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      Three weeks into the Sleer invasion life didn’t seem so bad.

      Simon Brooks sighed and stretched, his tired body deflating as he settled into the tub, hot water enveloping him. The bathhouse faced the nature preserve, allowing him to stare out across the field while Sleer verbiage muttered and snarled in his ears, courtesy of his Sleer military implants. His ears heard everything now and the comm’s functionality was like having a million channels living in his head on command. His language skills were improving every day. Listening, at least. Without a working AI or a live Sleer to practice on, speaking was a future dream. He busily sought out crossover words—or at least crossover sounds—every day.

      His implants were improving his body as well. His damaged arm was repaired within a day and the microbes in his blood were doubling and tripling his strength and endurance too. Rosenski’s knee was now stronger than it had been before she’d dislocated it. Their bones, their muscles, even their senses were just plain better than ever.

      A suited figure cut a path across his vision. A Sleer soldier in Defender armor, even to the practiced eyes, was drilling in the preserve, knocking down holographic dummies with an electrified war staff. Sleer armor was distinctive, combining bulk with organic lines. The helmet joint and collar where it connected to the body was easy enough to pick out even from one thousand feet away. How anyone managed to jog in the damn thing, much less practice martial arts, he couldn’t figure out. He and Rosenski had both modified their suits to better conform to human body shapes, but the best he’d been able to do in practice was a quick trot. Hence his concentration on intelligence rather than physical training.

      Rosenski had discovered a great deal about the Sleer military machine in the last three weeks. She worked well under pressure and more Sleer ships arrived every day from who knew where. Every day more Sleer disembarked and made their ways further into the battle ring. That this private preserve stayed off their radar was testament to the fact that Genukh had never allowed it to appear on the ring’s blueprints. Simon and Sara’s skills at hiding and learning how to tweak their environmental controls was the better part of valor.

      The suited figure completed the exercise, then bent, stretched, and strolled back to the bath house. Simon doubted he was visible, but you never knew. He sank further into the water, even while knowing the hot water’s IR signature would give him away to anyone looking in his direction. Finally, the figure spoke in a clear voice.

      “Simon, does this thing make me look fat?”

      Brooks looked up. He’d decided to soak in the whirlpool this morning as a combined method of waking up and stimulating his aching body. Their daily routine of calisthenics, strength training, and personal combat practice was building them both up and he definitely needed the exercise. But the wear on his muscles was just as real, and a half hour to himself was all the rest he could afford today.

      He tapped his comm to turn off the feed. He switched off to Sleer language displays these days in order to build up his knowledge of spoken and written grammar and vocabulary. Unfortunately, the broken vowels and hissed consonants tended to drown out other words. He could see Rosenski’s mouth moving but all he heard was a mumble.

      “I’m sorry. What?”

      She frowned. “I said does this make me look fat?”

      She towered over him in Sleer armor, or what would have been Sleer Defender’s battle dress, a servo-powered suit of protection from the elements and attacks had it not been her wearing it. She’d picked out a model from a Sleer female officer’s quarters; he could tell by the insignia on the collar. Sleer equipment designed for females had curves and lines not meant for bulk or breadth like the male suits but the essential problem was simpler: the human body wasn’t designed to wear such things. She was still too short and thin to make it look natural.

      “Sara, nothing you could wear can make you look fat,” he said. “Sleer gear just isn’t meant for humans is all.”

      “For the moment, it’s all we have,” she concurred. “I asked the feeder to make a few more adjustments; the interior compartments are better suited for us but the appearance is still intact. Does it work is what I need to know. Do you think we can wear this and pass for one of them?”

      He winced at her choice of words. There was a giant equipment locker at the far end of the preserve and part of it was devoted to assembling things they needed. Weapons. Clothing. Armored suits. But in Sleer, the word for “build” was the same as the word for “feed” with a different pronunciation. On mentioning it to her, Sara had started calling the gadget “the feeder” and he couldn’t figure out how to stop her. “Maybe. Do you really want to find out?” he asked.

      “Eventually, we’ll have to.”

      “But not today.”

      She twisted the helmet and pulled it off. Her hair had grown a bit since arriving. The ends now flew up as they followed the air currents. She flipped her head to get the bangs out of her eyes, then pounded pressure sensitive studs located at various points on the outfit. The torso split, the arms came off, and the hips calved. She pulled off the pieces and looked at the tub, arms akimbo, her conductive undergarment leaving no curve or line to the imagination. If his own physique was much improved, hers was nothing less than spectacular. “Did you just get in or are you almost done?”

      He fought down a moment of panic. “Be out in a moment.”

      “Whatever. Move over. I’m coming in.”

      He scooted across the bench to make room as she stripped off her unitard and stepped in the bath. She gave a luxuriant sigh as she settled into the hot water. “So we’ve got this hideaway. We’ve experimented with their personal gear, some of their hand-portable weapons systems. I wish we could find a proper shooting range. There are things in the database I’d pay to mess around with.”

      “They’re here, and they’re not that difficult to get to. The trouble is that we’re living too damn close to the main access point the Sleer ships have decided they’re going to use. If you feel like traveling halfway around the ring, we can do that, too. I have maps and transit codes.”

      “A solid idea. But unless you can find another control tower, we’re needed here. That’s why they decided this section is home for them. The tower is very close, so we need to be close to it to bring Big G back online.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Which brings us back to: what are we doing today?”

      “Today I want to find a ship construction yard. One of the big ones. Like the giant construction modules we’ve seen on the floor plans. With a bay’s integral gear concentrating on forging a single ship for us, we can build just about anything we want.”

      “Including a way to get home?” she asked. “I’d kill to get back into a Raven.”

      “We wouldn’t even need to build a pair of fighters…there’s open stock all over this section. Thousands of them and room for millions more. It’ll take some time to learn how to pilot them, but…”

      “Pfft. I’ve been over those plans already. There’s a fully geared-up simulator on the far side of this preserve. Very instructional. You should be working your ass off in it.”

      “I’ve been trying. I’m sure you can already pilot anything you want.”

      “I can. Because I work my ass off in the simulator.”

      “I was thinking about tracking down the AMS-1, and a fighter pod won’t get us very far.”

      “You still think they’re in system?”

      “They must be. Even with a fully repaired ship, where is Captain Rojetnick going to go? All our potential friends are extremely local.” He watched her analyze the logic in her head. Eventually, she nodded agreement. “That will take more than a fighter. I still think we need a proper ship.” He closed his eyes and sorted through menus in his head. He selected one, toggled a holographic display, and they both watched as a sleek vessel’s schematic popped into the air between them. “I want this. The Zalamb Trool-class scout. It’s supposed to be a heck of an upgrade over their Zalamb-class ships.”

      She leaned forward. Lucky for them, the system still organized into English text and words when their implants accessed the computer. Even without Genukh’s stated permission, the Sleer forces on board the ring hadn’t been able to wipe out all her previous programming. Not yet. “I’m calling it the Cyclops because of that big sensor dome in the nose. Looks like a peewee compared to the battle cruisers,” she said.

      “She’s tiny, all right. Barely five hundred meters long and not much armament beyond armor and a few light lasers. But she’s fast. She’ll make one-quarter light speed if we let her run. And she has sensors accurate enough to map the entire solar system in a few hours.”

      “What’s the construction time?”

      “Build time from scratch is sixty-two hours. If anything in Big G’s databases can get us back to Ascension, it’s this.”

      “With the Sleer tracking our progress every step of the way. Have you thought this through, Simon?”

      He switched displays and a new document popped up to replace the ship blueprint. “Home Fleet transponder code authorizations and a work order from Tall Lord Fleet Master Nazerian himself,” he smirked. “He set it in motion yesterday. So the ship and a bunch more just like it is under construction now…forty-nine hours left to completion. All we have to do is get to the ship before he puts a crew on it.”

      “Which is why you wanted me to futz with the battle armor,” she realized. “Cute.”

      “I thought so.” He stared at his hands. “Gah. I’m a prune.”

      “Prune or not, that’s as relaxed as I’ve seen you get.”

      “Whatever. I’m heading out.”

      He stood up, dripping as he stepped out of the bath. He felt better physically than he had in months, he realized. He’d dropped some flab and toned up quite a bit, but that was all Sara’s doing. She was a harsh taskmaster, and never seemed satisfied until he collapsed, gasping and sore, on the ground. But if they were going to make their time aboard the ring worthwhile, they needed to be in shape. Well. He needed to be in shape. She’d never gotten out of shape.

      And what a shape…he fought a temptation to leer at her. It was a bad idea…the last thing he needed was to think of her as anything other than a co-worker. Under different circumstances…no, she’d still be too intimidating. Also, he could switch channels on his implant and scan her digitally, literally look into her, see every status of every organ, every artery, muscle, and blood vessel. Viewing a woman’s spleen, lymph, and snot did not make for romantic thoughts.

      Beyond that, there was something…the feeling of loss where Genukh had once stood. He needed to recover her somehow. She was still on board the ring, somewhere. He could feel it in his bones, a mental presence that called to him from somewhere inside the structure. Intact, but silent except for a persistent whisper.

      He shook the excess water off, then toggled a relay through his implant and pressor fields dried him within seconds. He headed to his bedroom to dress. She was staring. “Stop that,” he called.

      Her voice spoke in his ear, giving him a start. Sleer intercoms were still new to them both. “The human eye responds to movement. You’re moving. You’re also the only human male on the battle ring, and you’ve got a good set of abs, son. It’s all those crunches. You’re good at crunches. I’m not sure what to do about your lack of ass.”

      “This is sexual harassment, First Lieutenant Rosenski.”

      “Bah. We’re both officers. It’s not like I’m putting hands on you.”

      “Hey, if we weren’t in constant danger of discovery and execution, I’d be better with it. How about we stick to the operational plan?”

      “Very well, Third Lieutenant Ass-Needs-Work.” He didn’t have to turn around and look to know she was saluting. “Give me twenty minutes and I’ll get back to working on the suits.”

      “Done. I’ll see if I can intercept any more communications between Nazerian and his officers.”

      “One more thing,” she called. He turned to find her bobbing half-in, half-out of the water, waving for attention. Distracting as hell. “Find out what Nazerian’s orders are…if we know that, we can…”

      A warbling tone cut her off. The air within the preserve altered subtly, suddenly. The holographic setting shimmered and disappeared, taking the birdsong with it. Even the grass was withering as Brooks watched, yellowing and wilting, almost dissolving beneath his feet. A three-tone chime sounded from above and the phrase ENVIRONMENT RESET IN PROGRESS appeared, with a countdown clock. The numerals were in Sleer but it only took a blink or two for his implants to translate: one minute and counting.

      “Sara!”

      “I see it! What happened?”

      “I think some damn Sleer officer found the preserve and decided it was his for the taking. We need to leave.”

      “Well, tough shit, they can’t have it!”

      Brooks closed his eyes and sorted through the commands…someone in the Sleer command organization had seen the preserve and decided to make use of it. It wouldn’t have occurred to them that there might be someone living in it already. In any case the order was locked down. “It’s no good, I can’t cancel it. We can’t stay here!”

      He sprinted to the armory and found his battle dress right where he left it. A network of IR and UV sun lamps began to glow above the preserve, drying the grass to yellow hay then turning it to brown sludge. The machinery was sterilizing the whole quarters. Brooks jumped into his armor, locked the legs around his own as he stepped into the boots, and struggled into the chest and back pieces. Sara had finally jumped out of the tub and was sprinting to her own gear locker on the other side of the compound, pressor beams drying her as she ran.

      Further evidence of their eviction arrived as she struggled into her gear: a horde of small maintenance robots emerged from vents in the walls to sweep the remains of the lawn from the deck. They reminded Brooks of the map-making bots from the AMS-1…for all he knew they were the same bots with different programming and equipment. He tugged on the armor sleeves and felt, as well as heard, heavy-armored shutters segmenting their various living and working spaces, closing them off from access. He’d known about the battle ring’s ability to modify itself on command but never really thought about what that implied. Hadn’t really believed in it, even after seeing the AMS-1 expel a dozen cargo containers and then reshape itself into a hull with a giant empty space inside. He’d trusted Genukh to keep them hidden even after knowing that she’d been displaced by Nazerian and his engineers.

      He’d assumed their situation was stable; he’d assumed wrong. He’d screwed up. Now he had to fix it.

      Brooks donned the last bits of armor, checked his weapons, lowered his helmet and locked it in place. The HUD came to life and he sorted through operations menus and bulletins. “Sara! Are you dressed yet?”

      “Domes up!” she replied. “Would it be churlish to ask if we dare leave through the main door?”

      “I doubt it, that’s where the reset panel is. I’m looking for an alternate way out.” It wasn’t easy. The ongoing reconfiguration seemed to involve every surface, both above them and on the floor. The cleaning bots finished their work and the deck was scrubbed clean now. The last of the living modules closed with heavy doors thudding closed. “No other access hatches,” he groaned. “The main lock seems to be the only way in or out. Unless…”

      Heavy boots clanged next to him and Rosenski thumped his shoulder. “Unless?”

      He pointed to the cleaning bots, which were gathering in the center of the deck, waiting for some signal. “They’ve cut the grass. Where do they go now?”

      He got his answer as a wide section of the deck opened and the bots began to slide toward it. The sun lamps’s output increased exponentially and the purple and red lamps began to pour luminous energy down onto them. The battle dress could probably handle anything they could crank out…but then they’d have to avoid being made part of any new environment the machinery intended to install. “Exiting with the bots seems like our best option. Unless you want to go toe-to-toe with the new occupants.”

      “Not today. When?”

      “Wait for it…Hey, grab that bot! One each, they need to think we’re bots.” They each snatched up a cleaning bot, crouching in preparation. The bots dropped down the hatch, one row after another until the last few stragglers remained. “Now!” he yelled, and jumped down into the dark.
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      It was a bit like sliding down a water slide on your stomach, Brooks thought. He held the cleaning bot in front of him, letting the gatdget deternine their course. Since the tunnel was barely wide enough to admit himself and Rosenski in their Sleer armor, he could only watch the view inside his helmet. The tunnel ran through twists and turns, always heading down at a constant speed. He’d seen gravity lifts appear on the battle ring plans and assumed this was one of them, merely reserved for industrial use.

      Something bumped his feet: Rosenski, riding her own bot after him. At least she was still with him. His relief at knowing she had his back was displaced by a wave of anxiety about discovering how to return Big G to her former glory and then the chute blew them out into open air. They fell in darkness, tumbling, and Brooks let go of his bot; it had done all the good it could. He saw both their beacons on his HUD, tried to angle his body to approach her and slammed to a full stop hard enough to bruise his chest and legs and bash his nose against his face plate. Even with the implants dulling the pain of sudden impact, Brooks felt as if his entire body had smashed into a wall. His face burned as if on fire, his torso felt like a giant hand had come up and flattened him. His jaws snapped down on his tongue and suddenly the taste of his own blood was all he cared about.

      He flailed, wanting to crawl away, but his limbs were sluggish and weighed a ton. His HUD flashed red and amber as his suit started to shut down. He sent a command to turn off the display and rely on his eyes for once, and all he could see was a murky darkness in front of him He struggled as his senses began to return and suddenly he realized he was floating upside down, the weight of his body resting on his shoulders and upper back. He blinked and moved to right himself, then felt himself being pulled up. He reached out, grabbed the solid mass he found, and hung on as Rosenski hauled him out of the pool and dragged him onto firm ground, turning him onto his back. After a moment, the pain receeded and sanity returned. He waved his arms, pulled his helmet off, and rolled onto his side, coughing and spitting blood.

      A bright light shone down in his face, and he shut his eyes against the glare. “Brooks!”

      A few more coughs and he felt well enough to sit up. The blood stopped flowing as the implants did their work. “Sara?”

      “Damn right it’s me. Just sit still for a minute…your vital signs are all over the place.” The lights receded as she pulled her own dome off…she’d been using her helmet lamps to see.

      His heart rate slowed as he put the pieces into a coherent whole. The chamber was dark, with a high ceiling, supported by struts that made it look like a whale’s ribcage. Below them and covering most of the floor was a pool filled with vaguely luminescent liquid. Sara’s cleaning bot sat nearby, crushed in places where her grip dug into its body. The sounds of machinery came to them from a distance. That was the least surprising thing about their location…there was always the sound of machinery coming from somewhere in this place. The liquid, however, sounded completely normal, a gentle rippling as it flowed from beneath the far wall through the canal and continued benath the wall on the other side of the compartment. An underground river of sorts.

      “What happened?” he finally asked.

      “The tube spat us out into here and we both took a dunk. You went in the wrong way, like a giant belly flop. I swam to the edge of the pool, then went back in after you when I saw you floundering. I’m a little surprised that a man whose father runs a national park can’t swim.”

      “I can float on my back well enough. I just never tried to do it wearing this armor is all,” he complained. He turned his body to face the pool, even reached out and slapped the liquid with his gauntlet. “What is this stuff?”

      “It’s water. At least that’s what my HUD tells me. There’s a lot of things living in it though. I guess that explains why it’s glowing. Bioluminescence?”

      “I hope so…or else it’s incredibly radioactive…”

      “I’d like to think our fancy battle suits would alert us if that was the case. And if it is the case we have about twenty minutes to live.”

      “Mmmm…radiation sickness…your organs turn to slush and you bleed from your pores… I hate it when that happens.”

      She sat down next to him and did her best to wipe the blood off his mouth and cheeks. “Simon, I think we found one of their water supplies. That’s incredibly useful intelligence.”

      He let her work, then said, “Why build canals on a battle station, do you think? Wouldn’t sealed compartments be less dangerous? What happens if they lose the gravity for some reason? We’re too far up for the planet’s pull to work and too far inside the ring for centripetal force to be useful. If they lose power, the water would rise to the highest point available and that’s up there.” He pointed toward the ceiling for emphasis.

      “As compartmentalized as this facility is, I don’t think they worry about flooding much. To answer your question, I would guess it’s aesthetics. But Sleer don’t design things for emotional satisfaction, do they? Everything is entirely functional. They’re very practical that way Blech. You look like you’ve gotten into some war paint, but I think it works for you.”

      “And yet that officer’s preserve had real grass growing in it. So what’s the practical reason for building canals on a battle ring?”

      She gave him a spacer’s equivalent of a shrug, holding both hands outward as she finished wiping his face.  “It’s an oxygen rich atmosphere. Slightly more than we have down on the surface. Maybe this is how they oxygenate the water…it might even be part of their food chain. Plankton harvesting and so on.”

      He looked at the water and found his implant-improved eyes come to the rescue. He shifted thtough the spectrum of visible light and found the results intriguing and frightening. He zoomed in to see individual specks floating in it, each lending its miniscule luminesnce to the whole. Next, he increased the diameter of his pupils to allow more light and found the effect like looking through a light-smplified starlight scope. In seconds the chamber looked as well lit as it might with powerful lamps on. He lay on his back and looked upward, and found the open hatch where the gravity chute had dumped them. It wasn’t quite an escape or maintenance hatch but it had done the same job. He followed the tubes with his eyes and saw where the cleaning bots had gone: around a tight bend that would never have admitted a figure wearing Sleer battle dress…or even a naked human. Someone or something…perhaps a submerged Big G, might still be looking out for them. Or else they’d gotten lucky. He chose to think of the former as the more likely possibility.

      “So. Next step? Intelligence or mayhem?” he asked.

      She grinned widely, her teeth and eyes glowing eerily in the dim light. “Why can’t it be both? The suits should be watertight. I say we follow the canal to its source and see what can be seen.”

      “Agreed. Help me up, please, First Lieutenant.”

      “Help yourself up, what am I, a forklift?”

      He grunted and followed orders, standing shakily. He took up his helmet, scanned the interior and winced at the splatters. The water worked well enough to wash the surfaces a few drops at a time. The gauntlets weren’t designed for careful work, unless one was using a control console. In the end he wound up looking at the world through a pink smear, but the HUD worked, and he silently thanked the Sleer engineers for being so diligent in their design efforts.

      “Into the drink?” he asked.

      “Yep, on three...Three!”

      They jumped.
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      The canal wasn’t particularly deep but it had a swift, strong current that pushed them along. They only had to bounce on their toes to stay upright as the enclosure’s walls drifted past. Once he got moving, Brooks found that he could concentrate on studying the environment and allow his feet to do the real work on their own. The walls of the canal didn’t resemble compartments he’d seen on the AMS-1, for instance. These weren’t slabs of metal bolted together with rivets or any other joining mechanism he recognized, it was a single solid wall without seams. That made it one of the most expensive construction modules he’d ever seen, maybe the most expensive. Only a vast production system that could crank out work like this at a huge rate could make it possible, and they knew that was a major component of Big G’s functionality: build herself, then build what the Sleer Defenders needed. It made sense…if he were a factory bent on building copies of itself quickly, he’d want to be able to produce items in bulk. While assembly lines weren’t unique in human culture, taking that principle to the Nth degree was what the Sleer brought to the table.

      They’d also seen that the Sleer had no problem incorporating biological components into their war machines…their implants had to the be the tip of the iceberg. Was this waterway part of that? Were the creatures living in it somehow producing energy, which was then harvested by the battle ring? He couldn’t see how but he didn’t want to dismiss the possibility, either.

      But then…why stop at plankton? Why not harvest God knew what from the Sleer themselves? The implants ran all day every day…even now millions of microbes were floating in his and Sara’s bloodstreams, making changes that seemed positive—he ran his tongue around his mouth, satisfied that it was completely healed—but who knew what the long-term effects were? Well. They’d worry about that bridge when they came to it.

      He pinged Rosenski on his comm. “Is it my imagination or are we speeding up?”

      “It’s not you...the walls are closing in, narrowing the pipe. That’s why we’re picking up speed.”

      It was true. The canal had long since dropped beneath another deck, so the only way out was forward or backward…or try to blast a hole through the pipe’s wall. He cheked his HUD looking for clues to their position. “Map says this channel opens up into a much wider pool about half a klick further down…but there’s something else ahead that I can’t identify.”

      “I can,” she said, “Your old man worked in national parks, mine built the infrastructure for the National Hydro Power Agency…that’s the sound of hydraulic rotors you’re hearing.”

      Brooks listened and found that he did hear it: the sound of water rushing through a pipe, joined by the flip-flip-flip of propellers. A lot of propellers. Getting louder by the second. “Oh, shit.”

      “Don’t panic.”

      “I’m not panicking,” he said. A big lie as he fought down a new wave of anxiety, images of giant propellers slicing them both to ribbons invading his focus. “We should ground.”

      “Capital idea. Grav boots to max, push yourself down until they lock. We’ll hit the gears from long range with heavy iron.”

      He ran his eyes over his HUD controls to make it happen. The grav boots weren’t especially powerful—they wouldn’t propel him across an orbital void—but they would clamp his heavy suit to the canal floor against the current well enough. The hard part was propelling himself downward. He waved his arms and flung his hands in what he hoped was a downward drift, then felt something seize his boot and pull him down boldily; Sara handily maneuvered him into place. He heard a chime as his boots engaged. “Down and clear,” he reported.

      “Splendid. Come on, one foot in front of the other. Heavy rifles up.”

