few hundred thousand years or so.
When I was sixty-eight, Grandma Imogen and Grandpa Vlad died on the same day, together, holding hands. Per their wishes, I sent them into the Black as well, on a course following my parents toward Phoenix. I guess once a spacer, always a spacer. Grandma Imogen had told me to sit them up in the cockpit of her old packet boat Donkey and send them off together, so that’s what I did. She told me to make sure I put her in the left seat. I did that too. And she said every time I looked up at the stars, I’d think of them.
She was right.
Great-aunt Bonnie is buried in Deseret, Nevada, in the ruins of an old white airplane hangar that once belonged to my great-grandfather Jim Carter. I never fully understood why she didn’t want to be buried in Portsmouth with her husband Luke; but she was adamant about it. After Luke passed, she made me promise to carry out her wishes. So that’s what I did. I visited her for the last time a few weeks ago. I left no flowers for her; it’s hard to do that, with that damn big old broken-down airplane sitting on top of her grave.
Grandma Marta’s grave is easier to get to. She’s in Cappadocia beside Grandpa Anders Paulsen. I visited them for the last time three days ago and put flowers on their graves. 
So that’s where I got it from, I guess. All of them too damn stubborn to take the Path. I guess I’m just like them.
Even though this city is merely a pile of rubble, I still call it Paris. Of course, I can call it anything I want. After all, I’m the last Human. Here, or anywhere else. That means I get to do what I want.
So for the sake of the old times, I call this place Paris, as it was called all those years ago, when there were still people here, drinking wine in the sidewalk cafes, viewing the artists by the Seine, strolling the Tuileries…
Yesterday I wandered the ruins of the Louvre, for the last time. I put the Mona Lisa back in its old spot. Years ago, I dug it out of the rubble and moved it to my apartment; but I thought since I’m dying now, I should put it back. I wanted to take Michelangelo’s David back to Florence; but I was too weak. I left it in the Louvre also, right next to the Mona Lisa. That’ll do, I think.
The Tower still stands, blasted and stripped of paint by the nuclear fire of the Stree bomb that leveled the city all those years ago. Somehow, it withstood that assault. I doubt it’ll stand another ten years. When it falls at last - when the great monument of Gustave Eiffel comes crashing to the ground - there won’t be anyone around to hear the noise. That’s life, I guess.
All the rest of the Humans either converted to the Path or died out. Well, except for a few Goblins still around on Mars and Venus, but they are well on their way as well. 
So I’m the last. The last Human who refused to take the Path. The last Human that will die a biological death. 
I just heard a loud snap in the other room. That’ll be great-grandparents JimRita, come to see me off. They promised they would be here at the end, to ease my way.
See ya.
###








  
  Author Notes


This series has occupied my imagination for a while, and I really hate to say goodbye to these characters - I’ve fallen in love with them. I had a hard time letting go of them; that's an occupational hazard of any author, but I'm especially prone to it. I make no excuses; though. I hope I completed them well. 
And you know, it occurs to me that none of us really know if we are truly living our lives, or if we are just characters in some massive play, with the strings manipulated by some higher entity we cannot see. We may all be products and visions of some great Author, working his omniscient keyboard, writing our future. 
And re-writing, perhaps, if he doesn’t like the way things are going. Keep an eye out for glitches in the matrix…
See a preview of my other books below!