      “Heavy weapons powered up, aye.” They kept a bit of distance between them as they trudged forward. Walking was almost more difficult than going against the current: now the flow kept pushing them forward, threatening to dislodge either or both of them when they raised a boot. In minutes, Brooks worked hard just to remain upright instead of being bent into an L-shape. And an added benefit, the light level increased as the canal compressed the luminescent life forms into a dense matrix. Combined with the implants the underground canal now seemed as bright as daylight…bright enough to see what they faced.

      It was a mouth.

      Not a real mouth; not an organic contraption built by countless generations of evolutionary trial and error, but an apparatus designed with mechanical efficiency to suck water in through one end and blow it out the other. Brooks’s HUD could only pick out parts of the entire network of moving parts. Some sections looked like classical propellers with wide blades that rotated evenly, others looked like an industrial fish trap he’d only seen pictures of years before. And it blocked the pipe completely.

      This close to the mechanism, both soldiers had to put real and continual effort into remaining upright. Brooks watched Rosenski pull her fusion rifle from its rack on the back of her suit and did likewise. “What do you think, sir? One-quarter power?”

      “Let’s start with one half. Ten-second burst. Ready?”

      He primed his weapon. “Ready.”

      “Shoot!”

      They pulled their triggers and held them back for ten seconds, turning the water around the beams into a bubbling, boiling froth. The effect was like watching two cones of bubbles gently probing the target area. When they stopped, the luminescence had dropped slightly but the alien pump showed no damage at all.

      “I think we killed a bunch of plankton,” Brooks said.

      “Agreed. Let’s put the rifles up to full power and hold for thirty seconds, and concentrate the beams on the center mass. Also…let’s close the distance a bit…one step at a time. Clear?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Brooks took his time to make sure his feet were planted correctly…one misstep and he’d be thrown against the pump’s complicated mesh and shredded for sure. How tough was Sleer battle dress? This was not the time to find out. Ten meters. Eight. Two more careful steps, straining his legs. “Five meters. Any closer and we’ll be chewing on that thing.”

      “Right. Full power, thirty seconds…shoot!”

      Their concentrated fire had a stupendous effect: the entire wall of glowing water began to boil, bubbling with increased ferocity the longer they sustained their fire. Ten seconds and they created curtains of froth. Twenty seconds, the bubbles filled the entire compartment, and thirty seconds, they felt the rhythm of the pumps beginning to change as individual pieces were blown from their moorings.

      “It’s working, keep shooting. Empty your power pack!”

      “Copy that!” Brooks answered as he heard alarms go off in his helmet. HUD displays flickered and changed color from green to amber, and he realized they were blanching themselves in the enclosed chamber.  “Water temp is rising…one hundred twenty degrees and climbing.”

      “The suits can take it. Keep shooting!”

      It worked, after a fashion; as the water before them boiled and passed through the orifice, it was replaced by cold water which dropped the temperature back down. But the concentrated beams heated up the funnel’s moving parts far more quickly than the surrounding liquid. Brooks used his HUD to zoom in on the damage…there was a melted hole there in the center of the mesh, but it wasn’t nearly wide enough to admit a suit of armor. “Down to half battery power,” he called.

      “Keep that trigger down, widen the hole,” she ordered.

      Brooks did his best to comply. If anything, the water was flowing more quickly now, threatening to push him off his feet with each passing second. He leaned forward with effort, playing his rifle’s beam across the outer edge of the hole they’d made. Finally, his rifle sputtered and died, as did hers a few moments later. He cleared his HUD and saw they’d cut a ragged gap about one meter wide into the contraption. Pieces broke off as the heavy machinery began to grind itself to a halt, and each iteration broke off more ruined parts. The current swept the detritus into the next chamber.

      “Nowhere to go but forward,” he said. He let go of the rifle, felt the cable snap it back into place, and launched himself into the flow, allowing his muscles to relax as he cut power to his gravity soles.

      “Brooks!”

      “On the boost!” he shouted.  He felt a quick jab at his legs as Sara tried to grab him, but it didn’t matter. The water pushed him forward, and this time, he worked to maintain his bearings. He reached forward, legs and arms extended straight like a comic book superhero flying through the air. He kept his head down as the gears whirled around him, a tunnel lined with sharp teeth that never stopped rotating even as he heard their roar inches from his helmet. He bumped up, then down, then up again, bouncing against the mesh on his way through. Blunt forces shoved him one way and then another as the whirling blades wrenched pieces of his armor away; his rifle rack got shredded and he lost his equipment harness…so much for the fancy grenades, he thought,

      Finally, one great burst of speed and he was through, drifting into open glowing water. He paddled with his arms, trying to swim and turn around. He relaxed as he saw Rosenski barrel through the grinder, her own suit looking dented and scuffed but otherwise intact. That figured. There was nothing he could do that she couldn’t do better. It was just how the world worked.

      He felt wet, his face covered in sweat, water pooling around his toes and his HUD reacted with another alarm: his suit was filling with water. He’d sprung a leak somewhere and he could feel his feet growing numb with cold. Whatever Sleer battle dress was, it wasn’t a wetsuit.

      His first thought was panicked as images of drowning filled his head, and his implant came to his recue again: he heard a sharp hiss and suddenly his collar ballooned out to gently constrict his neck with a solid inflatable gasket. He could breathe and the pressure on his throat wasn’t comfortable but his helmet wouldn’t fill either. Thank you again, Zluur, or whomever had designed Sleer battle suits.

      A heavy tap on his back and Rosenski’s voice filled his ears. “Drop your grav boots to zero and head upwards. We have a sky again.”

      She was right; the enclosed structure gave way to open water and they bobbed in the gentler current. He floated on his back, water sloshing in his suit, but his helmet remained dry as he looked at the ceiling. This section of their river resembled a proper power station more than anything else: tubes and struts lined the walls and ceiling while rows of spinning gizmos that might have been dynamos in a human structure filled the space between the walls and the edge of the pool. Far above, he spied a command bubble, dark and empty, but active. He watched as a trio of spherical robots with a multitude of gimbaled arms tipped with fine tools descended to their level, hovered briefly, and sank into the water.

      “Repair bots heading down to fix the damage we did,” he said. “I’ll bet you a week’s worth of hot dogs that crew station up there manages the water supply.”

      “We should find out. Swim to the edge and let’s look for a way up there.”

      It was simpler than he dared imagine. A series of hovering platforms rode invisible layers of force as pressor beams propelled them smoothly, almost gently, upward. Their platform docked with a hatchway outside the bubble and they ducked inside. One airlock, then another, then a security checkpoint that Brooks navigated with his control gauntlets and a few command codes he wasn’t aware he knew opened the seal.

      Rosenski frowned as Brooks oohed and aahed at the consoles. So many things to play with. Rosenski wasn’t having it. “I hate it when you do that,” she admitted.

      “When I do what? Marvel at amazing non-human engineering?”

      “No…just give orders to the machines like you’re old friends. How did those security codes even get inside your head?”

      “No idea. Does it matter as long as they work?”

      “Hell, yes, it matters, Simon. What else did those implants put in our heads that we don’t know about?”

      “Hopefully everything we need to screw up Nazerian’s life. Tell me that’s not a giant key to the kingdom. Then tell me it isn’t better to have it than not.”

      “I acknowledge their value. I just don’t like it. Feels like they’re running us instead of our running the show is all.”

      “So noted. Help me turn this stuff on.”

      They lowered their gauntlets into console recesses and got to work. Simon dove in with his customary zeal and emerged with a smile on his face. “It’s a control station for this whole section of the battle ring. Three thousand klicks in length and all centered on where Nazerian is placing his troops, crew, and civilians,” he reported.

      “What can you do from here?”

      “Jeez, what can’t I do? I can plug every sink, back up every toilet, and stop the water pumps cold. Not for the whole station, but we can put a serious dent in their quality of life.”

      “We need to think bigger. Freeze water in the pipes and burst the water mains. Crack the water recyclers into shreds. Boil the heat exchangers and fry the heating elements!” she countered.

      He paused for a moment, considering the implications. “No.”

      “Why not? We have the chance to properly wreck things, Simon, I say we put the opportunity to good use.”

      “Think about it, though. We destroy the utilities in this section of the ring. After they realize it’ll take weeks to fix, what happens?”

      She hesitated and dropped her gaze. “They leave this section to the repair drones and move their people into the next,” she allowed.

      “Exactly. And anything that we destroy as we’re running around, we just have to fix if and when we retake this facility.”

      She growled in frustration. “Fine, but let’s make this as grotesque as hell for them. Nothing should work properly. Can you make it look like they’re random malfunctions? If we ruin everything all at once, they’ll trace it all to this location. But if things get weird at random locations at random times they’ll be forced to sort out the issues one by one. Without a central computer to alert them to the issue, they may never figure out that we did it.”

      “I’ll have to randomize the shutdown at each location separately and make it look like they’re all local problems. That will take time.”

      She checked her HUD. “Let it take time. Besides, we have two and a half days before they finish building the Cyclops, so make this count. Esskesste?”

      “Esskess!”
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      The great spoke’s elevator opened to reveal a platoon of OMP battlers and dozens of their troops armed with heavy weapons, APCs, and no sense of humor. Fairchild obeyed their stand-down order and the squadron followed his example. As a group they were arrested and split up, one pilot each moved into a separate armored car, too small and thin for front line combat duty but better defended than any civilian vehicle. Fairchild craned his neck to gawk at the structure they’d exited. The wide column of steel stretched to either direction, at least a mile in diameter as it rose literally to the sky. He couldn’t quite understand how the overcops had known to meet them here at this exact moment. Then the tableau’s margins moved and he could see the lights arrayed up the spoke. Apparently, announcements by visual media were how the machine communicated that passengers and cargo were on their way up or down the impossibly huge elevator. For that matter they might have been camped out, waiting for just this kind of event, for weeks, maybe months. One thing he knew was they had somehow returned to South Pico Island. He’d spent enough time on this base to know it minutely, every rock and hill, every curve of the coastline.

      One thing seemed out of place: the seagulls that nested comfortably in nooks and crannies on the spoke itself, like metal cliffs. He could see panels sliding into place, forming alcoves where the birds built nests to settle. Why were the birds allowed to remain when the people were being pushed out? He filed the datum away and returned to the immediate problem. He was being made a prisoner by his own military.

      No one in the UEF, regardless of the branch, really knew much about the Office of Military Protocols and had little desire to learn. The dominant theory, right or wrong, was that the first segment of humanity to truly take an interest in unifying the political and military aspects of humanity was the international intelligence community. Secret police had a reputation for cloak-and-dagger antics and long memories, despite or because of decades-long assassinations, drone strikes, and data mining that passed for international peace. Ultimately, the spies realized something that the politicians were unaware of, and the people were too distracted to acknowledge: if there was one giant space ship capable of locating Earth and landing on it, there were others. There had to be others. Perhaps they would be of the same race and history as the ones who had sent this ship or perhaps it was running from an even more powerful and threatening civilization. The truth was that it didn’t matter. The greater truth was that politicians were easy to manipulate, great populations easier still. The details were things to be discussed. Necessity had pushed the globe to unify economically in a de facto unified system regardless of what the elected officials told their voters.

      All they needed was a reason to come out of the shadows and make the hidden obvious. The U-War served nicely to that end. Within a decade the reluctant minor nations had been brought into the fold, and the OMP had offices and installations in every nation, even if it was just a cubicle with a desk, and a high-speed internet connection, with an OMP officer to man it.

      No one thought of the OMP in affectionate terms except those who actually worked for it. Half military police, half political officers, and entirely dedicated to the cause of maintaining order in the face of impending disaster. It was said that just showing up for an official summons could cost a soldier his career, but ignoring or refusing could get him disappeared or worse.

      Days later, Fairchild lay on his cot, staring at the ceiling. He spent his time scanning the planchement with his eyes, memorizing every swirl of old plaster, every crumbling gap between tiles, and mused that if you could look past the isolation and daily debriefing sessions, it wasn’t a bad way to spend days of your life. They kept him in a room that could have been any barracks: bunk beds against the wall, and nothing else. They never gave him a roommate and he amused himself for days by switching between the bunks. He made both beds several times a day. More often a pair of uniformed OMP goons would visit his room, one always with a tablet and the other with a submachinegun. Different goons every time. They would ask him to accompany them to a debriefing room and he would, one goon leading and the armed one following him. Then, a room with a metal desk, a mirror, and two chairs. He got one chair and another OMP goon got the chair facing him. They asked him questions about the mission, his time on Ascension, his experience fighting the Sleer, his time running from the Sleer, his time in the elevator capsule on the way back to Earth. They took notes. Reams of notes. Volumes of notes. A library full of notes.

      After they’d squeezed his brain dry, back to the barracks. It might have been the same one, he wasn’t always sure. He made a few identifying marks along the base boards or near the ceiling, but after a few scratches, he’d come back to find that his marks were gone.

      One day they led him to a staff office and left him there.

      Fairchild sat in a hard plastic chair, sitting stiffly upright as he waited to be called. Across the room a harried lieutenant with the name plate Underhill stenciled on her uniform worked at a desk, managing the office’s schedule and paperwork. The officer in question, Colonel Hendricks, held the fate of Hornet Squadron in his hands.

      Hendricks’s nameplate sat on his desk, immobile and unmoving, as if it was the declaration that gave the OMP senior officer stationed on South Pico Island his authority over Hornet Squadron and every other military asset still located on the base. Fairchild remembered his past association with Hendricks dimly, as a voice on a radio set that Simon Brooks had worked with during the initial arrival of the strange alien machines they’d taken to unofficially calling “rollers” due to their perfectly spherical shape and turrets that somehow floated on unseen fields. The vehicles could turn on a dime and accurately shoot in any three directions simultaneously, even while moving. They’d taken down numerous Ravens, battlers, and lesser UEF war machines. They scared the crap out of Fairchild, and even more now that he’d seen who fought in them. The Sleer, reptilian alien soldiers with vast numbers and the capacity to build a ring that encircled the Earth, with every ability and intention to use it as a military base. The only thing he hadn’t decided was whether the Sleer considered humanity troublesome enough to eradicate instead of merely tolerating. Time would tell.

      But who knew? After Hornet Squadron departed the battle ring, little went as Fairchild had expected. His pilots had been utterly surrounded by Sleer troops, and their CO, a creature named Nazerian had given them a choice. Die where they stood or be escorted off the ring. Acsension had left the ring without them, and the only things that would have kept the humans there were knowing that Simon Brooks and Sara Rosenski were alive. They were. He knew it in his bones.

      But he’d emerged from the spoke adjacent to South Pico Island, been met by the OMP, and been informed that he would not be taking the job of North American Defense Sector Deputy Air Commander after all.

      Three weeks of questioning and boredom later, here he was.

      A single ring of a phone, a murmured exchange. Then Underhill raised her voice. “Commander Fairchild. The colonel will see you now.”

      “Thank you.” He stood to see a tall man with thinning blond hair and the blue-and-gray uniform of the OMP stride past him without breaking stride or a sweat. “This way, Commander,” he called.

      Fairchild understood following him was the only choice in the room. They went to a simply adorned room, desk, chairs, no mirror, but a glossy black dome mounted on the ceiling. He was used to the routine by now. He wordlessly took one chair and Hendricks took the one opposite him across the desk.

      Hendricks looked at him with hard eyes. Fairchild had to say he wasn’t terribly impressed. Tall but unremarkable in every physical respect. You’d expect that in a spy, he supposed. You would want people who wouldn’t attract attention out of uniform, or even in uniform. People you’d feel comfortable ignoring or underestimating. But the truth was that nobody got a command in the most secretive and potentially valuable military base the human race had ever built by sitting around and waiting for political favors to fall into their lap. Hendricks had a titanium bar of ambition up his ass and he’d cracked a great many heads with it to get here. No “point” with friends in the government. Hendricks was the real deal. A true believer. A zealot.

      Fairchild decided for bluster and bullshit as his opening move. It worked in movies and he did not want this asshole to feel any more powerful than he already was. “So,” he said, “how do we do this? Do I talk first, or do you talk first?”

      “I talk first. I always talk first. In this case, Commander, I’m of two minds. I’m not sure if I should take your interviews as the most valuable intelligence we’ve gained to date, or have you shot for cowardice and incompetence.”

      “I would prefer not to be shot.”

      “I expect you would. But we’ve spent the past three weeks extracting every detail from your entire squadron’s experience on the orbital ring. I wonder if you have any idea of just how much trouble you’re in.”

      Fairchild vibrated with repressed rage. “I expect you’re about to tell me,” he prompted.

      Hendricks looked at the black globe on the ceiling, then back down at Fairchild. His eyes remained hard but the rest of him relaxed a bit. “Do you know what the Office of Military Protocols does for a living, Commander?”

      “Just what everyone else knows. A bit of political manipulation, the occasional assassination. I didn’t recall seeing any OMP uniforms aboard the AMS-1. I certainly don’t recall seeing any overcops flying Ravens into battle on launch day.”

      “No, I dare say you didn’t. Would it interest you to know that nearly every OMP officer in the world has spent some time at this facility over the past decade whether they asked for it or not? Why do you think we do that?”

      “Well, the weather here is beautiful,” Ray admitted. “And the women, oh my lord…”

      Hendricks lost any softness he may have expressed. Fairchild wondered if the man had any at all. “We put them here so they could see the truth of the situation. Alien Megastructure 1. You weren’t here very long so you might not have had the chance to appreciate its presence. That ship dominated the island. You couldn’t go anywhere, not on base, not in town, no hill, no beach, where you couldn’t see at least a glimpse of that damn ship resting in its launch cradle. It positively terrified everyone here. We used that fear to instill a sense of purpose in the OMP cadets. Literally, the only thing we care about is the defense of this planet against any and all non-human aggressors.”

      “The ship isn’t human.”

      “No. It isn’t.”

      They stared at each either long enough for Ray to take Hendricks’s meaning…he was including the ship and her crew in his calculus. He was perfectly ready to order an assault on the AMS-1 if he felt it made military sense. “I can see how that might tend to alter one’s expectations from service.”

      “Can you? Really?”

      “Yes, I can. I may not have been able to appreciate the backdrop in the hour my Hornets and I busted our asses to defend your precious overcops and their tropical paradise training ground against actual war machines who were actually trying to kill us. But I can promise you that in the four months, we have learned quite a lot about their strengths and weaknesses, which we shared with you. Not out of the goodness of our hearts either, I’ll tell you what. We live here, too. And if you have a plan to get us back up there, I would love to hear it. Hell, I’d volunteer for it and my crew as well. Whatever the details, whatever the risk. We are in. You have my word on that.”

      Hendricks bobbed his head once. “All right, then. We won’t be sending you to the firing squad today.”

      “I’m pleased as fucking punch to hear that, Colonel.”

      “I expect you are. The problem is with the general staff. My overcops might not be front line soldiers but neither are they, and all they know is what the OMP tells them. Which hasn’t been much, I admit. Your Hornets have helped immensely with that. And over the past three weeks, they have come to a decision, but it’s not one you’d probably like to hear.”

      “No ice cream at dinner?”

      Hendricks frowned. “The general staff is recommending that you be moved to non-active status along with your squadron for the time being. But it’s just temporary.”

      “No, it’s not,” Ray said. “These things are always just temporary until six months or a year has gone by and then they’re somehow permanent.”

      Hendricks sat back in his chair. “At least hear me out.”

      “Of course, Colonel.”

      “Commander, these things are as political as they are military. You know that. Personally, I think you acted appropriately.”

      “Damn right I did. We moved in to support squadron members…”

      “Brooks and Rosenski,” Hendricks said. “I read your report. Hell, I read all the reports. Numerous times.”

      “Yes, you did. That’s how you know that we stormed into the ring to rescue two trapped squadron members while the Nightmares provided air cover and Ascension remained in place to hold off the bulk of the alien fleet. We were trapped when the battleship pulled out and had no choice but to stand down when the alien commander demanded our compliance. We did not in fact surrender.”

      “That’s not how the general staff sees it. As far as they are concerned you should have held your ground. At least avoided expulsion. Now that you are down here with no prospects of re-entering that space elevator and the AMS-1 is who knows where, we have no assets aboard the alien structure and no means to get any aboard.”

      “Two assets, thanks. Brooks and—”

      “And Rosenski. I know. They are fugitives, not assets. One step away from being absent without leave. Not useful to us.”

      “Well then, what about the birds?” Fairchild nearly yelled.

      “What birds?”

      “The damn gulls. They’re all over the island and some of them are nesting in recesses up that spoke. I noticed it when I was being arrested. The birds can get into the structure so why the hell can’t you?” Hendricks folded his arms and glared. Fairchild got the point and relaxed. He took a different tack this time. “Brooks and Rosenski are extremely capable individuals with excellent service records. They merely haven’t found a way to contact us yet.”

      “Is this the same Simon Brooks who nearly got killed on first contact with the enemy four months ago? The same Brooks who figured the best use of his time during an assault mission was to stuff parts of an alien corpse into his cargo compartment and deliver it to our biologists? That Simon Brooks?”

      Fairchild frowned. That wasn’t how he remembered the event. “He’s a third lieutenant now. But yes, he’s more than capable. Rosenski is a decorated veteran. If anyone can keep him focused, it’s her.”

      “Noted. And let me just say that I supported you. I still do. That’s why you were listed as inactive and not decommissioned on the spot.”

      “So that’s it? Back to civilian life? Go home, get jobs working at Squarebucks, and pray that we’re still alive this time next year?”

      “No, I think we’ll keep you on the base for the time being. I have an idea of what to do with you. But first…tell me more about those birds you were so taken with.”
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      The story about the birds fell flat. Despite the questions that Fairchild raised and the possibility that certain biological markers might offer a key to entering if not controlling the spoke’s mechanisms, Hendricks seemed unimpressed with his reasoning. The overcop raised an eyebrow, gave a single nod, and promised to look into it. That was all. Fairchild was dismissed and that was the end of that.

      Two minutes later, Ray was standing outside the OMP’s headquarters. All but expelled from the military and with nothing but time on his hands.

      So. What to do. Improvise, adapt, overcome. It worked for the new recruits, it would work for him too. Might as well make sure that damn motto meant something.

      The improvisation was easy. He called Joanne Arkady on her personal phone and asked for a status report.

      “Uncle!” she shouted loudly enough to crack the tiny speaker. “Holy crap, we were told they were going to send you to the stockade and then a firing squad.”

      “No, I made a potential ally in Colonel Hendricks. That’s for later. Where’s the rest of the squadron?”

      “All over the place. Most were told to stand down and they followed instructions. The Raven pilots were all re-assigned days ago to berths on Icarus.”

      “Icarus is still in action?”

      “Yes, sir. Patrolling with the ninth fleet in a race track course a hundred klicks off the island. What she’s supposed to do in case of another attack, I’m not sure, but there are seven active Raven squadrons aboard her. The battler grunts were re-assigned to the shore patrol.”

      “At least that makes some kind of logic,” Fairchild acknowledged. “What else?”

      “They scattered our bunch to new assignments. Dance is in the tech pool, Skull is mulling over a new job with the island’s civilian government…Roberts applied for a job with the overcops—”

      “That twerp.”

      “I think he thinks he’s reading the writing on the wall and would rather be one of the jailers than the jailed.”

      “What about you?”

      There was a pause that stretched out far enough that he wondered if he’d lost his connection. “They offered me my own command,” she said.

      It was his turn to be silent. Normally he’d be thrilled to hear that his XO was offered a command of her own. But that had been before he’d seen how the sausage was made. What he felt wasn’t betrayal exactly, but it was uglier than mere jealously. All he knew what that he’d lost the most valuable person in the world and didn’t know what to do about it.

      No. He did know.

      “Joanne…are you going to take it?”

      “I want to. I honestly do want to.”

      “But you haven’t? What’s stopping you.”

      “You. I’m…not ready for a command of my own.”

      “You absolutely are,” he said. As he spoke, he realized what his next step was. “Listen, can you meet me outside the main HQ building in an hour? I have an idea and you can help make it happen.”

      “Of course.”

      “See you there.” He closed the connection and pondered his next move. He may or may not have a future in the UEF, but he was going to play the last card he had: Hendricks’s decision not to have him cashiered or shot.

      That had to be worth something, didn’t it?
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      “General, I want to get back inside the elevator spoke, take it up to the ring, find the control room, and destroy it.”

      General William Eisenberg leaned back in his chair; the office he used was in the main HQ building, a smarter, less ostentatious command post that resembled a walled fortress rather than an office building. Only three stories tall and cylindrical in appearance, thick walls defended it from air and ground attack, while heavy triple-barrel guns sat in obvious pill boxes around the installation’s perimeter. The real base, however, was deep underground, twenty heavily constructed levels that reached down several hundred feet. The base included everything that it might need to survive a full orbital attack, including shielded bunkers, mech release hatches a mile away from the main building, ammunition stores, food and gear caches, and more communication equipment than the staff had any idea what to do with. Triple redundancies on all mechanisms were the standard.

      All that, however, was unimportant for the moment, as they weren’t in that building right now. Fairchild had coaxed his CO out of the office and into a beach resort-themed pub in Ascension City that offered spicy beer and roasted fish chunks served on bamboo skewers.

      “It’s a fair idea,” Eisenberg acknowledged. “You’re not exactly in a position to make it happen at the moment, Ray. Or have I missed something important?”

      “You haven’t and you’re right. I’m not. But you are in that position. So is Hendricks. He suggested he had a plan and I guarantee mine is along the lines of anything he might come up with. You could finesse that conversation. The Hornets are full on board.”

      “The Hornets are gone, Ray. You’re the only one who’s here.”

      “The Saint is in.”

      “The Saint knows what’s good for her. That’s why the general staff offered her command of the Silver Spar Squadron.”

      “She hasn’t said yes.”

      “She hasn’t said no either, and if she doesn’t say yes soon, it’ll go to someone with more direction and less…you.”

      “So let me pull my ass out of the fire and make things right,” Fairchild said.

      Eisenberg drew on the table with the tip of his skewer. A ring and then another ring around it, then lines connecting the two. The design didn’t surprise Ray. Everyone had the battle ring on the brain these days and with good reason.

      “Tell me more about your plan.”

      “Have you noticed that people can’t get into the ring but birds can?”

      “I remember Hendricks using that bit of intelligence as proof that you were…distracted.”

      “Yah, well, he doesn’t believe me. Maybe he shouldn’t. But I got to thinking during my involuntary vacation and I’m wondering…the Sleer are reptilian in appearance but not really? There were rumors on the AMS-1 after Brooks brought back his specimen. They look like lizards…almost saurian. But they’re not cold-blooded. Some of them have feathers. What if they and the birds have a common genetic ancestor?”

      Eisenberg blinked. “You want me to think that these aliens and our birds have genes in common. And you think that’s why the birds can get in and we can’t. Are you serious?”

      “Very serious. Do we have a better theory to work with? Does anyone?”

      “That’s not my department.”

      “No, it’s Hendricks’s department and either he really thinks I’m insane or he thinks I have a point. Either way he wants the ring wrecked as much as anyone, and if this theory pans out, it gives us a way to get inside. Once that’s done, my soldiers are literally the only ones in the entire military who have experience navigating the interior of that megastructure. Advantage Hornet Squadron.”

      “That, I can’t argue with. Your chances of success, however…that’s an argument that could take forever to work through.”

      “Just talk to Hendricks,” Fairchild said. “Green light the operation…if it works, we’re all heroes, and if we fail then it’s just another bunch of overconfident soldiers with flags on their coffins shipped back to their families.”

      Eisenberg’s eyes narrowed. “Those are letters I would rather not write. Ever.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. But this is too damn important. The opportunity is huge. And I’m at the end of my rope.”

      “It’s not the opportunity I had in mind for you.”

      “Wait, what?”

      Eisenberg leaned forward. “You’re useful, Ray. To me, to the UEF. We don’t throw our vets away. And I like the angle you described but there is no way I can sell that to the general staff. So while it’s interesting…it might even be correct, it needs to take a back seat to more conventional concerns.”

      “What are you saying, sir?

      “I’m saying since you’re down here and have no prospects to get back into the fight, I have another mission for you.”

      “For me?”

      “For the Hornets. Those who haven’t been reassigned yet. I know we have some on the island.”

      “There are a few.” Dances with Gears Reagan was waiting outside for him, as was Joanne Arkady. Bob Norton was working on seeing if he could find anyone without orders who might still be willing to go up against the OMP in terms of finding ways to hurt the aliens, and a couple others as well. Mark Janus. Brilliant pilot, but not overly burdened with excellent judgment. Whatever. “I do hope you aren’t planning on reassigning them yourself.”

      “I am. Your whole unit, in fact. I need you to start contacting the outer planets. The bases we built on Saturn, Mars, Jupiter. Even the asteroids.”

      “Do we know if those bases still exist?” Fairchild asked. “After what happened to the moon…and Mars?”

      “Moon Base is alive and well aboard the cargo space of the AMS-1, if Captain Rojetnick’s reports are to be believed. Since he was involved with the project from day one, there’s no reason to believe he is fabricating details at this stage. You were there, did they actually rebuild Moon Base inside that giant cargo space?”

      “They did.”

      “I thought as much. Mars notwithstanding, the bases on Ganymede and Titan are most likely still there. Maybe the listening posts on Triton and Titania, too. The cabinet has demanded we send help. You will be that help.”

      “Now we’re talking something I can approve of. What kind of equipment are you sending us with?”

      “You’ll be assigned a half dozen refurbished Cosmic Corps battlers.”

      Fairchild frowned. The Cosmic Corps wasn’t much more than a fancy name for the space-worthy battler units that were stationed aboard the space defense platforms. Refurbished meant that they’d been recovered sometime in the past. Rebuilt, repaired, restored. They couldn’t compare to Ravens or even Challengers, but could handle a battler’s weapons and maneuver in microgravity easily enough. “How many more people?”

      “Just your squadron.”

      “What manner of transportation can you provide?”

      “A spending account for you to use any way you see fit. Hire a ship and a solid crew.”

      Ray glared at him. Deep in his head, there was a grizzled one-eyed sea captain declaring they’d sail ’round the cape, to return with spices and silks the likes of which ye hath never seen. Aloud he said, “So. We’re on our own.”

      Eisenberg took a pull off his bottle. “That’s the situation. We can give you codes which will unlock as much intelligence as possible. But you’ll have to rely on your own resources for everything else.”

      Ray sat back and folded his arms, finally seeing events in the light of day. “You just want us to go away and probably die,” he said.

      “No. But I don’t want you rotting in a cell for cowardice or shot for treason, either.”

      “It’s that bad?”

      “There’s always someone who thinks they could have done better. They saw their prized flagship disappear to the edge of the solar system. Four months later, your unit disembarked from the South Pico Island spoke. We didn’t know those things had access hatches and elevators until you proved they did. No offense, Ray, but you walked away from a prime opportunity to learn a huge amount about the…what do you call them? The Sneer?”

      “The Sleer. That’s Brooks’s approximation of their name for themselves.”

      “Do you really think he’s still alive up there?”

      “I think if anyone can figure out more about who they are, where they come from, and what their intentions are, it’s Brooks and Rosenski.”

      “Fair enough. I’ve kept you here too long. Here’s a pass key to the ONI website. Use it sparingly. The site is monitored by the OMP, as well as the UEF. If they decide you’re not entitled to access it…”

      “I’ll be careful. Any chance of Skellington being re-assigned?”

      “Not in uniform. Skellington retired two days ago.”

      “That’s a shame. I liked that old man.”

      “And he thought highly of you, but he made his own choice. But now that he’s a civilian, you may want to contact him on your own. As a friend.”

      “Yes, sir. I do have friends.” It was no lie. He did have friends. They just weren’t living on South Pico Island at the moment. They were above his head, or maybe below his feet, literally at the edge of the solar system, well beyond his reach.

      “I’m sure you do. Now take this chit and arrange a crew for yourself. Rescue your crewmen, give us useful information, and I’ll make sure you’re reinstated as soon as possible.”

      “Yes, sir.” He saluted smartly and strode out of the Eisenberg’s “office.”

      Eisenberg’s voice stopped him at the door, as his hand reached for the knob. “One more thing, Ray.”

      Oh, no. Fairchild turned. “Yes, General?”

      “We’ll be assigning a political officer to your squadron for the duration of the mission. They’ll report to Hendricks but will be under strict orders to obey your commands while on mission. You will treat them as you would any other member of your team. Is that clear?”

      In a flash, Fairchild deduced the truth. He’d been hooked. Maybe Hendricks had arranged it, maybe he’d been contacted by Eisenberg earlier…the order in which they negotiated their plan didn’t matter. They’d led Fairchild to a trail of breadcrumbs and he’d snapped them up like candy-gobbling tweens. Whatever their true intention was, Ray Fairchild was in it now. “It is.”

      “Very well. Dismissed. And good luck.”

      Arkady was standing outside the door, eyes wide, bouncing on her toes. “Well? What happened? Are we—”

      “Not here. Come on. Signal the others to meet us at the bar in an hour.”

      “Bar? It’s ten o’clock in the morning.”

      “Can’t be overheard in a bar.”

      “You’re being paranoid.”

      “No. I'm not. I’ll tell you why once we sit down. First, I have an errand to run.”
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      Fairchild sent his troops off to the civilian part of town, the east end of the island that housed a respectable city. One thing the place had was entertainment: bars, restaurants, theaters and movie houses, as well a red-light district whose denizens made it their business to offer the passing sailor or soldier just about anything they could imagine. Some troops could imagine quite a bit and came up with the money to pay for it. The OMP did occasionally raid those places, but they were uneven in their enforcement. Life as usual.

      Hire a ship and a solid crew, Eisenberg said. What the hell kind of pirate movie did the old man think they were acting in anyway? Were there ships to be had somewhere on South Pico Island? Ray had an idea of how to find that out…and he had access to the Office of Naval Intelligence’s files for a while. That would be the place to begin looking.

      The base had a library…not a huge facility but it had books and computers and a librarian who wasn’t hard on the eyes from what he’d heard. Might as well start there. He donned a pair of shades that darkened in the bright midday sun and took his bearings. It was a brisk walk to the library complex, which was part of the training grounds shared by the military and the civilian technical graduates. He headed down the street and tried to imagine how to present his case to the research staff.

      Originally settled by people from Micronesia and Polynesia in antiquity, South Pico Island was annexed and claimed as a colony by the German Empire in the late 19th century. After World War I, the island became a League of Nations mandate administered by Australia, New Zealand, and the United Kingdom. During World War II, the tiny but strategically useful location was occupied by Japanese troops, who were bypassed by the Allied advance across the Pacific. After the war ended, the country entered into United Nations trusteeship. South Pico Island gained its independence in 1978, and became a member of the Pacific Community in 1979.

      South Pico Island was a phosphate-rock island with rich deposits near the surface, which allowed easy strip-mining operations. When the phosphate reserves were exhausted and the island’s environment had been seriously harmed by mining, the trust that had been established to manage the island’s wealth diminished in value. To earn income, South Pico Island briefly became a tax haven and money laundering center, attracting the extremely wealthy and criminal by the boatload. An attempt to turn the island into a casino resort was pitched to various patrons but none felt secure enough about the idea to fund it. For two decades, it accepted aid from the Australian government in exchange for hosting the South Pico Island Regional Processing Center, an offshore Australian immigration detention facility. As a result of its heavy dependence on Australia, a number of governmental sources identified South Pico Island as a client state of the larger nation. The sovereign state eventually became a member of the United Nations.

      And there it sat alone, but for scattered fishing villages and a spent phosphate mine, long since tapped out and abandoned as unprofitable, forgotten, but for a variety of crab which lived among the rocky beaches and the sea birds who preyed on them.

      And then one day, a massive explosion and impact drew one age to a close and opened another. The crash wiped out one square kilometer of the island’s southern shore. The villages and their inhabitants were annihilated in the crash, to no one’s great surprise. In their absence, the island was suddenly deemed the most strategically vital spot in the Pacific, and drew attention from military representatives from the three major powers and a dozen minor powers as well.

      Within six weeks, the island was quarantined as navies steamed toward it and formed a blockade. Within a year, the alien ship was covered in scaffolding and a major air base had been built with runways, maintenance sheds, and fueling depots sufficient to support civilian and military aircraft. As exhumation and analysis of the space fortress began, civilian buildings went up to house laborers, tradesmen, and their supervisors; once reconstruction got under way, the population exploded. The civilian end of the island grew up around the ship and became known as Ascension City. The UEF High Command claimed the eastern portion of the island and slowly but surely turned it into a dedicated military base and technical development center. In 2069, a civilian airliner out of New Zealand lost its navigation briefly, and edged slightly too close to the no-fly zone established around the island. The crew discovered their mistake when a pair of unmarked interceptors sidled up to them and got them on their way. Stories of strange aircraft buzzing around the restricted airspace spawned all kinds of internet conspiracy theories but no one could deny that something huge was happening there.

      Whenever Ray Fairchild spoke about bearing witness to the spaceship’s arrival on Earth, he told essentially the same tale. The flash high above the sky had appeared to him, Benjamin Brooks, and a ten-year-old Simon Brooks like a falling star. They’d been camping out in what had once been called Yellowstone National Park and since 2065 was known simply as the Northern Nature Preserve. A decade earlier, a well meaning but ultimately ineffectual President Waldon had combined all the parks in Wyoming, Montana, and South Dakota into a single nature preserve. In reality, it seemed more like an armed camp with plants and animals on the inside and roving patrols of soldiers keeping their eyes on tall fences on the outside. Ben’s navy contacts made it a simpler than average effort to get access to the facilities, and Ray’s ROTC background made him familiar with the process of entering and exiting a military protectorate. Ray generally referred to the trip as a U-Scout camping trip because he rarely felt secure enough in the telling to say the truth out loud: he’d had some leave and wanted to hang out with his best friend and godson. It felt too personal to mention.

      They’d staked out a patch of dirt bordered by quonset huts and surrounded by downed dead trees, victims of an earlier flash flood that had washed several of the outlying buildings away…hence the quonset huts. The military’s attempt to make good on the repair of the damage. Rising seas had taken their tolls on shorelines and islands all over the world but this far inland, the ocean wasn’t the problem. Wildfires were.

      Ray had flinched as the burning object flashed over them and streaked across the horizon. It made a booming noise as it passed, breaking through the sound barrier miles above them. Then it passed overhead, a trail of glowing particles expanding in its wake, thinner and dimmer until it sank below the horizon and vanished behind the tree line.

      They waited for the inevitable results of nuclear war. The additional bombs, the mushroom clouds and bright blinding flash and searing heat of a near hit or a wild miss. It never happened. Days later, they would make it back to civilization and realize that they weren’t the only ones who thought a nuclear attack was underway. Israel and Iran exchanged conventional missiles of their own, and North Korea had launched a single rocket at Japan only to see it knocked down by high-altitude interceptor planes.

      Ten years later, here they were. Ben was still a park ranger. Ray was less than a mile from ground zero. And Simon…

      Simon was MIA. They hoped for the best, but Ray hadn’t had the heart to tell his friend about his son. And why should he? Simon was fine. Not here, but fine. With Rosenski. She’d keep him safe and give him space to figure out how to get a message to them down here. It would happen. Somehow.

      Yeah.

      The signs of assault that the Sleer rollers inflicted on the island months ago were mostly repaired by now. Certain things stood out, however. The academic campus had taken a direct hit, one of the new science buildings and a student union reduced to rubble. Ray could almost pick out where the ruins were razed and the craters filled in, the foundations broken up and re-formed, then a building he didn’t recognize standing in its place. A solid cube with no windows but scalloped edges. “New Science Facility 2” read a sign up the walkway, cataloged as NSB2 on the GPS. They should have called it NFW: No Fucking Windows. He was sure it was a wonderful facility on the inside and the lack of detail may have lent an air of camouflage from orbit, but what an eyesore. Now that he thought about, it didn’t seem too different than the UEF HQ building, except a different shape and smaller. UEF HQ was a three-hundred-foot-tall ziggurat built from concentric circles.

      Military efficiency. Or something.

      The library showed signs of stress as well: scorched edges along adjoining corners and a newly poured concrete strip leading to the building from the street where one had seen a slate walkway before. It was bigger too; they’d added two wings to the main structure. He wondered how much other construction had been done to replace the battle losses in the interim, then decided he didn’t need to know.

      The one thing that he couldn’t ignore was the smell. The Sleer fleet’s orbital assault that his surrender had stopped had thrown million of tons of soot into the sky, set countless fires, and wreaked utter destruction all over the world. Every now and then, he caught the whiff of burning wood and wondered which forest fire he was smelling. Burning meat meant charred corpses by the millions. Then there was the occasional whiff of millions more unburied corpses rotting in the streets. And the days were darkening too, the result of hundreds of volcanoes along the Pacific Rim flipping their lids at once, courtesy of Battle Ring Genukh’s construction efforts. How much ash was in the sky now? Did anyone know? The winds carried it all southward. It was easy to ignore much of it…so simple to spend your waking hours buried in routine and daily tasks. But the world was changing, and not for the better.

      He walked in, presented his ID, and asked to be directed to a reference desk. The librarian turned out to be a bald round man in his fifties complete with a tweed jacket and glasses. “Looking to run the Milspec databases?” he asked. “Or just doing some basic research?”

      “A little of both, if that’s all right.”

      “Quite all right. The terminals are against the far wall. Your ID should get you access to whatever it entitled you to. If you need a hand, I’ll be at the desk, just ask.”

      “Thank you.” He watched the little man waddle away and wondered who in his circle might have thought him interesting enough to mention. He pushed that train of thought away. It wasn’t a great idea to try and invent backgrounds and predilections for your co-workers. They’d share on their own if they thought it was safe.

      His ID got him into the system, and the password he’d taken from General Eisenberg got him into the secure files. He spent a few minutes learning how to navigate the system, then found the construction and maintenance folder for the ships that remained on base. There wasn’t a lot to choose from. There were standard aircraft, Kitchen Sinks and Big Boy cargo planes, and a number of conventional fighter jets as well. One squadron flying the new VF-1C Ravens was stationed as well as several platoons of battlers: Challengers and Archers, even the crazy-looking anti-aircraft Hammerheads it seemed. Two wrecked Short Transport Shuttles were on the list of destroyed vehicles. Nothing spaceworthy that he could find.

      He sat back and crossed his arms, glowering at the screen. Eisenberg wasn’t the sort of man who sent his troops on impossible missions. If he said there was a ship to find, he meant it. He’d seen one for himself in the expectation that Uncle could figure it out and get access to it.

      So. What else was in here?

      One of the biggest criticisms that Fairchild had encountered in his career was too many soldiers being locked into conventional thinking. It was a problem, even for him. He liked linear solutions to obvious problems. They were what he gravitated toward when in doubt. Cause and effect. Straight, simple, predictable. But it was hurting him now.

      He glanced at the bottom of the screen, notice a blinking red bar for the first time. He was being monitored by the OMP or one of their automated watchdog algorithms. Somewhere in the shiny glass building across the island, a red light was going off on some overcop’s console, drawing their attention. Keep an eye on this guy. He’s up to something.

      All right then. Where would an overcop stash a military asset?

      He pulled up a visual map of the island, which only vaguely resembled the assorted flyovers he’d done before the big invasion. But there were obvious differences. The absence of the AMS-1 for one. The runways were still there, as was the civilian city and the military base, on opposite sides of the island, separate but equal, at least technically, each dependent on the other for functionality but neither acknowledging their mutual needs.

      He experimented with the settings, clicking on various locations, zooming in for a better look, then zooming back out again. Finally, he saw it. A quarter-mile-long section well apart from everything else. He zoomed in to find what looked like a scrap yard. Broken wings and shattered fuselages, plenty of heavy equipment he couldn’t identify. And along the leftmost edge what looked like a battered Lurker. There would be Raven parts there too. And mechanics often tossed what they couldn’t be bothered to waste time repairing, not with mile long to-do lists and timetables to manage. Big battles meant big waste. And big opportunities.

      A few more clicks and there it was: the Ascension City Reclamation Facility.

      He noted the quickest route to the scrap yard, gave the finger to the blinking red dot, turned the terminal off, and set out to meet his squadron.

      It was nearly noon. Definitely time for a drink.
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      The young woman strode through the doors of the Peking Tom with a scowl on her face and a letter of resignation in her pocket. She had a desperate need to get drunk in public, and frankly, she liked the ambience of this place. Amazing Chinese food and a fully stocked bar. Yes, the drinks were too sweet and every alcoholic drink they served tasted like plum wine, but she liked the place. She’d gotten some real work done here over the years. She’d met Frances here.

      And now it was over.

      “Valri Gibb!” the bartender cheerily called. “Why do you honor us today? Too early for lunch!”

      “Bring me all the beer you have on tap, Mei Ling,” Valri called as she squirmed onto the bar stool. The sounds of kitchen being prepared clinked and clattered in the background. She twisted her head around, first left and then right. No one else was up front this early in the day.

      “Too early for drinking.” Mei Ling said, frowning. “First food. Check the menu. Fresh dai bao right out of steamer. Singapore mix inside. Very tasty.”

      “Cut the act, Mei Ling, It’s just you and me today.”

      “Oh? No blue hair headgear?”

      Valri snorted. Frances did have a luscious mane of blue-black hair and she always wore that stupid headset for work. “Yes, Frances is showing up for lunch, so I’ll be here a while, but for now it’s just us.”

      Mei Ling sighed and set her slate down on the bar, leaning in conspiratorially. “Seriously, what happened?”

      Valri straightened on her stool and raised her head, pulling her shoulders back. “I am unemployed. A woman of leisure. Done. Boxed. Bent. Screwed.”

      Mei Ling cocked her head. “No. You don’t get screwed. You screw others. That’s your job.”

      “It was my job until the Office of Military Protocols paid me a visit.”

      Mei Ling blinked. “I’ll get you that drink.”

      “No plum wine.”

      “Nope. That’s for the tourists. You get the good stuff.”

      Mei Ling put a shot glass on the bar and filled it to the top with a bottle. Valri recognized the scent of scotch whiskey. She downed the glass in a gulp, winced, and placed it back on the bar. They repeated the procedure twice more. “Ready to talk?”