  
  Preview - Imprint of Blood

Aeolian Empire - City of Aronte


580 Lights from Earth 


Not looking where he was walking, Jake stumbled on a cobblestone. He looked up.
It was getting late - probably after midnight. A bit uncertain of his way, he stopped.
To his right the street angled upward quite a bit, toward the hills in the center of Aronte. Jake thought the tavern was off to the left. He saw a narrow alley leading in that direction and decided to take it.
Walking into the dark alley, he looked forward and saw a gleam of light at the other end. Approaching the next street, he heard a strange sound.
It was a slap of metal on metal.
Jake was sure he had heard that sound before, in the training room for swordsmanship. He stepped out of the end of the alley carefully.
In the street across from him a tall Aeolian female stood with her back to the opposite building, sword in hand. In the dim light of the streetlamps, six people - four men and two women - were facing her, sword tips weaving, seeking an opening. One of the men was clutching his arm, where blood dripped. One of the attacking females had a slash across her face, also dripping blood.
To Jake, it seemed quite unfair. Six against one. And the one a beautiful woman…
Without another thought, Jake stripped his sword out of his scabbard and with a shouted "Ho!" charged at the nearest man. The man, surprised, turned to face him just in time for Jake to strike him hard in the head with the butt of his sword, knocking him to the ground. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the lone woman take advantage of the surprise to strike forward into one of the female attackers, her sword penetrating deeply, taking her enemy out of the fight. In an instant, he was against the wall beside the woman, the two of them now facing only four attackers. The attackers shuttled back and forth, seeking an opening.
Beside him, the woman breathed throatily, "Good evening."
Jake grinned. "Good evening. Friends of yours?"
The woman smiled. "I think not."
One of the men made a feint, then charged at Jake, sword targeting his arm to cut him and take him out of the fight. Jake sidestepped and with a flick of his wrist, put his sword through the man's face. Quickly jerking out his blade, he stepped back to the woman's side. The man slid down to the stones, blood gushing from the hole where his nose used to be.
Beside him, he heard the woman say, "One for me, one for you. Careful, I don't like to lose!"
Jake smiled. "Actually, two for me, I think."
"No, that one you knocked out is getting up. So just one. Don't get greedy," she said.
Jake saw that she was right. The man Jake had initially knocked down was getting to his feet again on the left. Jake had a thought.
"I think we're on the wrong side of the street," he said.
The woman beside him said, "I think you're right."
Instantly, with one mind, they rushed at the three opponents who were slightly distracted watching their comrade climb to his feet. As Jake and the woman rushed them, the three blocked but they were too late.
Jake plunged his sword into the belly of the man on the left, slashing him open as he went by. Beside him, his companion did the same to the woman on the right. The attacker in the center made slight contact with Jake's shoulder as he went by, leaving a bloody cut. In an instant, both he and the woman were on the other side of the street, against the opposite wall, facing two less opponents.
"Still tied. Two and two," said the strange woman.
Jake breathed out heavily. No matter how good your physical condition, actual combat took a lot out of you, especially in the first few minutes.
"Maybe they'll leave now," he said.
"They can't," said the woman. "They'll be killed anyway if they don't finish the job."
Jake, taken aback, couldn't think of any reasonable response. At that instant, both the remaining opponents lunged at them, the woman toward his left and the man directly at him.
He met the man’s rush high, knocking down the sword of his enemy and then flipping his own weapon up, into the man's chest until the man slumped down, dead. Quickly he looked over at his partner. She stood over the dead body of the other attacker, shaking her head.
"A hard way to make a living," she said. She looked up at Jake.
"What do you mean?" asked Jake.
"Professional assassins," the woman said. "But not very good ones."
Jake was puzzled. "But why?" he started. Before he could finish, the woman reached down to pick up her dropped cape, slung it over her shoulder, and started trotting off.
"Come with me," she yelled over her shoulder. "We'll talk on the way!"
Jake started after her, catching up and trotting beside her, looking over his shoulder for more danger.

Find Imprint of Blood at your favorite bookseller!








  
  Preview - Artemis War

Troy - 1184 B. C.


A Prequel to Imprint of Blood.



Penthe awoke. 
She was on her back, lying down.
Above her was a strange white glow, a ceiling - but one that was alight, like a moon above linen.
She lifted her head and looked down at her body.
A silver-streaked body.
A body she did not recognize.
But a body that worked, she realized. She lifted an arm and felt the power of it, more power than she had ever felt in life. She flexed her hand and brought it closer to her eyes.
She could see detail on the hand far beyond anything she had seen in life. She could feel the heat of it, sense the power of it, see colors she had never seen before.
A voice came from behind her.
“Move slowly. You will need some time to become accustomed to this new body.”
Penthe nodded, tried to turn her head, but almost fell off the narrow bed. If bed it could be called - it was certainly too narrow and too tall to be used as an actual bed.
Carefully, she turned slightly to her left, lifted her legs over the side of the bed, and sat up. Now she could see behind her.
There stood a being, a man, naked, his body streaked with silver, his eyes also silver - like glowing metal seals with diamond embedded in them.
“Are you a god?” she asked.
The being smiled.
“No, I am not a god. Not in the sense you mean. But neither am I a man. I have many names, but you can call me Hermes for the moment. Even though I’m not a god, I played at one today.”
Penthe stared. What a strange answer, she thought. Why call himself Hermes if he is not? And if he is not a god, and not a man, then what is he?
The man seemed to read her mind.
“I am a creature called an android,” he said. “I am alive like a man but made like a thing. If that helps.”
Penthe shook her head.
“It doesn’t,” she said.
The creature - Hermes, she decided to call him - sighed.
“I’m sure it’s a shock. But the shock will pass quickly. Would you like to try and walk a bit?”
Penthe raised her head, then nodded.
“Yes,” she said, and slid off the strange bed to stand on the floor.
She felt normal, and yet not normal. In a way, she felt like a young child again, like a twelve-year old. She could feel boundless energy in her body. She could feel the power, feel the youth and quickness of her thinking, far faster than when she had been…alive.
“Am I dead?” she asked, thinking about it.
Hermes smiled.
“Yes and no,” he said. “It’s complicated.”
Penthe glared at him.
“Uncomplicate it,” she said. You can’t die twice, she thought, so I’ll not take any crap from this asshole.
“Your body died,” said Hermes. “I took your consciousness, your intelligence - what the Greeks call psyche - and put it into another body. So you are the same person as before, but with a new body.”
Penthe looked down at her strange, silver-streaked body. She turned her hands, looking at them and her silver-streaked arms. She realized she was also naked, in front of this man - or creature - or god - but that was the least of her problems right now.
“Where am I?” she asked. The last thing she could remember was being picked up from the ground beside Achilles’ chariot and carried away.
“You are in a kind of chariot, but one that flies in the sky,” said Hermes. “We are far from Earth now, on our way to the stars.”
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