      Valri sighed as she let the scotch do its work. Her muscles loosened for the first time in days and a warm ember glowed in her gut. “I am.”

      “Good. Tell me why Frances is still your friend even though her department saw fit to put you on the spot?”

      It was a solid question. “My relationship with her is personal. I’m not her snitch and she’s not my control.”

      “If you say so.”

      “It’s true,” Valri insisted. “I met her at a new arrival mixer two years ago. Except I was being paraded out as the new diversity hire and she was working security. We were both bored out of our minds, so we started talking. We were still talking when they kicked us out three hours later. She got off duty at midnight and we got drunk properly. At that table, in fact. Right there.” She pointed to a booth near the far wall.

      “Ah. You two serious?” Mei Ling was already reverting to character. It was a good sign.

      “No, it’s not like that. The point is I’m not going to hold my girl personally responsible for what the overcops do.”

      The door tinkled and she watched Mei Ling’s eyes track a new customer. A group, rather; Valri could hear male and female voices. Mei Ling gave a curt nod and returned her attention to Valri. “Okay. Now. Big story. Dish.”

      Valri took a deep breath and dove over the cliff. “I used to work in an office. I was a quant with On-Star Traveler, the third largest shipping company in the solar system. We had the contracts to resupply the outer planet military bases. I wrote trading programs. Buy here, sell there. Move the cargo to planes and ships, get it to the island, load it on shuttles, boost into space.”

      “That doesn’t sound so hard.”

      “Heh. You try it. There are a million variables to manage and tossing one out the window means the whole thing crashes. I avoided that. And they paid me very well for my talent. One trade in particular worked a little too well. My software attracted some attention from the OMP. There were threats and allegations made. I didn’t think my employer would go to the wall for me so I asked to be released from my contract. On-Star said all right if they got to keep my models and notes. I said fine, as long as I got paid and the company took full indemnity for whatever the government disliked about my work. We agreed on a figure. That was”—she checked her watch—“yesterday. I walked out of there with a bloated bank account and no day job.”

      “Good! At least you can pay me for these drinks.”

      “That I can.” She placed a credit chip on the bar, and Mei Ling swept it up. “Well. It was bloated. Then I did something either brilliant or incredibly stupid.”

      A grunt and a sigh to her right as a newcomer hoisted himself onto the stool two down from her own. A spit-and-polish uniform. Sparkly bits on the collar and cuffs. Rugged features and a shock of blond hair that needed a trim. Valri was about to move to a new spot when Mei Ling brought the Chinese bar girl act back up to full power.

      “Commander Fairchild!” she squealed. “What an honor! Thank you for arriving! Please, let me sweep some of these drunken bums out of the facility and get you a proper table!”

      Valri turned her head again. The bar was still essentially empty, except for the group that was settling in at a table. Mei Ling was pulling out all the stops for this guy.

      “Thanks, Mei Ling, but I’m expecting company. We’ll be sitting them when they arrive.”

      “Very good, sir. Something in the meantime? Your usual?”

      “Please.”

      With a bow and a smile, Mei Ling scurried to the other end of the bar and assembled a tall frothing concoction with a stick of pineapple bobbing out of the glass. “On the house, Commander. First drink only.”

      “You honor me.” He took a sip and seemed to relax on his stool as the bartender moved off. “I’m actually hoping to hear the rest of the story,” he said.

      It took Valri a moment to realize he was talking to her and not Mei Ling. “What story?”

      “You said you had a big bank account, then did something crazy with the money. What happened next?”

      She took a pull of her beer and wondered how she could discretely move to a different stool. “It’s not important. Just blowing off steam.”

      “I get that. I’ve got steam to blow off too. My career in the UEF ended in a blaze of shit and I took my squadron down with me. Hadn’t planned on that ending, for sure.”

      “Hmm.”

      “Want to hear about my day?” he asked.

      “Do I look like I’m interested?”

      “You might be. Depends on how your story ends.” The front door chimed and more customers entered, but this bunch looked far less well-used than Fairchild. One of them, a dark-eyed woman with Mediterranean features got them seated at a table in the back. She waved to the bar girl. “Mei Ling? You mind?”

      “Hornet Squadron always welcome,” she cried, and set about making her customers comfortable.

      “She doesn’t usually turn on the charm like that,” Valri observed. “Mei Ling must really like you.”

      “We have a history. I was stationed in Hong Kong when the U-War got interesting and Mei Ling worked as a field agent in my sector. We hooked up. Things happened.”

      A pang of jealousy poked Valri in the gut as she assimilated the new information. It passed quickly. “I’m jealous. All she does is serve me drinks.”

      “Well, she likes you too. She never drops character for anyone, not while she’s working. Except for you.” He finally stuck out his hand. “Ray Fairchild, Unified Earth Fleet.”

      “Valri Gibb.” She hesitated, then took his hand and said, “Former military contract coordinator and current scrap yard owner.”

      “Do tell, Miss Gibb.” Fairchild smiled brightly. It transformed his whole face from an old soldier to a fresh-faced teenager who’s just heard “yes” from a girl he adored. She deduced that Fairchild wasn’t here on a whim, not with his squadron in tow, a career in the dumps, and a reaction as happy as that. That smile…and the voice behind it…she suddenly wanted to tell him the rest of her story.

      She finished her drink and turned on her stool to face him. “You know four months ago when the news channels all went crazy with that bullshit story about Layne’s Brigade destroying the AMS-1?”

      “What makes you say it was bullshit?”

      “I have eyes, dude. Any bomb big enough to blow that ship up would have burned the entire island to a crisp. The island is here. You and I and all the people who live here are alive. The difference between then and now is that giant column of metal reaching into the sky and the orbital ring connected to it. And the OMP has the entire sector on a lockdown. Nobody goes in or out without a paper trail. Every site, land or sea, where one of those columns touches down is under OMP quarantine. Satellites go down all over the sky, and the freaking weather is changing before our eyes. Something planet-changing is going on and the OMP doesn’t want anyone to see it.” She paused. “I get the idea I’m not telling you anything you don’t already know.”

      “Honestly, this the first I’ve heard about any of that. Please, continue.”

      She considered his tone, decided he was in earnest, and did as he asked. “I wondered, what will the military need if they really are shooting at people in orbit? Stuff. Lots and lots of stuff. So, I bought land. One hundred plus acres of garbage, stuff that’s declared military surplus or has been pawned, bought, or otherwise acquired for its raw metal value. There’s a number of big vessels in that yard. Some stuff I was planning to refurbish and sell to the brass in New Darwin.”

      “You bought the reclamation yard?”

      “I did. The Ascension City government was happy to part with it for a giant sum.”

      “Interesting. Have you any favorites among the garbage?”

      After a moment the words tumbled out of her. “One thing. I’m going to call it The Beast. It’s an old Pegasus-class assault shuttle. I’ve been looking at her schematics, trying to figure out how to rework her to carry cargo. There’s a big central mech bay that’s perfect for that. And believe it or not there’s a bunch of mechs elsewhere in the yard. I figured it was a natural match.”

      “Is she armed?”

      “She could be. The hard points are there. There are turrets in the yard too. And firing control software is a simple patch if you know where to find the good code.” Mei Ling brought her another beer, which she sipped as she eyed Fairchild. “I do.”

      Fairchild dropped his eyes as he considered her words. She could tell he was thinking about a great many things, plans, and variables of his own. His eyes kept moving from her drink to his own then to his squadron and back again. “I think we can help each other.”

      “How?”

      “I have a mission to work through. Unfortunately, the UEF is unwilling to provide me with any overt support, except for a few second-hand battlers. I’ve been told to make my own way in terms of carrying it out. I’m expected to get to the outer planetary bases on my own, apparently. But I don’t have a ship. Just a crew with some flying experience.”

      “Really.”

      “Yep. We were stationed on the AMS-1 until a few weeks ago. Pulling this off gets us back in the fight.”

      “So the giant spaceship works just fine, it’s just not here.”

      “I couldn’t possibly say.”

      “Heh. You just did. Got any friends in the High Command?” she asked.

      “I might.”

      “And I might need a crew for my new ship.” She patted her jacket pocket. “I have photos and everything. If you think you’re interested.”

      He slid off his stool and nodded to the Hornets. “Come meet the children before you decide.”

      She took her bottle and joined their table. Fairchild made introductions: the woman she’d picked out earlier was Joanne Arkady, the executive officer. Judy “Dances with Gears” Reagan was a narrow-faced redhead with a trim frame and a wonderfully languid blink. Bob Norton was twenty-something with lines on his face no man that young should have had, and Mark Janus, who, Valri was sure, was too thin and too short to be anything but a nerd. But the wings on his collar told another story.

      “Hornet Squadron, this is Captain Valri Gibb, of the assault shuttle Beast. Behave and she might agree to get us past the orbital ring.”

      Valri nodded. “Pleasure.”

      They all sat while drinks and food were served. Bao and dim sum were favorites, as were noodle and egg dishes. No one spoke much until after the eating was over…the whole squadron wolfed down their food like they’d been stranded in a cave for weeks. She finally decided she would have to break the ice. “So. Anyone here ever crew a Pegasus assault shuttle?”

      “I have.” A husky but feminine drawl caught their attention as a woman in the blue-gray uniform of the OMP strode to their table. Valri nearly choked on her bao as she bounced from her chair to embrace the newcomer in a tight but brief hug. Then she remembered her manners.

      “Commander Fairchild, this is—”

      “Second Lieutenant Frances Underhill. Good to see you again, Commander.”

      Valri didn’t miss the look of recognition on Fairchild’s face, followed by one of consternation. Dude was not happy to see her. That was his problem. “You’re a little early for lunch,” she said.

      “This is true. It’s combined lunch and professional meeting.”

      “How so?”

      “I’ve got orders from Col. Hendricks which were co-signed by General Eisenberg. I’ve been assigned to Hornet Squadron as their OMP liaison.” She turned, grinning, to the rest of the table. “Good to meet you, Hornets. I’m glad to be here.”

      She may not have seen the sour faces the squad met her with, but Valri did. “What fun,” she murmured.

      Underhill pulled a chair from the next table, turned it around, and sat down, arms draped across the back. “Now. What were we all talking about?”
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      Lesser Fleet Lord Kessiduss stepped out of the shuttle into the Sleer flagship’s landing bay. The cavernous work area gave him a sense of familiarity and security. Watching groups of technicians work on parked rows of Atzhan ground units and Zithid single-fighters centered his mind. He was here to promote his plan and himself. These hard-working Sleer could be part of that mission.

      The bay resembled those aboard his own battleship but there were many more like it on this vessel than on his own. Nazerian’s craft was better termed a Space Control Ship of the Navurness class, a four-kilometer-long behemoth that could live up to its designation; with four thousand pilots and twice as many troops on board it was the center of any task force. Nazerian’s fleet contained hundreds of them. Kessiduss’s own Mazadomenar-class battleship was no small thing, but he aspired to command a Navurness one day.

      Oh well. First he had to convince the Fleet Master that he knew what he was doing.

      Tall Lord, Fleet Master Nazerian had conquered the primate’s space fleet and taken the battle ring away from them…although to say they’d had Battle Ring Genukh would have been untrue. They had their people aboard the ring, but they were unschooled in its use and operation. Nazerian’s techs had turned off the ring computer’s higher cognitive function and reduced it to a typical monitoring device. It would follow orders now and nothing more. Just like any other battle ring.

      Nazerian, for all his battlefield prowes,s was no administrator and wasn’t sure what to do with the ships filled with refugees. Many had been allowed to disembark into the ring, but they were being kept away from the military staff and soldiers. Kessiduss couldn’t figure out how. Maybe the fleet master was worried what might happen if the two segments of Sleer started talking to each other. But every Sleer on Home Nest had continual contact with soldiers. Where else would new recruits come from? Yes, orbital rings were military constructs, but they could house billions, and one couldn’t keep them on board cargo transports indefinitely. That would cause unrest. Real problems. Desperate people from all walks of life, including, yes, former soldiers who would remember their training and teach it to others. That was the real danger. Why Nazerian couldn’t or wouldn’t deal with it was mystifying. If he had to, Kessiduss himself could order certain ship lords to dock and allow their passengers to enter the ring properly. Nazerian would never need to know. Kessiduss should probably mention his plan to Edzedon, however. The short, science-minded Sleer was very good at figuring out complicated tasks and this would be complex indeed.

      He found Nazerian in his ready room, a small office down the hall from the hatch that led to the bridge and commander’s platform. He was watching the primates’ entertainment feed. Again.

      Kessidus understood why the commander pursued these recreations, or thought he did. The massive fleet that Sselaniss had commanded was no mere reinforcement as Nazerian had originally asked for. It was better termed an occupation fleet. Even better described as an evacuation fleet. This mass of vessels combined ships from all over the Two Thousand Worlds. Many were warships, but many more were mere cargo and passenger vessels stuffed with survivors of Skreesh incursions. Some fool at Home Nest had heard that a new battle ring was operational, here at the wrong end of the Orion Arm, and it made the perfect excuse to send these people here.

      On the one hand, it made sense: with hundreds of millions of Sleer aboard Battle Ring Genukh, it would be all but impossible to dislodge them without destroying the ring itself. But occupation forces were not the same as war fleets…There had been many fleet masters throughout history who excelled at battle plans and couldn’t fathom how to administer an occupation. Sselaniss, to her credit, had been the opposite. They could have used her now. If she’d had the sense to listen to better qualified fleet masters when attacking the ring weeks ago, she might still be alive.

      Kessiduss made his presence known by hissing loudly. Then, distracted, he asked, “What is that stench?”

      “Some difficulty with the waste reclamation system in this section. I have technical service drones looking into it.”

      “Not the food supplies?”

      “No, they are not affected. Not yet. But the water reservoirs, the canals, the drainage systems, everything is behaving badly. If the food processing stations are affected, we have enough packaged rations to manage.”

      “With more ships arriving every few days, I wonder about that.”

      Nazerian barely moved from his seat. He was watching another of the dramatic entertainments from the primate world. Finally, he leaned over his commander’s shoulder to look at the screen. “More Criminal Lives?” he asked.

      “Not quite. This serial is called Tales from the Canyons of the Damned,” Nazerian corrected.

      “What is that?”

      “I am told that the genre is called horror. I’m still trying to identify what makes it so horrific.”

      “Why? What is happening?”

      “The male with the dark crown feathers is pursuing the female with the light-colored mane. She resists his efforts and he becomes aggressive. But at no time does she break his limbs or even attack his ear drums or eyes. Even my youngest nestlings are more direct than that.”

      “Hurmf. Primates and their mating games,” Kessiduss said.

      “Indeed. This episode doesn’t even have a canyon in it. Most disappointing.”

      “I like the battle simulations. Those can be engaging. Give me sleek spaceships and motivated soldiers any day,” Kessidus said as he leaned in to watch over his commander’s shoulder. “There’s even a serial about primate eating habits that can be interesting…Parts Unknown, it was called. Why do you spend your time consuming this melodramatic nonsense, Fleet Master? There is a world to conquer. A real one. With all the food, air, sunlight, and water we need to thrive.”

      “And native creatures who seem willing and able to adapt our technology to their own purposes,” Nazaerian said as he muted the show and faced his officer.

      “My lord, we have the battle ring. Even now, the ring factories are building a thousand new recyclers a week. In a month, we will have completely absorbed every orbital contraption of theirs into the ring and we can start doing the same to ruined cities.”

      “We do. For now. These primates are likely to gain entry to it as well, in time. As they did with Genukh.”

      “Bah.”

      “Scoff if you must. You can learn a great deal from cultural entertainments, not the least of which is what those cultures value. For example, have you noticed that in all these stories of societal micro-rebellions, the rebels are always put down by the end of each episode? Every single time. If only we saw such results in reality.”

      “I have put down rebellions. Every single time. So have you. It’s a common enough mission description, especially on the border worlds. How is this different?”

      “These stories happen every few days. The message it sends…that the controlling law is supreme, and always prevails…it’s sublime.”

      Kessidus snorted. “You waste your time.”

      “I think not. This is research.”

      “Then let Edzedon do the research. That is his job, after all.”

      “Edzedon is busy learning individual native dialects. There are so many of them. It will take time. And his staff is quite small.”

      “I see. In any event, you are consuming this…culture. What have you learned about these primates?”

      “They are dullards. They are perpetually bored, anxious, and concerned with their own comforts and ideas above all else. They believe themselves to be at the top of the ecosystem and are more likely to turn on each other for power or gain than anything else when they are given the chance. Given the time to spend doing literally anything, they choose to spend it looking at boxes with moving pictures.”

      “What about the micro-narratives between action sequences? My science people can’t figure that out yet.”

      “Nor can I but I will eventually.”

      Kessiduss set his posture to change the subject. It was time for business. “Why am I summoned, Fleet Master?”

      “The AMS-1. I believe it is still in this system. I need you to locate it and bring its crew back to the battle ring.”

      “What makes you certain they didn’t fold out at the first opportunity?”

      “No fold activity has been detected but our own for weeks. The AMS-1’s fusion drive is not powerful enough to accelerate them to light speed, and even if it were, they wouldn’t attempt a voyage to another star system. They must still be local.”

      “Possibly. You just pointed out that this is a culture that has shown itself to be quite inventive with our technology. They remodeled Genukh, figured out how to micro jump to several points in-system and built a city in their cargo hold out of parts and materials salvaged from their moon base. That isn’t the work of dullards.”

      “True. Which makes your effort to put down the rebellion on Tykkeryss the perfect training experience for this. And I hear the lesser section lords have started calling you Moon Killer after what you did to that red planet weeks ago.”

      Kessiduss nodded, going over the previous duty in his mind. The natives had been a low-technological culture, even pre-industrial. But they had been believers in magic and mysticism. Their exposure to Sleer resources had been brief but they had extracted just enough knowledge to launch a holy war against the Sleer. For six years the Sleer had tried to bring the locals back under control, to no avail. The high command finally acknowledged the planet’s new independence and Kessiduss’s fleet had bombarded the surface to dust. The red planet had been far simpler: Kessiduss needed a distraction to attack the primate base, and he created one. Dropping one of two moons onto the planet may have been overkill, but it worked. “I take it you don’t want me to solve the situation here as I did back then.”

      “You are correct. We can’t afford to destroy any more of the planet surface than we already have. I’m promoting you to Fleet Lord. Take what and who you need to accomplish it. Do as little damage to the AMS-1 and its crew as you can manage. Dead, they can tell us nothing.”

      “But on their ways toward death they may tell us much.”

      “It’s a puzzle, Kessidus. No torture, no collective punishment. They spent decades launching robots and sent them to all these worlds of theirs. We’ve picked up several. They gave them names like Voyager, Pioneer, Curiosity. When they set their minds to a thing, they very often succeed. I fully expect the AMS-1’s crew to be disciplined, well-led, motivated individuals. You’ll have to outsmart them as well as outfight them.”

      “It is as you say. I will need access to the archives. We’ve dealt with primitives before, surely. That should give some clues to how to best proceed.”

      “Remember. Succeed, and I will forgive much. Fail, and the Skreesh will be your judge. They are heading this way and we have nowhere else to go.”

      “Understood.” Kessiduss decided the question of the refugee fleet could wait a bit longer. But he would have his science officers contact Edzedon. Working together they could solve this puzzle. He glanced at the viewing surface showing the muted primate program. “Which is your favorite of these broadcasts?”

      Nazerian paused the current episode and flipped a new screen to a different channel. “This one. Babylon 5. It’s about a space station that manages its affairs in a time of impending conflict. Not unlike our own position.”

      “I’ll take a look at it. For clues.”
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      Lt. Underhill drove them out to Valri Gibb’s new scrapyard and de facto business venture in her command car, a six-wheeled ATV used for road trips in the rugged and somewhat battle-scarred terrain beyond Ascension City. Underhill handled the wheel as Fairchild sat next to her in the shotgun seat while Valri sat behind the driver.

      “Eisenberg was specific about your duties,” Ray said. “You’re a member of my squadron for the duration of the mission. That means you follow orders. Understood?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And you’re here at my sufferance, not his. Understand?”

      “Ye,s sir.”

      “And if you don’t understand an order you ask me or my XO for clarification, not Col. Hendricks or any other OMP flunky. Understand?”

      “Yes, sir.” Underhill paused to shift gears as the paved road ended and the wilderness of the island’s outer reach began. “Sir, may I ask a question?”

      “You may.”

      “Is there any particular reason you’re treating me like your enemy? I’m not, you know. I’m here because I have certain skills and access to knowledge bases that the general and the colonel believed would be of benefit to you and your team.”

      “You’re also here to periodically send updates to the OMP about our condition, whereabouts, and mission status. Am I right?”

      “You aren’t wrong, sir.”

      Valri picked up something in her tone well forward of Ray’s own perception. “But?” she asked.

      Underhill struggled to run the car over a rough patch of scree that led to a dense, abandoned quarry. Probably part of the original phosphate mining operations, he imagined. The road was narrow, a tamped-down gravel path meant to move materials and people from the outside of the quarry to the interior. “But…I have friends aboard the AMS-1 too. And if finding a way up into the orbital ring helps get them back safely, I’m all for it. I’m not here to stab you in the back. And that is the complete truth. You can take my word for it or not, but I’ll tell you now, it is true.”

      Fairchild settled back in the seat as he watched the terrain move past. The vehicle rattled as it trundled its way from one end of the former mine to the other. “Very well. Welcome to Hornet Squadron, Lieutenant.”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

      It went without saying that big industry produced big waste and the military industrial complex had long since become the largest on the planet. While industrial designers planned for the lifespan of each bit of equipment, there were some things that aged badly. Disposable weapon casings, vehicle chassis, electronics of every description, medical waste, and mechanical parts all fell into that category. There were few mechanics on the island who hadn’t cannibalized one broken vehicle to supply other better models with the parts it needed to stay operational at one time or another. Ultimately, the hulks which couldn’t be repurposed or refurbished found their way to a cemetery like the one that Valri Gibb now called her own.

      The scrap yard wasn’t hard to spot or approach. A simple card reader read the ID that Underhill swiped, and unlocked a wide section of the simple chain link fence. They rolled into the field of dirt, rust, and char that characterized.

      “This is where every plane I ever flew went to die,” Fairchild groused.

      “Not all of them,” Reagan yelled from the passenger section. “Some neat gizmos out there. That…that’s an EW-5C Lurker, there’s a Blackbird next to it…Dude! That’s an Avalon walking gun platform, one of the first battlers. I haven’t seen one of those since basic training!”

      “Where’s your Pegasus, Valri?” Fairchild asked.

      Valri checked her phone. “Um. Lot 15-34, on square B19.”

      “That figures. Lieutenant, if you would please get us there in one piece…”

      “Sir, yes sir.” It took time but the OMP officer figured out her bearings with some help from a nav map display in the ATV. Eventually, she stopped the heavy command car at an intersection and killed the engine. “All ashore who’s going ashore,” she called.

      The Hornets fanned out to climb the hills of refuse and figure out what might have use and what was mere crap. Fairchild picked out the hulk of the Pegasus shuttle immediately. The Beast was lying on its belly, drooping in its launch cradle. He scanned the field and saw that the remains of fuel tanks and processing equipment lay nearby. He could imagine that this whole section of the island had been given over to a small shuttle base at some point not that long ago. Before the main air base had been built, anyway. Five years ago? Six? He couldn’t remember every detail of the island’s development.

      The ship had never seen battle properly, but it had still fought and mostly won a war with the elements. Acid rain had a way of chewing through equipment almost as quickly as it could be shipped out to remote locations like this. The ship had minimal obvious structural damage, looking merely as if she’d been loaded up into the gantry years ago and never removed. The problems they saw were due to exposure: rust spots and welds that needed work, with gaps and holes where useful modules had been pulled out and given over to other, more important vehicles.

      Reagan gave Valri a dirty look as they climbed aboard. “Captain” Gibb did her best to stay out of her new crew’s way as they spent the afternoon poking and prodding, touching and tweaking, and otherwise investigating her new purchase.

      Dance Reagan finally crossed her arms and confronted Valri. “Ma’am…how much did you pay for this?”

      “About three million for the whole yard. The junk was a freebie.”

      “Gawd, really? You’d have done better to just stick it in an index fund and gotten yourself a new day job.”

      “Which means what?”

      “Which means you got hosed, Captain.”

      Fairchild glowered. “Dance. Be positive.”

      “You positively got hosed, Captain.”

      “Wrong answer, Dance. Try again.”

      Reagan waved her hands, seemed to stumble through the detritus on deck, and finally squeezed in behind the pilot’s console. “First, she’s old. Really old. Like, from the U-War old. Old things that lie in place for years and years tend to break. This ship is no exception. Being out in the open means exposure which means leaks, which means fried circuits. There’s lots of broken stuff and not all of it can be patched. Some of it needs replacing.”

      Mark Janus sat in the co-pilot’s chair. “And some things were never intended for installation, from what I can see. Weapons, for one.”

      Bob Norton chimed in. “Avionics are shot. Luckily those are available for delivery from a bunch of vendors, but the military grade gear won’t be.”

      “Let’s think about the mission and figure out what to do according to the requirements,” Fairchild said. “We are expected to make contact with at least two different outer planet stations and organize them into a coherent communications and resistance organization. What that’s mean in terms of equipment? Let’s break it down.”

      Dance began. “We need to lift off without exploding.”

      Janus nodded. “That means fuel, propellant, avionics, assorted computers, and a secure network to run it all.”

      “And making sure the hull is secure,” Norton added.

      Underhill coughed. “I can get you the secure network. Fuel and avionics are a little out of my comfort zone.”

      Dance continued, “Then it means having a way to power the ship should fuel not be in abundant supply.”

      Arkady flopped down in a couch. “Jeez, that means getting a new hydro cracking plant and probably a scoop and hose assembly for water or ice. And what…one, two actual trucks full of propellant?”

      Valri bristled as she broke in. “The island’s vendors have all that. I made sure before I paid for this heap.”

      Underhill joined the effort with a smile, happy to be part of the planning session. “That means spare parts for the power plant. Lots of spare parts. We can do that, but sourcing will be tricky. Nothing this monster will need is out of production, but third-party markets can be pricey. I have a few people on base I can talk to about that. You can get anything with the right incentives.”

      Fairchild frowned. “Nothing illegal, I hope.”

      “The OMP doesn’t do illegal. But I arrested a fence about six months ago. He’ll do me a favor or two. Or three.”

      Dance made a show of bobbing her head. “Good, good. Then there’s navigation which I can see she has a bridge station for. It’s an obsolete package but it’ll still work once we get the power running.”

      Ray’s grimace deepened. “So. Weapons.”

      Dance grunted as she kicked a floor mount for a crash couch. “Yeah, and internal nanofiber structural buttresses or polarized hull armor. This ship has neither. The hull is probably thinner than tin foil in some places. Everything will have to be re-plated. That will take weeks.”

      Norton sighed. “Speed is a better investment than weapons and armor if you’re planning to blast past gunboats. How do we do that?”

      “We use this.” Valri pulled out her phone and sorted through the photos. “I got my ass back in the engineering compartment while I was talking to the sales guy. There is an Hypertronic GSI-360 furnace back there with a dozen nozzles. I know that wasn’t spec on this class of shuttle.”

      Reagan leaned over the phone to look closely at the screen. “I’ve never even heard of that.”

      “It’s experimental. It uses ionized gas as a propulsion medium but it’s also a power hog. The good news is that once thrust is established you can run it on a few kilowatts of power pretty much until you run out of energy, or the ship is torpedoed by something a lot more terrifying.”

      Janus blinked. “It’s an ion engine. Those are for space probes and planetary tugs. Slow as shit.”

      “But once we get going we can—”

      Valri shook her head. “No, you guys are missing the point. The GSI-360 is a variable thrust system. We can go very slow for a very long time or we can blast through the speed barrier for a very short time. That, plus conventional thrusters, which she does have, should be enough to take us anywhere we want.”

      Fairchild agreed. “That means battle tactics. How’s the communication rigs?”

      They swiveled their heads looking for the correct station. Underhill found it to her left, used a pocket tool to unscrew the screws that held the panel in place, then peered inside. “Not good. But not awful. She has a standard crypto set, and while I doubt that it’s got access to the current codes, we can definitely use it to establish contact with any outpost.”

      Fairchild winked. “I have the current code set. General Eisenberg was happy enough to help out that way, at least. We can prove that we are who we say we are.”

      Valri nodded. “What else do we need?”

      “What do you say to six Cosmic Corps battlers?” Fairchild asked. “They’re refurbs, but they’re also just about the only gear the brass was willing to assign us.”

      “You have those?”

      “No, but I know who to get them from. I can have them here in a couple of days. I think.”

      “What’s the catch?”

      “The catch is that we are not professional battler bums. I know we’re all certed to drive them, but it’s not the same thing.” Fairchild looked at Valri. “Sound promising?”

      “Hmm. Sounds possible.”

      “Do you still want to do this?”

      “Honestly, this is not what I had in mind. But I guess a cargo ship needs cargo, and if we can’t get past the alien fleet that’s hovering in orbit, there’s no point to any of it.”

      “Right. With this on the ground, it’s an expensive movie set and that’s it.”

      “Dance. How long?”

      “Give it a few days to assemble the gear and another few days to install it. Repair will take some time, but she should clean up pretty well.”

      “How. Long?”

      She looked sullen. “If it’s just us? A month,” she moped.

      “Good. We start tonight. I’ll let General Eisenberg know where to drop those battlers.”

      Valri blinked. “Tonight? I don’t even know who to file a flight plan with.”

      Janus smiled. “I do. I’ll just call myself the principal pilot and get the paperwork done in a few hours. I’ve done this before.”

      Fairchild nodded. “Good. Dance, get me a list of every part we need and I’ll start making calls of my own. Joanne, still want to be the XO of this ugly duckling? There’s a full squadron of Ravens waiting for you to call it your own. I know no one will say anything if you decide that’s the better option.”

      “This still fits my preference,” Arkady noted. “If I leave, I’ll never see any of you idiots again.”

      “From your mouth to the High Command’s ear,” Norton agreed.

      Fairchild turned his eyes to Valri. “Done. Captain Gibb. You and Lieutenant Janus will head to the spaceport office and file some paperwork.”

      “Commander,” Underhill said. “With respect, the command car has a full comm suite. I can patch you both into the permit application knowledge base and you can file everything you need from here. It would save time, wouldn’t it, sir?”

      “That it would. What about the civilian network? We want the OMP to know that Captain Gibb is working for the UEF, not her old company.”

      “Not a problem. I can set you both on individual channels. With any luck, they won’t ask any questions.”

      Arkady sniffed. “Of course, they will, that’s what they do.”

      “Maybe. We’ll see. In either case, we should get started now. Squadron, everyone has their orders. Let’s make this work.”
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      After creating their literal big stink, the two human invaders withdrew into the guts of the section’s water works. They passed miles of conduits, control stations, and compartments on their way through to their next destination. Some chambers held unidentifiable equipment, others were empty and some held gear that seemed familiar enough to almost grasp their purpose. But what they really needed, rest and resupply, was nowhere in sight.

      Brooks pulled two foil-wrapped packets out of his suit’s leg and handed her one. “The last two food bars. Here, you take the red one.”

      “Yuck. What do you have? Green? I’ll trade.”

      “I like the green ones. They taste like chopped liver, beets, and spinach.”

      “The red ones taste like a syphilitic hyena.”

      “Protein is protein,” Brooks said, nodding his head and trying to sound sagely.

      “What’s that mean?”

      “It’s what my dad always said on our camping trips. He insisted we try a little bit of everything. Eventually that included things like twigs, nuts, and bugs.”

      “Gah. Gross!”

      “I thought so too but you really can eat just about anything that tries to crawl away from you. Especially under rocks. Worms. Grubs. You know, bee larvae taste like potato chips…”

      “Stop. That’s an order. I’ll keep the red one. Do you think the Sleer have dessert items? Like buffalo-flavored ice cream or wildebeest sherbet?” she asked.

      “No idea. Now all we need is a water bottle to wash this junk down.”

      “We could always siphon it out of your suit,” she teased.

      “Very funny. But if you insist…”  He pulled the latches off his armor and stepped back as water sloshed off his body. He pointed to the deck and grinned. “There you go. Bottoms up.”

      “Don’t be disgusting, just drain the excess and get dressed. I figure the implants are making better use of our body’s kidneys and intestines than we normally would. I don’t feel especially hungry or thirsty.”

      “Eat the bar anyway,” he said as he punched studs and took off the armor, struggling with the helmet. He heard a deflating whoosh when it popped off. The neck gasket had burst. “Well, that’s a waste of good gear. I’m not sure how much use this stuff is now. Look at the rifle rack; that pump shredded it.”

      “Not all of it. The gear rack is toast, though. Pull the weapon racks off and put the defensive bits back on. It probably won’t help you in a vacuum but against random weapons fire, it’ll do its job for a while. In the meantime, let’s find a new armory. Even a crappy barracks would do. We’ve been on our feet all day.”

      Brooks finished his bar and sat down away from the water spill, closing his eyes in concentration. “Wow, the maps for this section are even more vague than they were for the other one. This is an engineer’s paradise,” he said. “It’s all industrial. Not even any repair bots around.”

      “Then find us a way into the next section. A mech bay, a passenger service module. Find us…” she stopped, sat down next to him, pulling her own dome off, and grinned. “No…find us an express travel network. Like the travel car we took to get here, but big enough to take us the entire length of the ring. We can map each section in turn and get a measure of how densely populated they all are. Hell, we can directly observe the situation and report from facts instead of relying on the instruments to do absolutely everything for us. Let’s circumnavigate the globe!”

      He opened his eyes. “Did you just unironically use the word ‘circumnavigate?’”

      “Why, yes. I did. Aren’t you proud of me?”

      “I’m confused. But also a little aroused.” He took her punch to his arm in good humor as she concentrated on forcing down her red food bar. By now Brooks was used to sorting through terabytes of data regarding the battle ring. Even so, he knew there were femtobytes more that he was missing. The data stores were unimaginably vast and considerably more complex than any knowledge base he’d encountered in the UEF. On the other hand, the Unified Earth Fleet was just not capable of building anything like an orbital ring, certainly not one this intricate and hardened. “Good news: there are indeed express elevator-type modules that run the length of the battle ring.”

      “Superb. What’s the bad news?”

      “The closet one is on deck 16, five decks below us…and we need to pass through a Sleer city to get there.”

      “City. You mean a barracks. A town, or…”

      “No, I mean a city. It’s on deck 13. It’s twenty klicks long, at least eight klicks wide, and has skyscrapers up to one-hundred-meters tall. A city. Do we feel up to navigating that?”

      “Is it populated?”

      “Oh, yeah. They’re moving refugees into it. Two to three million are in so far and they keep coming. But…it’s also in the section whose water works we just screwed up…”

      “Oh, dear.” He watched her go through the risk analysis, emotions playing on her face as she sorted through the implications. “Well, hell…we have to do this. We need to see what Sleer civvies look like and how they act. And whatever else they do. Eat, sleep, go to school…”

      “Go to work, go on dates, enlist in the military,” he continued. “All right, I’m in. If we’re lucky they’ll be so pissed off by the plumbing problems that they’ll never even notice us. Looks like there’s a set of travel tubes about two klicks in that direction. If you’re finished eating…?”

      “After that story about devouring bugs I may never eat again. Let’s go.”
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      Finding the travel tube was by now almost simple: Sleer planned things out predictably and the humans had long since figured out how the wide throughways branched into smaller feeder corridors, which then led to rapid transport plazas. They climbed into an open car, sealed it, told it their destination, and sent the train on its way while a mini-map popped onto the dashboard with an ETA. Rosenski in particular intended to try for a nap, as Brooks had the first time they’d ridden one of the capsules, but this was no long-distance trip. The tube looped around and took them five decks out of their way in only a few minutes.

      The biggest surprise was the view when they emerged from enclosed darkness into a brightly lit chamber easily the size of Manhattan Island, and found themselves looking down at a proper Sleer city. A holographic sky filled the space above with purple light as yellow clouds drifted past, with a ringed gas giant above with a moon’s shadow crossing its face. Below, the oblong slab of Sleer civilization teemed with tall structires, but the densely packed buildings looked more like anthills or termite mounds than they did human constructions. They only had a brief look as the travel capsule descended into the city proper and opened in a crowded reception plaza.

      They stepped out and jogged to the other side of the station, helmets firmly secured to their battle armor. Brooks needed a moment to find his bearings and map a quick route to the express capsule they needed for their round-the-world tour. “You ever been to Grand Central Station?” he asked.

      “Once, on a family trip to Manhattan. I didn’t like it. Too many people, too much noise.”

      “Says the woman who joined the UEF to hang around noisy aircraft for a living.”

      “Sure, to fly Ravens. This is making me paranoid.” Rosenski surpressed a shudder as she took in her surroundings. This could have been any train station on Earth except for the fact that it was constructed entirely of metal with ceramic-tiled surfaces and the Sleer were the ones using it. Sleer everywhere! She tried not to stare, unsuccessfully, as she felt her heartbeat double. Despite her proximity to Brooks and their continual exposure to the alien race’s works, she realized with a shock that she’d never seen an unarmored Sleer up close before. They looked very unlike what she’d expected. They stood taller than herself, some by a head, some by much more, and while they were wiry in build and impossibly strong, they weren’t especially agile. They could run, but their movements were clumsy, like gila monsters or monitor lizards that had to flip their entire bodies from side to side as they lumbered forward. Triangular heads on thick necks gave them vaguely reptilian appearances but the rows of needle-sharp teeth in their wide jaws reminded her of sharks, while their compound eyes made them look even more unreal. And yet, when they were properly motivated, they could sprint like nobody’s business; she caught the sight of a few racing from one arriving capule to another that was preparing to depart. Very dangerous for short distances.

      The plumage freaked her out the most. Lizards didn’t have feathers, but Sleer did. Greens, browns, yellows, mottled jungle colors. Some had ruffled crown plumes that were breathtakingly beautiful. And uniforms seemed to be generally enclosed coveralls, some in bright red, others in dark blue, brown, or green. Others wore splendid, multi-hued robes and still others wore simple rectangular wraps that left their limbs bare. Talons on their fingertips and heavy claws on their toes made her think of cassowaries, the big flightless birds that were known to kick a grown man’s shin to splinters. A train station full of monstrous birds with evil intent and three times her physical strength turned her stomach and pushed her breath into her throat. Good lord, what was she even doing here?

      The plaza opened out to a wide set of compartments. She looked up to see thousands of rollers and fighter pods suspended in storage racks above her, with elevators and winches moving between them. Miniature crew were being fitted into miniature ships as far as she could tell. She eyeballed the distance and realized the racks had to be several klicks away. It brought home the truth that the battle ring was impossibly huge.

      “Military base?” she asked. “Right in the travel hub of a major city?”

      “Why not? Ascension City grew up right next to an alien spaceship landing site. Come on, this way. Synch your HUD to mine and we’ll get there inside of an hour.”

      Now she could feel a burning in her throat and forced herself to swallow the spurt of bile that rose into her mouth. “Are you kidding? It’ll take us that long to find a way out of this building!”

      “I know where I’m going. Just concentrate on looking like you belong,” he said. He had a tone of authority she wasn’t used to hearing from him, which disturbed her even more. They were surrounded by enemy aliens and she responded by shrinking into herself. Why was this even happening? She was used to being in command of herself, of her squadron, of her fucking destiny! People on the ground and in the air died if she didn’t do her job properly, so why was she freaking out?

      She straightened and stopped as he punched her shoulder. “Hey! Sara! You in there?”

      “What? Yes.”

      “Stop crying.”

      “What?”

      “I said, stop crying. Look at yourself, you’re hunched over and your arms are drooping. That’s what a crying Sleer looks like. You are a goddamn Sleer bridge officer now. Straighten up and act like one!” Then the little shit punched her in the arm, again and again, until she finally broke out of her freak-out and punched him back. She distantly noticed that when he wore his armor she and Brooks were exactly the same height.

      She breathed deeply and centered herself. Back to work. “You’re right. I’m good. It won’t happen again. It’s just…” she spun herself once more to take in the platform. It really did look like Manhattan. Bad childhood memories threatened to bubble up to the surface and she pushed them down again. Not here. This was no place to discombobulate.

      Her HUD reacted to Brooks’s efforts and a set of traces showing them the direction to go setted onto her faceplate. “Lead on, Lieutenant Brooks.”

      “Sir, yes sir. Follow me. And don’t walk like a human, try to waddle like these jokers do.”

      She tried. She’d burned her running form into habit from years of track training before the military and pushed further after she’d enlisted. She was good at it. Forcing herself to take her game down several notches burned her ass but it gave her something to concentratre on as she followed Brooks through the plaza. Once they were moving, she noticed more about their environment. Sleer weren’t into stairs, for example. She didn’t see any steps, stairwells, or even escalators. But ramps and lifts were another story. Sleer loved to slide on and off smooth surfaces, or step up or down onto rising or dropping platforms. Even crazier, they seemed as sure-footed as mules; they passed one long bank of lifts with Sleer packed onto the open platforms. No rails, no velvet ropes, nothing installed to improve safety on any of them. Maybe they were just that good at not fidgeting. Or maybe Sleer didn’t get the urge to push one another off moving platforms. Or jump from them.

      As they left the plaza, the crowds condensed into a throng with half the street moving in one direction and the other moving in the opposite direction. Shops and service outlets rose in tiers up the sides of the buildings, all linked by ramps and lifts. But she couldn’t see how anyone knew where any given provider was located. These Sleer must have come from the refugee fleet that arrived recently, which meant they couldn’t have been here before. Maps were in place, sure, she saw holographic display points installed every few hundred meters on both sides of the street. She was missing something important. Eventually she decided to fiddle with her helmet’s visual display and on a whim set the sensors to display the widest possible band of the EM spectrum.

      Her HUD exploded with color and shapes and she let out a squak. “Oh. My. God! Simon! They can see everything!”

      “What?”

      “Set your helmet visuals to the max band and you’ll see what I see.”

      “All right, but…dude!”

      The entire city was aglow with visual data. In a moment their urban setting changed from a miles-long crowd of termite mounds to Tokyo’s Akihabara district at night. No shop, no tower, no spot on any street failed to shine with a message in Sleer. And yet the colors seemed off…the animations seemed weird.

      “It’s those damned compound eyes, I’ll bet,” Brooks guessed. “We just have lousy binocular RGB vision, these bastards have spectrographic sensors in their heads. They probably see colors we can’t even imagine. I’m not even sure how the helmets are projecting this much information onto our HUDs.”

      “They might be doing the best they can with the settings our implants are programmed for. They can’t actually change how our eyes are constructed. Shit…can they?”

      “Time will tell,” he grunted.

      They wound their way through the city. It really did remind her of that awful trip to Manhattan when she was young. The crowds were so thick that she wondered why no one robbed or killed each other out of spite. There were so many distractions that it took effort not to gawk at the scenery. Once she realized that she had no hope of identifying most of what she was looking at, it blended into a haze of multi-colored noise, like so much nonsense washing over her. She looked up to spy a series of travel tubes that wound vine-like around the larger buildings, then wondered whether they had things like cars and motorcycles. It turned out they did: she spotted a crowd of young Sleer zooming by in individual contraptions that didn’t seem to involve more than a circular platform to stand on, a set of handheld controls, and a vertical column that connected the two. There were much larger enclosed vehicles flying by too, at higher altitudes. She wondered how they managed to avoid each other, or if they did. Maybe Genukh was expected to handle that as well.

      Their destination loomed, a silver-and-black column that maintained a set of security gates. The flow of foot traffic broke to avoid the station, but Brooks’s command gauntlets let them right in. A ramp led them down to a drop-platform, which descended quickly enough to shove their stomachs into their chests. Finally, they docked with a large travel capsule. The two humans entered and breathed a sigh of relief as the heavy doors closed and a Sleer voice made an announcement.

      “Fasten your harnesses, this capsule will travel quickly,” she said, pleased she’d understood the verbiage. Brooks even winked at her. They no sooner obeyed instructions than they felt the vehicle lurch to the side, then drop like a rock. A few seconds later the opaque metal of the travel tube fell away and they were in open space.

      The Earth lay below them, a dark sphere dotted with periodic clusters of light as they passed over myriad Pacific island chains. The only clue they had to how fast they were going was a dash display that plotted their position on the ring itself. Battle Ring Genukh’s mass offered a shield from the space above them, a solid band of metal enclosing the home world like a wedding ring. A shotgun wedding, to be sure, as humanity entered into an abusive relationship with the Sleer. There was no divorce court in the galaxy that could get them out of this situation.

      Once they got over the shock of the scenery, they settled down. “I’m making a record of everything we see,” Brooks said, his gauntlets plugged into a data port in the arm rest. “It’s supposed to copy everything to both our suits.”

      “Let’s hope it works. Although you generally seem to know what you’re doing when it comes to the gear,” she said.

      Brooks retracted his controls and pulled off his helmet. “You’re just jealous that I jumped through that hole in the crazy water pump before you did.”

      “I’m pissed off you did it without announcing your intentions,” she corrected. “You’re turning into quite the little bulldog, aren’t you?”

      He snorted. “I am the clinging death.”

      “What?”

      “It’s from White Fang. The only Jack London book I ever read. White Fang goes up against a bulldog…he calls it the Clinging Death.”

      “Ah. The classics.”

      “London was shorter than I am, you know. Five-five, five-six, something like that. He spent years collecting a stack of rejection letters almost as tall as himself. He figured when he had his full height’s worth of those letters, he’d give up writing. Then his brother invited him to Alaska, and he started writing about what he saw. A few years later, the whole world knew who he was.”

      The Pacific Ocean rolled by as Rosenski took stock of their surroundings. The couches were strangely comfortable, as comfort didn’t seem to be a Sleer virtue; lockers beneath them contained boxes of food bars and bottles of water. Hawaii stood out as a collection of bright specks with the Marquesas Islands much further south. A spoke approached as they passed north of French Polynesia, tiny specks of light barely visible from three hundred miles up. Another spoke rolled by as they approached North America, and another with the west coast of Mexico to their north, just barely visible at the end of their horizon. The dark side of the planet began to glow with sunlight as they passed the terminator and night became day when they crossed another spoke, this one secured to the westernmost tip of Colombia. Brazil was covered by clouds, and the flicker of lightning never seemed to stop as they glimpsed bits of land through the rare breaks in the weather. Another spoke passed as they flew over French Guiana. The ring wasn’t perfectly symmetrical but it was close enough to fool either of them. Her implants insisted that they were capturing maps in the full EM spectrum as well as radar maps. They even spied the flicker of green and yellow bands over the North and South Poles: the Northern and Southern Lights, respectively. Enough to be reassured they still existed, but not enough to properly see either.

      They lost track of time and napped in turns, one staying awake to witness the state of Earth as the other slept. Another spoke passed as they crossed over West Africa, south of Nigeria. More inclement weather and lightning as they passed a spoke anchored south of Ethiopia.

      At a point where they both woke, Brooks got an idea. “From here to the control tower it’s all more ocean…let’s see if we can…there!” The car switched onto a new set of tracks and swept to the side as it crawled up from the surface facing Earth and up the side of the ring. Soon the width of the ring completely eclipsed their planet.

      Their view changed radically as they were now facing the space above Earth. Sleer starships remained in orbit over the planet, thousands of them, each one keeping station above a fixed point on the ring. They passed over enormous docking bays, easily big enough to hold a squadron of ships before moving to the next modules. Missile hatches stretched before them, arranged in patterns that suggested entire sections were given to house them. Gun placements sported turrets easily the size of anything a modern naval battleship might offer and bigger ones besides. More than once they passed over a section that was incomplete: empty space slowly filled by machines that built, placed, and fixed massive struts and supports into place while others crawled around the inside of the ring, cranking out everything from deck plates to doors and console parts. Some of the skeletal sections were many miles in length. Whatever it would turn out to be in the end, Battle Ring Genukh was still very much a work in progress. It reminded them that their job was to turn it into something the UEF could use.

      The travel capsule dash display indicated that they were nearing the end of their voyage. Their view disappeared as the vehicle ducked back inside the final section of the ring, this one only a few hundred klicks from the command tower they’d begun their journey from. Brooks performed a last data swap with the console, then withdrew. “I still need a new set of armor.”

      Rosenski nodded, appreciating his focus. “Let’s go find you one.”
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      Underhill was as good as her word. She drove the command car to a loading and unloading zone just inside the main gate, set up the comm systems for Valri and Fairchild, given them a brief lesson on how the sets worked, and headed back to the Pegasus launch gantry on foot.

      And there they’d sat for hours. Valri concentrated on contacting her network of buyers and sellers in the world of military contractors and equipment vendors. She hadn’t been out of the loop so long that they were surprised to hear from her. Most of them hadn’t even heard the news about her leaving the company or the reason for it. As far as they were concerned, a call from Valri Gibb was just another sourcing request.

      She listened to Ray’s progress between calls. Fairchild wasn’t having the same level of success. He started by contacting General Eisenberg’s office and asking to speak to the company clerk. His intention was to order the refurbished Cosmic Corps battlers for delivery to the scrap yard. What he didn’t seem to understand was that company clerks didn’t do things like that. Even Eisenberg’s personal aide didn’t do things like that. They set up orders for others to follow. The real system looked like this: an order from Eisenberg would be recorded by the aide who would hand it to the clerk who would draft it, then hand it back to the aide where it would be signed by the general passed back to the clerk and then disseminated throughout the comm network that posted orders for various units.

      It was a system. A ruthless, horrible, no-good system that dominated the thinking of the entire UEF. And it didn’t take instruction from a Raven pilot whose squadron was relegated to non-active status, no matter how impressive his war record was, or what he’d seen or done recently. Fairchild’s close brush with a treason charge surely didn’t help.

      It was a shame, really. The man oozed confidence and knew what he wanted to make happen. On the battlefield or in the sky, she’d bet a month’s salary that Fairchild was hell on treads. He’d just never pushed his own paper.

      She could hear the desperation in his voice as he begged an engineering unit for some help in getting his new ship on its feet. “Seriously, Micah, all I need is one solid team. Twenty guys, some heavy equipment, and a flatbed. Maybe a couple of fuel trucks. You can? That’s great. Nine weeks? That stinks. No, it’s a Pegasus shuttle that’s been sitting in the rain for a while. You don’t have to drill any new holes, just patch what’s there and install the components. No, I don’t have the components…you should have the components…”

      Valri kept her eyes on her slate as she heard the click of a disconnect and the unmistakable sound of a headset being thrown against a metal wall.

      “Fucking red tape,” he grumbled.

      “Problem?” she asked coyly.

      He gave her a surly look, then got himself under control. “I can’t get Eisenberg’s office to release the refurb battlers he promised, and the Corps of Engineers won’t send a team over to help repair the assault shuttle. Three hours of my life down the proverbial tube.”

      “Have you always been a pilot?”

      “Of course.”

      “No time in desk duty? None at all?”

      “A week of desk duty every month when I was a lieutenant.”

      “But you’ve never been trained as a paper pusher? There’s an MOS for that: Ninety-two Yankee, Unit Supply Specialist. There’s a whole slew of inventory management jobs they need doing that aren’t glamorous, but without them the military grinds to an ugly halt.”

      “Everyone says they believe in some god but real soldiers believe in resupply and logistics, is that it?”

      “Did I say that?”

      “You didn’t have to. Can you do better?”

      The rear door of the ATV opened and Underhill clambered into the cabin. She’d put her hair in a bun for work and wore a shiny silver headset that covered her right ear. “My cat could have done better and scratched dirt on it, sir.”

      Valri bobbed her head. “What she said.”

      Fairchild blinked. “You heard that?”

      Underhill tapped her fancy headset. It seemed as natural to her as a set of earrings but far more useful. “I hear everything.”

      “Then do better.”

      “I already have. There’s a Golem security robot repair squad between jobs near here. They’ll arrive within the hour. Assuming, of course, that you don’t mind a bunch of overcop techs working your site.”

      “I’m sure he doesn’t.” Valri pulled a tablet from the wall and handed it to Underhill. “I need five hundred drones linked in to the ARLN-57/3 ID mainframe. Set it for a dozen or so passes over the entire yard, starting with the coarsest resolution and then getting progressively more detailed with each pass. These are the authorization codes, the pass coordinates, and the network IP codes to synch the information into the command car’s own network.”

      Underhill scrolled through pages of material. “You want the drones to scan the junk out there, catalog it by device and location, and download it to this network. Right?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Give me an hour. You want me to link the dish antenna to the primary array on the OMP’s control tower too?”

      Valri beamed. “Yes please!”

      “Hurm.” Underhill pocketed the tablet and released the upper hatch. They heard her crawling over the vehicle’s roof. “Done!” She dropped down into the cabin, vaulted out the rear door, and headed back into the scrap yard.

      “What a helpful little fascist,” Fairchild murmured.

      “You need to learn how to ask for things, mister man.”

      “If I’d just ordered her to do it…”

      “She would have said ‘yes, sir’ and not known how to get started. I came up with a plan I knew she would understand. All she needed to do was fill the blanks with content. Frances is good at that.”

      “So I see.” He turned his head to watch Underhill through the windshield as she strode further into the scrap yard. “I’d just as soon not be ordered to take an overcop snitch on my squadron is all.”

      Valri Gibb unhooked her head gear and folded her arms, snarling as she spoke. “She’s no snitch. She’s not even part of the law enforcement division, did you know that? She’s a sneaky bitch, I admit. Into gizmos and gadgets, and I’ll bet you my empty bank account she knows more ways to tap a smartphone than you or I could ever come up with. But she’s a good guy.”

      “She’s a boil on my ass.”

      “She is helping you achieve a goal that you didn’t even know how to begin,” Valri said. “What if I started thinking of you as a murderer? How would that feel?”

      “Bad, except it wouldn’t be true. I don’t murder anyone. I neutralize threats to planetary security. I kill bad guys, pure and simple.”

      “Yeah, I never met a soldier who didn’t think that. You don’t think the Sleer are people? You think they have hopes, dreams, histories? Parents? Children? I’ll bet you they think your killing their troops makes you a murderer.”

      “All we’ve seen from them is soldiers. I doubt they have any illusions about the current situation.”

      “My point is the OMP is on your side, at least her little corner of it. Play nice and you get a lot more use out of her.”

      “You make it sound simple.”

      “It is simple.” She stood and crab-walked to the open hatch. “I need some air. Excuse me.” She nearly fell out of the ATV, taking a brisk pace toward the Pegasus shuttle. The last thing she needed was to listen to a navy man whine.

      She jogged a few dozen steps, then slowed to a walk, watching the garbage racks rise about her. The yard was clearly meant to be manned by machines, as wide streets and avenues allowed vehicles to navigate between the stacked piles of old and unused gear. The columns rose perhaps a hundred feet wide and twice as long, like individual mountains rising in a mechanical range. She was certain that there were myriad components in these miniature mountains that she’d bought or sold to the military. A career’s worth of detritus and waste. All that effort gone to build metal sandcastles.

      But if they could pull this project off, it would be a heck of a resume entry, wouldn’t it?

      She spotted Frances’s lanky form well in the distance and put on a burst of speed to catch up. “Hey! Wait up!” Underhill didn’t stop, but slowed just enough that Valri got the chance to meet without exhausting herself.

      “Not bad for a quarter-mile sprint,” she said. Underhill was carrying her own gear, a portable computer that would unpack into a proper long-range comm rig. Valri had seen enough of them in catalogs over the past two years to recognize the package. Frances had it slung over her shoulder like a briefcase. “I should exercise more often.”

      “You should. We’ll come up with a morning calisthenics schedule for you. In a month, you’ll be back in the pink. In six months, you’ll be ten pounds lighter and wonder how you managed without it.”

      “Sound good. Just stop for a minute. Can’t breathe.”

      “One minute. The ship is still way over there and you want to use it as the center of the mapping fields, right? The drones will be here soon, so we need to hurry.”

      “Fair enough.” Valri took two or three huge breaths to oxygenate her blood and recovered, mostly. “Let’s go.”

      They walked in silence for a bit, Underhill purposely jogging ahead and then reverting to a walk so Valri could keep up. “What do you think of Fairchild?”

      “Had to lay down a few rules for himself.”

      “I don’t think he likes me.”

      “He doesn’t have to like you. He doesn’t have the right to talk about you or to you as if you’re here to set him up for failure. I just made sure he knew it.”

      “Why do you think I’m here?”

      “Well...to help repair the ship and go get those trapped crewmen. Aren’t you?” Underhill kept silent, prompting Valri to push. “Hey. Aren’t you?”

      “Val, you’re not a part of this particular pecking order. Not officially. So I’m going to ask you as a friend, not to have conversations with Fairchild or any other UEF soldier about me, my job, or the OMP in general. Can you do that for me?”

      “Yes…but why?”

      “Look…he’s not wrong. I told him that straight out. I am here as a check on the stupidest things he might decide to do in the name of loyalty or mission success.”

      “What?”

      “It’s true. The OMP is spread pretty thin. I do spy stuff, communications, code breaking and hacking, the whole nine yards. There’s a law enforcement section that does the heavy lifting, but that’s not me. I didn’t have the stomach for that, and I know it. What do you think we do all day? Locate lost little kids at county fairs? No. We keep soldiers in order. We keep everything in order. Right up to the national leaders in every country. They all have an overcop in their cabinets. Even the dictators. Especially the dictators.”

      Valri blinked as she trudged along. “I didn’t know that.”

      “No one knows that. We make sure that questions like that don’t even occur to the people in charge. But they need to work together, or we all collapse in one ultra-tech heap. That’s who we are, the ones who ensure that no one thinks twice about bowing out, going their own way, or not pulling their share of the load. It’s ugly, but it’s true.”

      Valri took a moment, plodding silently as she assimilated the new information. It was true, she’d thought of the OMP as a purely military endeavor, not as an agency with world-wide influence or duties. “I won’t mention it again.”

      “Thank you. For what it’s worth, I’m not especially proud of how we maintain that cooperation, but without it the Sleer win. It’s that simple. The UEF has enough to complain about without bringing attention to me and what I might have to do in the name of compliance.”

      “One question, then I’ll shut up…What’s to stop your bosses from taking over the whole show one day?”

      “Overcops watch everyone. Even our own. Especially our own. If Colonel Hendricks ever decided to stage a coup and declare himself emperor of the world and South Pico Island as his court, I’d have something to say about it. So would the other overcops. Trust me on that.”

      “All right.” She pointed to a rising trash dune past another row of metal garbage towers. “There’s the ship.”

      “So it is. Come on, race you!” She sprinted off toward their shared goal as Valri sucked in a huge breath and followed at top speed.
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      Valri Gibb watched Dance scuttle over the gutted vessel’s hull. “How did you get up there?”

      Reagan found a foothold and straightened, stepping over to the side, and pointed down. “There’s a set of hand and footholds on the rear fuselage. It’s like a hiking trail, up the tail, to the wing, then up here. I’ll wait.”

      Valri and Underhill looked at each other, then headed toward the assault shuttle. The Pegasus was designed to be a frontline troop transport with a modicum of self-defense and attack weaponry. The idea behind these small, fast ships would be the rapid deployment and response of any mixed group of assault troops. The combat troop transports were twice as long and four times as massive, while the much larger Protector-class combat shuttles could land on a football field and carry the combined might of a full company of battlers with a few Ravens in their hold. Beyond that, the Protectors were heavily armored, possessed powerful engines, and carried both laser and missile turrets as well as hull-mounted weapon arrays forward and aft.

      The Pegasus had nothing comparable. A pair of port and starboard hull-down laser turrets, two more turrets on dorsal and ventral pop-up hardpoints, a dorsal vehicle bay just big enough for one Cosmic Corp Raven fighter if they were ever deployed, and room in the cargo bay for a half dozen battlers. Minimal armor, and a very experimental drive. And that was that. The bloody thing would need solid fuel boosters and a huge external gas tank just to achieve orbit. And the launch gantry would have to be angled into the sky for that to be possible.

      Suddenly, Valri wasn’t sure she’d made a wise investment at all.

      By the time she figured out how to climb Dance’s “hiking trail” for herself, she was out of breath and her arms and legs screamed in pain. She was way out of shape. She would absolutely take Frances up on her offer to physically train her. Not being able to keep up with her crew was embarrassing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After Valri stormed out of the ATV in a huff, Fairchild tried other tactics. He had friends in supply, or so he thought; Major Thermopolis and he had an agreement where the Hornets got new training planes and Thermopolis got, well, Ray wasn’t sure. Joanne Arkady had always handled that aspect of the relationship. But the quartermaster had gotten them goodies from time to time over the past few months.

      Fairchild placed the call and got a surly sergeant who passed him off to a know-nothing corporal who passed him on to a baby lieutenant so green Ray could smell newly cut grass through the radio. The butter bar finally transferred him to a captain who verified Fairchild’s name and then suggested he call back when he had been reinstated.

      Ray cut the line and looked at his watch. Nearly four hours up in smoke. He was bad at this.

      “Where the hell is Simon when I need him?” he murmured. He leaned back, staring at the scrap yard through the armored front glass. Simon was three hundred plus miles above him somewhere, dodging lasers, or sneaking past Sleer soldiers on his way to some goal. Rosenski would be keeping him on his toes. That was literally all he had to go on. The vain, perhaps forlorn hope that a boy half his age would be smart enough, good enough, and quick enough to somehow figure out how to destroy an alien fleet.

      It was insane. He was insane for believing it when he should be…what? What should he be doing? Ray came to the sinking feeling that without his plane around him, without some war machine under his control, he hadn’t much to offer Earth in her defense or anything else.

      The curse of the pilot, he knew. In the so-called Great War, pilots had banked on their insanity to get in the ramshackle boxes made of canvas and plywood. The average life expectancy of those lunatics had been something like fifteen minutes in the cockpit. World War II had given them more powerful machines, armor, and weapons, for sure, but they’d had to learn a whole new set of battle tactics to go along with their use. The British Royal Air Force had an easier time building planes than finding pilots to competently man them. By the time jet fighters replaced the prop-driven aircraft, it was all electronic. The guy with the best gear who engaged first won the fight, as long as he could count on it working.

      And now, the Raven, the most destructive single-man war machine ever built by human hands, and the best he could do was find pieces strewn around a garbage yard. Some defender of Earth you are, recruit.

      The truth was that he’d let Valri call him a murderer many times over if it gave him the chance to find a working Raven. He’d even smile and agree with her. If wanting to live more than the guy attacking you wanted you dead made him guilty of murder, then…fine. Whatever it took. They didn’t pay Ray Fairchild to die in the line of duty. They paid him to make the other guy take up that grisly honor. He wasn’t going to apologize for wanting to see his family again. Not even for wanting to see his squadron again. Better alive than anything else.

      He rammed his fist against the door frame, knocking it askew. He’d never pulled the door completely shut. He shoved it open, dropped to the ground, and a peculiar buzzing caught his ear.

      He reacted instantly, dropping to a crouch and his hand going to a holster on his belt which wasn’t there. In its place was a set of collapsible field glasses, which he popped open and used to scan the horizon. The vibration was a high-pitched whine, the sound of a tiny propeller rotating at very high speed. He thought to move his gaze to the direction of the OMP building back at base, elevated his field of vision upwards, and …

      There! A cloud of machines, holding a loose formation and heading toward their position.

      Underhill’s drones, he deduced. He tapped his comm and listened for an answering squawk.

      “Hornet Leader to Underhill.”

      “Underhill, go.”

      “Confirm those are your drones on approach?”

      A moment of silence. “Yes, sir. Those are ours. I’ve confirmed the OMP transponder codes.”

      “Anything special we should be doing now that they’re here?”

      “No, sir. They’ll home in on the signal I put up and work from there. They have a search-and-locate pattern to work though. I taught them that.”

      “How very thoughtful. Will it screw with the results if I meet you at the ship?”

      “It will not, Commander.”

      “Carry on. Leader out.”

      “Underhill out.”

      Despite their size, the drones could fly more quickly than Fairchild could walk. By the time he reached the Beast, they were already forming a scanning zone directly above the vessel. He spotted Dance Reagan working on something on the top of the shuttle along with two others: Valri and Underhill. All were making wide moves with their arms. Reagan was even jumping up and down, giddy about some damn thing.

      He made a beeline for the shuttle’s rear section, found Dance’s hiking trail, and quickly perched atop the dorsal surface. “Should I presume from your collective reactions that joy is imminent?”

      “Not only joy, but competence and mission success!” Dance babbled. “Look at these little fuckers, Commander! Aren’t they cute?”

      “Underhill? Sitrep please.”

      “Yes, sir.” Underhill was managing a tablet and glancing up at her mechanical charges every few seconds. Finally she swiped across the plate, stabbed it with her finger, and watched as the cloud of drones moved off. “They’ll do a full zone sweep first. They each do a full section-by-section scan with visual IR and UV sensors, then they compare data. The algorithm will compile a full 3-D model of everything they see and do. That done, they go about classifying what they see, but that’s mostly done back in the OMP server room.”

      “Remind me what the point of this exercise is again?”

      Valri gave him a bemused expression. “The point, Commander, is that we get a full inventory of every bit of flotsam and jetsam in this scrap yard. If we can identify and pull the components ourselves, we don’t need your engineer buddy to haul a warehouse with him if he decides to come out.”

      “We could even do all of it ourselves, but that would take some real work. And time. A lot of precious time that I don’t think you want to waste on elbow grease and a bunch of dirty words,” Reagan agreed.

      “I wonder if Micah would at least let us have a forklift and a flatbed truck?” he mused.

      “Don’t even need them,” Dance said. “I checked the western edge of the yard. There’s a full equipment shed there with an electronics station and all the gear we need.”

      He looked up. The drones were already formed up into a wide field above them, leaving space between them as they do-si-doed above him. He could almost pick out the shifting pattern they worked through, each drone inhabiting each spot in the grid in turn, then passing through to the one behind it. A crazy electronic dance.

      “How soon will they be done?”

      “Two hours for the raw scan, but it’ll take some time for the server to process the data. By sundown, we should have the complete map.”

      “Which means we can start work in the morning?”

      “Yes, sir. First thing.”

      “Or maybe sooner,” Valri murmured. She was peering through a pair of proper binoculars, fixed on a point in the distance. “Check that out.”

      He had an idea of what he’d see before he took them. A dozen spots on the horizon, heavy and vaguely humanoid, with heavy clumps shaking the ground ever so slightly with each step. Above them flew a half dozen Ravens in walker mode, using their flight abilities to carry heavy cargo containers with tow cables. “Help is on the way,” he said. He zoomed in to the lead walker, saw the big silver wings logo on the tail, and put the glasses down.

      “Where’s the Saint?”

      They looked around and at each other. No one had seen Joanne Arkady in hours. He got confirmation as his comm buzzed. “Fairchild, go.”

      “Commander, this is Lieutenant Commander Arkady of the Silver Spar Squadron. We’re here to get you folks properly on your way. Request instruction for a cargo drop.”

      And there it was. Arkady wasn’t nearly as slack as he’d been tempted to believe. The math was simple enough for a moron to do it: if she stuck with the Hornets and they pulled off the impossible mission, then the UEF might eventually offer her another command of her own. But if she took their offer now, then she was in a position to get them on their way in days instead of weeks. He felt a huge surge of pride at her sense of loyalty…and a shroud of regret she wouldn’t be working with him directly anymore. He’d come to rely on her judgment and leadership skills quite a lot over the past two years. He wished her the best but he’d miss her terribly.

      “Dance, Underhill, give them whatever they need. Happy to have you, Silver Spar Leader. And I’ll be doubly sorry to see you go when it’s all done.”

      “Copy that, Hornet Leader. But it never would get done otherwise. Saint out.”

      “I’m going to miss her like crazy when she leaves,” Dance said.

      “You and me both. We have the help. Let’s get the Beast ready for action. Brooks and Rosenski must be going through hell up there.”
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      “Come on, Simon, that suit has augmented muscles, now push!”

      It wasn’t the best position to be in…now he regretted agreeing to it. His head was firmly between her legs, his arms wrapped around her thighs as she squirmed and wriggled around him. It wasn’t nearly as fun or interesting as he’d thought.

      Brooks dropped his torso a bit, gathered her feet in his hands, and opened his suit’s programing menu to double the power in its synthetic muscles. Once he gave her a platform, she carefully stood on his hands. Then he pushed, launching her into the air and up the rest of the way. She grabbed the lip of the grille, hoisted herself up with one gauntlet, and used the laser in the other to cut the bars away just enough to allow her entry into the tube.

      She clambered inside, disappeared, and then he watched her flip her body around to beckon him up. “Good job. Come on, do that Spider-Brooks thing. One, two, three, before we set off an alarm or something.”

      He backed away and turned around. No one was coming, and the nearest sensor dome he could see on the floor plan was well away from them. Not that it was a definitive map of every security system on the ring. If he had designed the structure, he’d have made sure that not everything was listed. After all, what if some alien species got ahold of the plans and decided to use them as a tool for infiltration and sabotage? Nah, that never happened.

      Ten meters, then twenty. He turned back and set himself like an Olympic athlete. The suits were versatile and crazily flexible, but they couldn’t stretch quite the way a human body could.

      Ready, set…go!

      He dropped into gear, running like a sprinter, pushing himself to the limit. He counted down the seconds, made sure he had the distance to work his charm, and jumped into the air. His inertia pushed him further along, and his boots met the metal of the wall. He used the tips of his boots to push himself further up the slope, stepping literally up the wall. He flailed with his arms, horribly aware that he was running out of steam and that physics was already working against him.

      Rosenski reached out, caught his hand with her own, and dragged him into the tube where he sat down hard. “That was exciting.”

      “One of these days you need to teach me how to do that,” she said.

      “I’m not sure how I learned to do that. I’m not sure how I learned most of the things this armor can do.” There were a few of them. The spider climb was just the latest one.

      “Hurm. I think you just like having something over on me.”

      “Perish the thought.” He accessed his helmet map, located their position, and pointed down the tube. “This goes on for another two hundred meters or so, then it opens out into a junction. Third junction on the right should get us out of this compartment and into the next one.”

      “That the factory you were talking about?”

      “Possible. It’s a giant sealed chamber with airlocks and a lot of equipment. Gotta be something interesting going on in there.”

      “Fair enough. You’re on point.”

      They’d been doing this for weeks. The ring was immense in a sense that their experience with the size of the AMS-1 never prepared them for. Worse, their maps didn’t cover everything aboard. That would have taken a huge amount of digital space, both for storing the data and everything it implied. Trying to cover a large city like New York or London with enough CCTV cameras to cover every intersection, street corner, or bus stop was a task that had threatened to break the city’s police budget numerous times. Trying to do something like the ring, a new sensor dome every hundred meters for instance, would have been prohibitive. There’d be nothing left for life support much less the nanofactories or God knew what else was installed up here. The Sleer builders had done the next best thing: they’d scaled down their ambitions, and now only major sections and compartments were part of the system. There were hundreds of thousands of miles of corridors, storage areas, habitats, and individual quarters that the control tower had no way of looking at. Bad for them, good for the two humans who were trying to navigate the station.

      Her voice crackled in his earphones. “Observation drones around?”

      “Not that I can see, and I have my gain turned up as far as it will go. If one comes calling, I’ll see it. You do know we’re moving through their main travel network, right?”

      “I think you neglected to mention that aspect of our effort,” she grunted.

      “Seriously, they use these tubes and ceiling tunnels to move around. They don’t move very fast but they can fly. So they fly through corridors near the ceiling. Keeps them away from the walkers and combat drones. Neat bit of design, don’t you think?”

      “I think that you should concentrate on getting us to that factory you spoke so highly of three days ago.”

      Was it three days? He couldn’t remember. His suit chronometer said eighty-two hours and change, so yeah, three days and a bit extra. “Working on day four now.”

      “Brooks! Focus.”

      “Yes, Lieutenant.”

      A spherical robot about four feet in diameter moved almost silently down the corridor the humans had just vacated. It hovered near the ceiling, using its external sensors and cameras, the widest possible field of vision. Normally this observation drone ran in a circuit nearly three miles long, watching a set of corridors and mechanisms as was its share of the huge workload of maintaining Battle Ring Genukh. It was designed to react to breaks in the monotony. Things that didn’t fit its profile of normalcy. It was coming up on such a break right now.

      The drone spied a meshwork that guarded a tunnel meant for a machine of its ilk to utilize for quick transportation from one section to another. The meshwork that covered the tubes was coarse but regular, a proper frame that might be used by any sliding portal, covered with a network of hollow tubules meant more to give fiber optic conduits a place to live while offering them a modicum of protection. Hardly a structure that was expected to keep out unwanted intruders. Not exactly prone to damage, but not the sort of thing that could just be brushed away.

      This meshwork was clearly damaged. A ragged hole had been burned into the lower quadrant. The drone activated its comm network and linked to the computers that ran this section of the ring. There was indeed damage here. Not severe damage, but still. The sort of thing that should be tended to. It also noted that the frame the grille rested in was warped just severely enough to prevent the grille from admitting a drone. It tested the circuit, sensed the motors try to do their job and fail. This was indeed a problem.

      The drone checked its assigned section’s inventory, found a nearby technical service drone with nothing to occupy its attention, and summoned it to effect repairs.

      While it waited, the drone took a closer look at the damage. It zoomed a lens to gaze at the floor, found the ragged bits that had been torn from the grille, and then examined the grille work. Not torn, exactly. But there were scorch marks on the metal.

      The drone cataloged the problem as battle damage, updated the technical drone’s instructions to give this problem its highest priority, and updated the master computer with a report on the problem. That done, the observation drone continued on its patrol.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Assistant Servant of Security Dissessk stifled a yawn as he ran his claws across his control panel.

      “Battle damage,” he hissed. He played with his console, locating the observation drone that had reported the damage and asked it for a confirmation, which it gave. He then got it to spill the contents of its record onto his display.

      He manipulated the data this way and that, examining it from a number of perspectives. He sat back in his couch and toggled a comm link. “Gorssikken,” he called, a nest-mate three stations down. Too far to yell and yelling was frowned upon at any rate. But Gorssikken was more experienced, and a source of useful information. He had never failed to help Dissessk through thorny problems. “Has there been a battle in Section 3375A, on Level Nine?”

      “There has been a great battle, Dissessk, where the valiant defenders of Sleer lives and ships under Fleet Master Nazerian expelled the alien vermin from the ring. Or have you forgotten that already?”

      “I remember it. I meant more recently. Within the past day. This is new damage.”

      “Probably a drone mistook a burning circuit for something else. They do that now and again. These machines aren’t terribly bright.”

      Dissessk hissed as he looked at the display again. “Fiber optic circuits don’t overheat and they can’t burn a travel tube portal grille,” he insisted.

      “Then elevate it,” his nest-mate said. “You have the authority to do so. Just make sure the damage gets repaired, and you will be in a good place.”

      Dissessk thought about it. Gorssikken was wise. The worst that could happen was that a few drones had their schedules interrupted by investigating the problem. “Thank you, Gorssikken. I shall do so.”

      “Let me know what you find. Anything to break the boredom of watching a station that never changes.”

      Dissessk signed off and sent orders into his control station. A technical drone was already repairing the damage, and the Observation drone that reported it was back on its scheduled rounds…but the other end of the travel tube in question terminated in a major junction that opened into a primary construction nanofactory. Personal weapons and powered assault armor it looked like. That line had been running behind schedule for days, and it wouldn’t be a problem to send a team or two of repair drones to examine the section to find if some persistent vermin had somehow gotten aboard. It had happened to other permanent bases. The local animals always seemed to find a way into the machinery.

      He looked at the schedule, selected three teams of repair and construction drones and one team of primary defense drones to back them up.

      They would handle any vermin easily enough.

      The problem addressed, he updated the entry, alerted his unit’s Servant of Security to the change of schedule, and got back to watching the rest of his section.
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        * * *

      

      Brooks raised himself to see where they were. The junction he’d expected to find was nowhere in sight. He touched his suit’s gauntlet to an access plate and gawked as the meshwork grille slid into the wall and a platform extended allowing them to stand next to each other.

      His suit’s AI algorithms strained to keep up with what he was seeing. The setting was crowded and confusing, a vista of continual motion and movement, but also highly ordered, with no random elements. He watched a field of towers rise up from a factory floor like a nest of metal stalagmites but tall, climbing to a vaulted ceiling. The suit’s rangefinder said 316 meters, and for all he knew the suit was right. He could barely see the tops of the columns. Around each column wound a conveyor belt laden with partially assembled humanoid figures. It took a moment to recognize them as powered assault suits. Not the basic stuff like what he and Rosenski wore right now. Yes, their personal combat suits were powered but were considered basic protection and battle dress. This was a factory dedicated to building the heavy battlers that the Hornets faced on board the Sleer command ship at the Battle of Saturn. The ones that could wreck a Sparrowhawk with a single round from their chest cannon. This was the good stuff.

      “Mother lode,” Rosenski murmured. He turned his head to see her as rapt as he was next to him in the tube. “We need to get down there.”

      “No, we took a wrong turn somewhere. We need to get out of here.”

      “Brooks, this is a major supply line for these yokels. We need to put it out of commission, then melt away into the machinery. Sabotage 101, son.”

      Brooks bristled at being told he was wrong, even by her. The trouble was that he was finding it hard to argue with her. This assembly line could crank out thousands of these suits in a single batch. Tens of thousands. Hundreds of thousands. And every one that made it undamaged to a storage bay was one more tool the Sleer could use to screw up someone’s life on Earth.

      He nodded and they settled against each other on the narrow platform, sharing a map of the area. “All right, Frau Butcher, what’s the plan?”

      “The plan, Genius, is this…find me a control station. Then find me as many choke points as you can. Ideally, we can collapse a transfer point or a staging area. Creating a bottleneck gives any opposition a place to gather while we move away and wreck the assembly lines themselves.”

      “There’s at least one hundred of those assembly columns.”

      “And we’ll blow up as many as we can in what time we have.” She paused to examine her helmet display. “What’s the maintenance schedule around these parts? How many robots are in the area?”

      He opened his mouth to answer, and his own helmet AI dropped red markers across his field of vision. “Fifty just showed up. Or…have been scheduled to arrive in about ten minutes. Once we start blowing things up, they’ll double time it. Call it five minutes. Our suit blasters are not going to do a lot of damage to those lines.”

      “We work fast, then. A little to each column will keep them busy for a while. Designate some vital targets.”

      He exhaled and got to work, spotting the ladder that dropped to the floor easily enough. Locating a control node only took a few minutes, and he synched his control gauntlets into the local network. There was so much to sort through, and it slowed him down. Vital targets made sense on only on a human scale. You could figure out things like command posts, guard towers, muster fields, staging areas because humans were all built alike and tended to think alike across times and cultures. Human soldiers had certain limitations that could be exploited. And no matter how clever a military thinker was, they never thought of everything, which was why teams could achieve so much more than solo operators.

      This was a factory and as such it had no such predictable points of interest. Even though it had plenty of similarities to human factories, it wasn’t the same and hadn’t been built by human hands. Or even alien hands. It was a mechanical entity created by a mechanical intelligence. Which meant there was a mechanical intelligence’s plan at work here.

      With this in mind, Simon tried to discern the layout of the hardware. The supply lines originated at the bottom and ran in a corkscrew-shaped track along the center of each spoke. As each mech suit made its way progressively higher in its column, it was added to by robotic arms. Mechanical arms emerged from within the columns and occasionally extended down from another unit that would fly or rise from the floor. But always the direction was up.

      So he looked up. He finally saw it, as a complete mecha suit rose to the pinnacle of its column. A hatch opened in the ceiling and a winch and trap lowered down, grabbed the suit with pincers, and lifted it back up through the hatch and out of sight. The hatch closed and the process repeated on every column in a never-ending supply chain.

      “Those hatches above the columns,” he said. “The storage bays are up there.”

      She peered over his shoulder, craning her neck. “What are those suits designed to work with? A Sleer soldier can’t get into one naked, can they?”

      “No, they’re meant to be used with the basic Defender armor like ours.” He thought about the implications. “You know, if we get up to those bays there’s likely to be all kinds of stuff we can use. I mean…we are officers in the Sleer military.”

      “I like the way you’re starting to think, Simon. Let’s get into that storage bay and grab suits. Then we cause of bit of mayhem on our own.”

      “As it is written, so it shall be done,” he confirmed. “I’m linking our suit AIs so we can share intel. Let’s make some noise.”

      “Find me a way up to those bays, and you’ll get all the noise you want.”
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      Kessiduss locked his helmet in place and strode toward his pride and joy, a Kezekken assault walker that he called “Lifetaker.” He didn’t know the word’s origins in the human language called English and he didn’t care but he enjoyed how it rolled off his fangs as he spoke it. Badly, he was sure. Sleer mouths weren’t very good at pronouncing certain English words. The “L” in particular, made him cringe every time he tried. But this walker—what the humans were calling battlers—was fitted with superior sensors and communication gear. Once inside and powered up, he could run a battle from a thousand kilometers away.

      And so he would.

      His team occupied the space in the hangar bay expertly. They were fighters, a pair of technicians for backup, and one medic. But all were qualified to be in these machines and all knew their jobs. In his outfit, everyone fought and everyone worked.

      The real trick was to deploy properly. Drop down from the ring, hit the humans right in their command center, the island at the bottom of this spoke, and acquire a few of them for questioning and examination. Nazerian had been very specific on this point. They needed to know what made the primates tick. The needed biological samples. Blood, bone, genetic disposition, psychology, everything. Grabbing a few of them for transport to the labs only made sense.

      Besides, Kessiduss wanted to see them up close.

      He closed his armor, entered his machine through the hatch, and closed it over himself as he took his place at the controls. He waited while the AI made the needed adjustments to his equipment. His personal weapons were powered down to prevent accidental discharge inside the walker. The machine knew all the common mistakes that Sleer soldiers were likely to make, and was designed to prevent them. The assault walkers were smarter than the average war machine but they lacked knowledge of these particular pilots. As one fought within the vehicle, the AI optimized the machine’s reactions and tendencies. The AI actually learned its pilot’s habits and accounted for them, and could apply the same algorithms to its opponents. Over time, a Kezekken pilot’s reaction time doubled, then doubled again. It made all the difference in a close fight.

      Kessiduss slipped his gauntlets into the control rack and settled as the nanofibers connected him to the fighting machine’s innards. Lights appeared on the HUD as mechanisms whirred to life. He could see and hear everything around him as the visual cortex imposed new information on his own suit’s face plate display. The rest of his team prepared their own machines as well. Fifteen Kezekken, one automated cargo pod, and five Zithid single-fighters. The fighters would hold position over the fray while the walker-equipped troops caught whatever samples they could find and stuff them into the cargo pod.

      “Status checks,” Kessiduss called. “We are losing time!”

      He watched his board as he walked Lifetaker toward the mech bay airlock. If that didn’t get them moving, nothing would. The team obeyed, grouping around him as the massive blast doors parted. Even the fighters were up now, floating on invisible repulsorlift fields.

      “This is a quick and dirty raid. We smash everything in our path, grab whatever samples we can find for the scientists to muddle over, and then we return. Do not become distracted. This is not personal. But if someone screws up, then I will make it personal. Do I make myself clear?”

      “You do, Fleet Lord,” came the call, all voices answering as one. This was a good team. The inner bay doors closed, the hiss of escaping atmosphere sounded around them, and the outer doors opened to the curvature of the planet below them.

      Without another word, he dove off the platform and rode his machine down. The others followed silently.
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      Even with the Silver Spar’s help, the task of stripping and rebuilding the Beast took days.

      Valri Gibb noted how things happened almost of their own volition and always out of her line of sight. She went to the restaurant to ask Mei Ling to use the restroom, and when she came back, Reagan and Janus were unpacking crates of equipment. She fielded a phone call from a bureaucrat at the space port to see that a pair of laser turrets were being hoisted onto the ship’s hull. She went out for a quick bite for lunch and returned to see a squadron of beaten-up but serviceable battlers march into the work area while a team of techs with a crane tried to figure out how to winch them into the ship’s hold. She had no idea how they did it, but they clearly knew what they were doing. Six crappy fighting suits were better than nothing.

      For the first time, she began to feel intimidated by her new crew. Part of her was of the mind that she needed security, people loyal to her alone to defend her from these people who were still effectively strangers in her house.

      On the other hand, if she’d wanted a life of drudgery and relative security, she’d have played ball and stayed at On-Star. It was a change and a challenge, anyway. Ultimately, she preferred this to what she’d had before.

      The addition of the Ravens and battlers made what would have been two weeks’ work flash by in mere days, and there wasn’t a bone in Valri’s body that wasn’t thankful for their help. The Ravens were joined by forklifts and labors, mecha-like equipment handlers that were designed for the construction of heavy machinery like VRF fighters or repair work on massive installations. A team of six were able to lift the Beast off its gantry, set the launch tower to its proper upright position, fit a proper fuel tank to the shuttle’s underside, and refit the shuttle to the tank, all in twelve hours. Like children playing with plastic models. She knew there was no way it could possibly be that simple. Nothing ever was. And even if they were built for construction duty, they were still massively more complicated than the heaviest lifting device she’d seen.

      She took a step back to admire the scenery. From a quarter mile in the distance it seemed that little had changed except the relative position of the ship and its supporting gear. But she’d spent quite a lot of time close up as well. She approached now, staying clear of the truly dangerous bits like the fuel pump and supply hoses…there was supercold liquid oxygen running through there to work as an oxidizer for the aviation-class kerosene that was being pumped into the external fuel tank, and solid boosters strapped to the underside of the vessel as well. If something went horribly wrong the whole thing would either collapse under its own weight or go up like a bomb. Neither was the sort of thing she wanted to experience up close.

      Now there was a gantry leading up to the main cabin, which she climbed.

      Once inside she gawked at the change she witnessed. The crumbling bits of age and disuse had been scrubbed clean to reveal a proper vessel. Instruments flashed and gaping holes in the consoles had been sanded down and filled with functioning components. Everything was out of place, of course. The vertical position of the Beast precluded walking up and down the central aisle like one might on an aircraft, but there were handholds built into the deck. She figured out how to dig her fingers and toes into the slots and use them to climb hand over hand up to the cockpit.

      Dances with Gears Reagan was already in the co-pilot’s position, tablet in hand. She looked at the screen, made an adjustment on the console, and repeated the gesture.

      “Pre-flight checklist,” Valri called.

      “Aye aye, Captain. Don’t want to be late for our first dress rehearsal, do we?”

      “We do not.” Valri slipped across the floor, pulled herself up, and lowered herself into the pilot’s couch, her back taking the full weight of her body. “It’s like traveling back to the old days,” she noted. “You ever wonder what it was like for the old Mercury and Apollo guys?”

      “I’m not much of a history buff, to be honest. All I do know is that they weren’t sure what they were going up there for. Which is why they never really got any further than the moon. After that they used robots for all the heavy lifting.”

      “True. Then Ascension drops in for a visit and everyone got a bug in their ear for the heavy lifting in the worst way.”

      “We’ll be up there with them if this all works as advertised,” Reagan said. “If we don’t blow ourselves up first.”

      Valri turned her head to give her what she hoped was a threatening glare. “I don’t want to hear that.”

      “I didn’t enjoy saying it. Besides, almost no chance of that happening.”

      “No chance? You promise?”

      “Almost no chance. Promise.”

      Valri blinked as she tried to take in the nuances of what she was being told. “What’s the difference between no chance and almost no chance? What do we do in order to get to no chance?” she asked.

      Dance sighed and rested her tablet on her chest as she used both hands to fiddle with the panel. “For one thing…we use new ships. Not a rusted ramshackle nightmare that you bought for scrap. There’s a reason it was in this yard and not on a proper launch platform.”

      “Will it not work?”

      “It’ll work. It’ll get off the pad in one piece. But how well it’ll last under fire is a very different question.”

      Valri opened her mouth to snark at the soldier with a line about why she hadn’t said something earlier…but then remembered that Reagan had in fact said that exact thing. And in front of Ray Fairchild, who had overridden her concerns along with Valri herself. “Next time I’ll ask your opinion before making a major purchase of equipment.”

      “I would appreciate that manner of consideration, Captain.” She stabbed buttons on the console and made a sour face. “Gah! Why does this thing keep freaking out?”

      “Which thing?”

      “The proximity radar set. I have it tuned for max gain and now it won’t stop telling me we have incoming. But if we were under attack, the base would sound alarms and scramble fighters. It’s all quiet out there. Therefore, this gear is messed up.”

      “How do I synch it with the nav computer?”

      “The red LED on your two o’clock. The code is five-three-one-seven-nine.”

      Valri input the code as instructed and was rewarded with a display filled with information. It took some doing, and she wasn’t properly trained in reading military displays, but she didn’t need to be a genius to realize the machine was trying to warn her of approaching targets. While she stared, they both heard the warbling sounds of an air raid siren.

      “Dance? Open the command channel. We have an emergency.”
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      It occurred to Joanne Arkady that the atmosphere wasn’t that different from what it was on the day the AMS-1 launched. It was later in the day, of course, the sun was now ready to dip below the horizon, throwing orange and red rays down on the island. The Icarus was at sea well beyond her line of sight, but she still heard the roar of Raven planes and Marauder drones as they flew combat air patrols over South Pico Island’s airspace. The CAP was a regular event now, as the threat of a new attack from the orbital ring or deep space was now ever-present. As the battle ring grew in size and stature, its mechanisms had taken to using everything in their path to help produce raw materials for new components. That included all of the wrecks floating high above the earth in the wake of the Sleer attack on Ascension and the island in those first days. Unfortunately, it also included all of the assorted space junk that the human race had launched into orbit since Sputnik. Discarded boosters, panels, pieces and parts of every description. In theory that wasn’t so bad. In fact, it was much worse: eventually the Sleer nanofactories began consuming the satellites that human defense and civilian agencies relied on to monitor the state of the planet and communicate with other humans.

      As of now, there wasn’t a single functioning satellite in LOE or anywhere else. No more long-range communications. No more GPS, no more internet, no more anything. Land lines and short-wave sets had compensated to a certain degree, but it wasn’t the same.

      The gap left South Pico Island something of a literal island in every sense. The UEF tried to compensate for the ongoing lack of convenience by floating a ring of EW-5C Lurker airborne early-warning aircraft in high altitudes, spaced out every few thousand miles so that ground stations and military hubs could at least bounce signals off them in a slow but passable replacement for their satellites. The result was not optimal. The chain had far more gaps than anyone wanted to manage, and the Lurkers were badly vulnerable to attack, with only two short range missiles on underwing hardpoints for defense and all the maneuverability of a feral hog on ice. UEF doctrine paired Lurkers with VRF-1 Raven escorts, which could at least fend off an attacker long enough for its partner to turn off its sensors dome, dive for the surface, and hope that it could avoid destruction before the fighter was overwhelmed.

      Today, “Saint” Arkady was the Raven pilot. She flexed her shoulders and upper back as she rode herd on her attendant Lurker—one of six the carrier could field—one hundred miles off the Icarus. It was boring, but necessary work. She and her wingman, 1st Lt. Bill “Road Hog” Steeph, kept the Lurker between them, and both Ravens were working exclusively in walker mode to take advantage of the configuration’s slow speed. You would easily keep pace with a slow-moving vehicle that way and not gobble down your fuel stores in the process. Around they flew in a racetrack over and over. Boring. But necessary.

      Her earphones chirped for attention as a female voice spoke. “Spar Leader, Lurker Two.”

      The Saint opened the channel to respond. “Spar Leader, go.”

      “We have a group of new contacts at bearing two-five-five degrees, heading one-eight-one. Distance eight-one miles.”

      “Copy that, Lurker Two. Can you hold position while we check it out?”

      “Copy, Spar Leader. Will maintain altitude and course. Icarus flight control and South Pico control tower are being updated now.”

      “Roger. Come on, Road Hog, go to jet config. Let’s take a look.”

      Steeph’s husky voice rattled over the exchange. “Roger that. On your four, leader.”

      Arkady’s aircraft withdrew its arms and legs as she turned to an intercept course. She pulled a lever and her Raven bucked and jumped as it reassembled itself into a proper jet plane. She turned her head to Steeph’s Raven doing the same. The legs popped up and inside, the aircraft dipping a bit and losing some altitude as the legs regained their place beneath and behind the fuselage. But the increased speed more than made up for the drop-in altitude as they both increased their aircraft’s output to military thrust and then went to afterburners. The cockpit shuddered and popped as they boomed through the sound barrier and sped towards their targets.

      The afterburners and swept-wing configuration made blasting through the sky at nearly four times the speed of sound a bit of play as the Ravens quickly chewed up the distance between them and the reported sensor targets. Arkady’s habits took over as she switched her ship’s sensors to sweep a 140-degree field in front of the aircraft while her threat detectors turned another set of sensors to look in every direction. Her ship and Road Hog’s were already trading data, updating each other’s sensor displays as well as their own. She toggled buttons on her control stick to warm up the nose-mounted lasers and arm the underwing missiles that she carried. And, of course, the GU-22 gun pod, the triple-barreled automatic weapon that her aircraft used in every configuration. Even the sensor head had a pair of lasers built into it for directional targeting in case she had to take out an enemy that wasn’t directly in front of her.

      A wonderful machine, she knew. It’d be nice if it could make these decisions without her being present. Maybe one day…

      A warbling tone in her ears, accompanied by a new blip on her sensor display. “Contact contact, four-seven miles out.”

      “All I see is the spoke.”

      Arkady winced. The spoke. She’d forgotten it was in front of them. That was stupid. It occupied space but didn’t do much. It was a bit of scenery, like a mountain. But what if the new contacts had actually emerged from inside it? They knew it was hollow, after all. The Hornets had proven that already.

      She updated her report. “Group distance is four-one miles, distance from the spoke is four-six miles. I read about twenty contacts, descending fast. I think they’re heading straight for the island air base. Request a track confirmation.”

      A new voice arrived in her headphones. “The is South Pico Control, Spar Leader. Track confirmation running. Will advise.”

      “Will advise?” Road Hog murmured. “Those things are moving faster than we are. By the time those yokels give us a decision, we’ll run out of distance.”

      “That’s not unfair,” she agreed. She thought about her options very quickly. Her purpose up here was to make sure the Lurker was safe, and frankly the Lurker pilot was taking care of that on his own. Icarus and the island air base were already scrambling interceptors, with entire squadrons on Ready 5 status launching and forming up above the carrier.

      What would Uncle do? That was a no brainer: Uncle would follow those fuckers down and blow them out of the sky.

      All right, then. She had a mission. She toggled her comms to demand permission to pursue when her status board lit from red to green. “Silver Spar leader, this South Pico Control. You have permission to pursue. Threat indicators to green, transponder codes are in play. Three other squadrons formed up and en route. Good hunting.”

      “Understood. Come on, Bill, let’s get some.” One last check on the Lurker to make sure it was out of harm’s way, and she dove, pushing her plane to follow the descending aircraft down the length of the spoke. She saw the alien megastructure, a thin line breaking her horizon in two parts, even from twenty miles away. And she supposed that it made a nifty beacon that anyone on board that ring could use to follow…

      She blinked as her brain made a protein chain. “Bill, alter course. We’re not intercepting. We’re flying back to the scrap yard.”

      “We’re…what?”

      “You heard me. Back to the Beast and the squadron. I have an idea.”
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      Kessiduss was pleased with the way his unit followed instructions. They fell rather than flew down the lengh of the spoke, following it, using it as a guide. Proximity to the space elevator allowed them to take advantage of its ECM arrays, and if one was close enough, it might well not even show up on the humans’ sensor equipment. It had uses. A motion sensor would detect them easily enough, but motion sensors were not things often deployed on aircraft.

      The problem was the Zithid fighter pilots. They moved three times faster than the Kezekken pilots and were growing impatient. But he had something to keep them busy: two human aircraft that were speeding toward them and trying to get below them, if his ship’s targeting computers were to be believed. “Zithid One and Two. If you would deal with the approaching primates, I would appreciate it,” he ordered. Answering cries of acknowledgement burst against his ears as the two pilots broke formation, opened up their ships’ engines, and angled past him to intercept the intruders.

      They were barely six kilometers from the target, which was the main military base on the island. Many humans to choose from, if capturing a few was all that he wanted to do. In fairness, rampant destruction was sometimes its own reward. He had been bored lately and knocking around their war machines had a certain appeal.

      He examined his sensors closely. There were multiple stations on this island. He even picked out the huge launch cradle where Zluur’s gun destroyer had lain so recently. The spoke occupied a third of the distance between the coasts, dominating the view. The good news was that his pilots’ ships would automatically evade the spoke should someone lose consciousness and not be able to steer. The better news was that the humans had no such equipment on their vessels.

      An armed camp now appeared on his map. Small, near the southern coast, with very large magnetic anomaly readings. It could easily be a ship being readied for a launch. Couldn’t let that happen.

      “New orders, group. Fighters are to fly strafing attacks over the airbase at top speed. Kezekken pilots will change course to follow me down to the small armed camp on the southern coast. Smash everything. Kill as few as you can. We want samples, not corpses.” A round of acknowledgements met his ears as he programmed the new flight path and shared it with the rest of his group.

      Three minutes to contact.
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        * * *

      

      Ray Fairchild spent the first minute after the incoming target warning assessing his tools, and weighing his options. The Silver Spars assisting them at the launch site were at a disadvantage: their Ravens were not armed except with their standard lasers. Arkady and her wingman were still at least ten minutes away even at full afterburner and the scrapyard wasn’t defended in any conventional sense. No gun emplacements, nor surface-to-air missiles…not even any radar sets they could bring to bear. Their only advantage was the fact that the Beast was near a state of launch readiness. That had to be where the Hornets applied their energy.

      Underhill was busy on her own, working her ways through at least five conversations and making notes on her tablet. Updating the work crews, the Silver Spar officers, his own crew on the Beast, and the controlling agents at OMP HQ. He waited until she paused for breath, then gave her an order of his own.

      “We’re launching the Beast. Get the tower to clear us.”

      She blinked furiously, trying to process the order. “Sir? Are you serious?”

      “Never more serious. If they get here before we’re in the air, we’ll be wrecked on the ground and the past three days’ effort goes for shit. Not to mention we all die.” He paused to meet her eyes and could see that she was shaken. He’d seen that look before. “I know it sucks, but those are the facts. Get. It. Done. Lieutenant.”

      “Sir, yes sir!” She drew her face in, a frown of intense concentration bringing out the face of the hard soldier that Fairchild had suspected was living in there. Her fingers danced across her slate and she spoke into her headset’s pickup. “This is an OMP Priority launch order, authorization code is Romeo one Tango three Foxtrot November zero six. Assault shuttle Hornet One is launching in ten minutes. Countdown begins immediately. All sections report. All sections report.” She looked up, packing her tablet in her jacket and her hands whisking up and down her body checking loads and gear storage pockets. “Done. Let’s get on board, sir.”

      Ray turned his head to do a last visual check of his surroundings. Soldiers were either taking shelter, climbing into battle suits or vehicles, or arming themselves. The ground crew was busy checking the fuel lines for the assault shuttle and confirming that the tanks were filling properly. The crew chief finally waved them away, shutting down the flow of lox and kerosene into the fuel tank, and ordering his men to disconnect the hoses and umbilical lines. He gave a double thumbs up to Ray as his people cleared the launch area.

      “That’s it. Time to fly or die.”
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        * * *

      

      They were nearly down to the deck when Arkady realized their pursuers knew what they were doing. The two aerospace fighters that had broken off from the main group to follow them down were roughly the same mass as the Ravens but shorter with stubby wings and tail. A massive tri-barreled cannon sat snugly in the planes’ noses while recessed launch ports could pop out short-range missiles one at a time or in groups. Hell, Arkady had seen the damn things pop out their entire magazine in only a few seconds. It was a terribly effective tactic. Worse was that the Sleer fighters were faster than the Ravens.

      That left one tactic: using the home-court advantage.

      She’d already checked in with her XO who was even now on the ground, supervising the six Ravens charging their engines and lifting off at the scrap yard. Her instructions were specific: no one flew up to meet them. There were other squadrons being scrambled for that. The Silver Spars were there to defend the Beast and that was final. He hadn’t argued. She took that as a good sign, considering that she’d only been in charge of these yahoos for three days. She hadn’t even memorized everyone’s names yet. But in the meantime, there were the immediate problems to deal with.

      “Follow me in, Road Hog.”

      “Can’t! Evading!” Arkady glanced in her rearview canopy mirror to see the problem. One of their pursuers was going high to set up an attack that would swoop down onto them, and Road Hog was the swoopie. She saw him jink his plane one way then the other as the Sleer fighter unleashed a flurry of missiles at his plane. Road Hog evaded, dipping one wing and then swerving, pulling up at the last minute and changing his course straight for the pursuing plane. The Sleer fighter maintained its course and heading, twisting to get off another shot. Its autocannon flared, spewing blue energy bolts into the air. Road Hog dove as the beams trailed him, then popped a set of flares to distract the missiles. Two warheads detonated and the rest followed as the cloud dissolved into a hail of shrapnel. The Sleer Fighter pod couldn’t change course quickly enough, flew through the cloud of death, and then started leaking its own flame trail as it lost control and crashed into the water.

      “Good flying, Bill!”

      “Thanks, but I can’t stay with you. Going to walker mode. I’ll meet you on shore.”

      “Copy that. Keep low on the ground. I’ll join you shortly.” The Saint kept her attention on her plane’s threat indicator. She knew that warbling tone all too well as she swapped her plane to walker mode. The legs disengaged and pointed their thrust ports toward the ocean as the rapid deceleration threw her against her harness and cut off her breathing for several seconds. “That’s going to leave a mark.”

      She armed her missiles and scanned the sky; there he was. She brought her plane’s nose up, armed three missiles and let fly as the Sleer fighter screamed past her. The missiles sniffed their quarry, ignited their engines and made tight turns that no flesh-and-blood being could match. All three slammed into the fighter’s tail and the plane broke apart, the pieces falling harmlessly into the water.

      “They’re fast as fuck but they’re made out of tin foil,” she noted.

      “Agreed. You should go on ahead, Saint. Imma limp back to shore.”

      “We’ll both limp. We’re going to use these birds like mobile SAM sites. Follow me in.”
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        * * *

      

      Ray Fairchild ran for his life. He hadn’t run a six-minute mile since boot camp, as his life on board air bases didn’t require as much in the way of physical training. Hell, being too bulky could actually work against a pilot’s skills. Weight was a factor in the air, as was physical stature. Most of the early astronauts were on the small and thin side, after all. That had been by design. Short pilots meant small capsules and better lift ratios. Not that a few more pounds one way or the other made all that much difference once you were in the command chair, but the fact that other soldiers made fun of pilots for fighting from the seated position ignored the fact that yeah, you were sitting down but you were also fighting G forces that could turn you into paste and, have you ever tried sitting in place for twelve hours at a time? Few of them had, he was willing to bet.

      The worst part was that Underhill kept pace with him and didn’t even sound out of breath. And she had managed to get the Beast cleared for launch. That was more interesting, as on his first sighting of her in Hendricks’s office she hadn’t seemed to possess that level of knowledge or even competence. But then, what did he look like these days? Not even a uniform to call his own and the Hornets were in no better condition.

      He catapulted himself into the air, taking the gantry steps two and three at a time, his long legs propelling his boy upward. He could hear Underhill’s heavy breathing behind him. She was too short to follow his example of footwork but the sound of her boot heels on the metal steps sounded like a machine gun firing behind him.

      He ducked down into the hatch, took one look inside, and was struck by a change in perspective so complete he wondered briefly if he’d stepped into an M. C. Escher painting. His perspective cleared and he realized that he was at the wrong angle. The ship was as it had been, merely standing on its tail. He swung up to catch a handhold, found the recessed ladder built into the deck and quickly regained his footing. He could hear Underhill struggling with the hatch as she moved further back into the ship’s rear section. He climbed hand over hand, allowing his feet to take the brunt of his weight as he passed work stations. Finally, he looked up and saw Valri’s dark-skinned face peering down at him from the flight deck. “Welcome aboard, Ray.”

      “Valri, you’re in my chair,” he protested. He slapped the base of the command station in the center of the aisle. “This is where you sit, Captain.”

      “That’ll take forever. Anyway, I’m already here.”

      “And you’re aren’t even qualified to fly a Piper Cub, much less a space shuttle. Switch now. We have six minutes until lift off.”

      He heard her mutter a string of curses under her breath as she popped her harness and struggled to find her hand- and footholds on the way down. Ray got well out of her way and, even so, narrowly avoided being kicked in the face. Finally, she climbed down to the command station, and he reached up to help her maneuver her legs into the chair as her torso collapsed into the seat. He hovered over her, helped redo her harness and smiled winningly as he climbed up past her. “Thanks!”

      “Nothing to it,” she griped, and slapped his ass as he passed her.

      He chuckled and gleefully climbed up to the pilot’s station, grabbed the handholds, and with a single smooth motion lifted himself into the air and dropped into the couch. He felt elated at his return to a combat setting, finally arriving back at the chance to feel like he was contributing to the defense of his home instead of merely trying to figure out how to occupy the free time the military had seen fit to inflict him with. He couldn’t keep from grinning like a fool as he strapped in, set the comm headset on, and began toggling settings so he could talk to his crew.

      Valri. Valri’s crew. Captain Gibb. Right. She was in the command couch. He’d put her into the couch himself, had insisted she attend that command couch. He was the pilot. That was it.

      Well, no, it wasn’t the only thing. The pilot seat was usually where a commander sat. He was placing himself subordinate to her seeing as how she had provided Hornet Squadron with the first fighting ship they’d had access to in almost a month. She did in fact depend on all of them to get her through this, and they were trained to depend on each other. Even Underhill had taken that level of training. Which reminded him…

      “All stations, sign on,” he called. “Sound off, nose to tail. Pilot, up!”

      “Co-pilot, up!” Dance called from the chair next to him. He glanced over at her, could see that she was hip deep into her own checklist, and said, “You’re on engineering.”

      “But I’m rated for a co-pilot station.”

      “So who’s in engineering?”

      “Janus.”

      “Janus? You’re co-pilot.”

      “Dance is co-pilot, Commander. I’m certed for engineering. Hell, who do you think double checks my mechanic’s work when my plane goes in for repairs?”

      “Fine, you’re engineering this trip. Next!”

      Valri hesitatantly answered, substituting volume for confidence. “Commander, up!”

      “Commander is up!” he agreed. “Next!”

      “Weapons One, up!” That would be Bob Norton. Ray would recognize that tenor anywhere.

      “Weapons Two, up!” Grandpa Frost. At forty years of age, he was literally the oldest guy in the air wing.

      “Communications, up!” He recognized Underhill’s voice.

      “Sensors, up!” He swapped cameras and tried to find the owner of the weary voice. He finally found a familiar face, leathery with age but every bit as competent as any of the others. “Skull?”

      “At your service, Uncle.”

      “When the hell did you get here?”

      “I’ve been here for hours. I didn’t see the need to announce myself once the emergency was declared. I just figured you could use the help.”

      “So we can. Glad to have you with us. Flight control?”

      “Flight control, up?”

      Norton, again. “Bob, why is that a question?”

      “Because we don’t have any flight cargo on board, Uncle. The blasted Cosmic Corps battlers never got loaded.”

      “So we have an empty launch bay. Is that right?”

      “Not quite empty. There are a dozen TAC-3 flight suits in there. Not battlers, but they’re better than TAC-1 armor.”

      Fairchild couldn’t argue with the statement even though he could have gladly pounded Norton’s head into the wall for making it. TAC-1 armor was standard environmental protection, good for keeping air inside and not much else outside. TAC-2 gear would let you survive in outer space for as long as your air held out, and TAC-3 gear offered you some proper battle worthy protection but lacked built in weapons.

      “It’ll have to do,” Ray said.

      “At least it’s three hundred tons of bulk we won’t have to carry into orbit.”

      “True, but I’d rather have the weapons we were promised.”

      “We can take care of that later. Two minutes to zero.”

      “Skull! How’s the sky look?”

      “Very crowded, now. Sixty seconds or less to first impact.”

      Ray opened his mouth to respond and then heard a thundering crash through his headphones. The sound came from outside. He clicked through his cameras to find a massive explosion on the horizon and humanoid war machines approaching by air.

      The Sleer were here.
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      From the moment she pulled her harness together, Valri Gibb realized just how unqualified she was to command even a small shuttle like the Beast. But she wasn’t about to let a minor problem like technical incompetence slow her down.

      She immediately understood that being in her command chair was an existentially different experience than what she’d been trying to do in the pilot’s chair, which was to figure out where the controls that did various functions lived and trying not to touch anything that might screw up her crew or ship. But the commander was a different sort of animal, and so used a different kind of space within the cabin. A commander had no choice but to rely on the people around him to do their jobs well. Everyone had a series of tasks they needed to do well, or at least well enough, to work together. The commander’s job was to make sure each crew member had what they needed to do their jobs to the best of their ability.

      So all she needed to do was get out of the way and let the Hornets go through their checklists and muted conversations with each other and the island’s control tower. But that didn’t mean that she couldn’t ask for details when warranted to help her own understanding of what the hell was going on around her and outside the ship.

      “Sensors!” she yelled, unsure of whether the comm mic was picking up her voice.

      “Sensors here,” Skull Skellington called out. “I heard you, Captain, you can speak normally. All comm systems are online.”

      “Skull, I need you to push relevant information on target opportunities to the weapons platforms.”

      “Already being done, Captain. Weapons One…Weapons Two…you have full availability.”

      “Fire when ready. Fire at will,” Valri ordered. She had no idea if shooting at attacking aircraft was even a good idea when they were surrounded by as much explosive fuel as they were. Even one shell could ignite the fuel tank, the shuttle, and everybody inside it. But that was their job. Keep the bad guys busy.

      And speaking of keeping busy, she recalled finding a set of controls about automatic guns near the nose of the ship. “Weapons One! Where are the controls for the forward point defenses?”

      “I have them! Point defense guns are up and tracking.”

      She then heard the controlled bursts of the forward mounted automatic weapons. There were three of them, separate turrets half the size of the normal gun turrets located further back in the fuselage. One was located dorsally just above them with another each placed on the sides of the cockpit. The guns could fire in just about any arc, but their weapons were small-caliber lasers, not designed to do much more than detonate an incoming missile, or perhaps damage a small craft. But they did work and would track and shoot at anything that didn’t have a UEF transponder code attached to it. One less thing to worry about.

      Except the launch gantry. That was between them and any attacker that approached from the north. Damn it. The cloud of attackers had already dispersed, spreading to all parts of the island. Except for a dedicated group of five or six units that were making a beeline for Hornet One. Five kilometers…sorry, five klicks…and closing. The radar set struggled to calculate the rate of approach and Valri decided that ‘too damn quickly’ would have to do. And of course, they already figured out that approaching from the north meant avoiding anti-aircraft fire. Goddamn competent soldiers, anyway. “Comm officer! I need to talk to the Silver Spars.”

      “Your command channel is already open, Captain,” Underhill answered.

      Valri found the toggle on her display and opened the feed. She didn’t know anyone in that squadron by name, but figured a general call sign would help. “Silver Spar Leader, I need you to set you a defensive perimeter no less than one thousand meters from Hornet One in all directions. Do you copy?”

      A trio of missiles crossed overhead, appearing as tiny red Vs on Valri’s threat display. They vanished along with one of the attacking units. One down, four to go, she saw.

      “We copy, Hornet One. Road Hog, make your position nine-zero on the compass, I’ll take position two-seven-zero. Hover at nine-zero-zero meters, shoot whatever comes within range.”

      “Roger, leader.”

      Valri checked the rest of her board. The fuel lines and umbilicals had been removed and the area around the launch gantry cleared. And now this was what it felt like to be in charge and have to trust your people. It was a strange feeling. Not quite but almost like feeling helpless, she supposed. That same feeling they talked about when you had to huddle in a fox hole during an artillery barrage and pray that a shell didn’t land on your head. You couldn’t argue with the physics. You either lived through it or you didn’t and that was that, wasn’t it?

      It was a bitter, ugly feeling.

      She checked the external monitors, being just about the one thing she could do, or had control over. The squadrons from the Icarus were mixing it up with the intruders, and each side were taking serious losses. Silver Spar leader (Arkady, her name is Joanne Arkady) was working with her wingman to hover above them while six more of her squadron mates helped out, converting their planes to the combined hybrid designs so they could remain on station. Working together they were able to rake the sky with their lasers, intercepting missiles that got too close or aircraft that looked as if they were getting too forward with their intentions.

      Just like the four that were approaching now.

      “Weapons One and Two, heads up,” she called. She dimly heard the acknowledgements in her headset, gripped the arm rests tightly, and wondered why she was shivering quite so violently. Another volley of missiles dropped from the oncoming Sleer and the point defense guns ignited them less than one hundred meters from the ship. Too damn close.

      She glanced at the clock. Seventy-nine seconds. Almost there.
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        * * *

      

      Above the launch gantry, the Saint tried to manage both the battle and her squadron. Road Hog had missed an intercept point, and rushed his decision, physically interposing his plane between an oncoming missile and the shuttle. He swooped into the missile’s path, swapped his configuration to battler, and raised his Raven’s arms into a pugilist position, covering his chest like a boxer. The missile detonated, shredding the battler’s arms. Road Hog managed to land the ship without incident well inside the scrap yard’s perimeter, but was now effectively out of the fight.

      “Good move, Bill!” she called, not with a bit of sarcasm.

      “No choice, Lieutenant. I ran out of ammo a minute and a half ago.”

      “Fair. Get to cover. The shuttle is either going to blow or lift off in less than a minute. Johnston, Masters, and Ulysses, get back into walker mode and adjust your positions, close up Road Hog’s gap.”

      Acknowledgements filtered in as she repositioned her plane. Three of the Silver Spar pilots had taken to swapping out to battler mode, running and skipping along the ground, pointing their gun pods up like sniper rifles. It was a bad position to shoot incoming ordnance from as well as poorly suited to intercepting flying aircraft. She boosted her plane’s altitude to deal with one incoming aircraft. If aircraft was a word she could use. The Sleer didn’t use airplanes like humans did, but they had a few aerospace superiority fighters in their employ. The Icrarus teams had dealt with those decisively once she had radioed the CIC on the carrier and told them to tell their pilots what to look for. After emptying their missile racks, the remaining fighters were reduced to scrap and that was that.

      The other Icarus squadron had broken formation early, and taken to defending the island’s military and civilian structures, which had arguable effects. She could look out her canopy and see the columns of black smoke rising from damaged buildings all over the island. And the alien machines were jumping up and down, wending their ways through the skyline, as a huge hemispherical contraption followed closely. Suddenly she leapt to the only conclusion possible. They were scooping up something from the ground. Maybe people.

      Prisoners. Medical subjects. Who the hell knew?

      And here came another squadron of Ravens screaming in from the west, flying in jet mode at well over the speed of sound. Sonic booms peppered the air as they passed overhead, streaking toward the alien machines dropping even more missiles from launch rails.

      But this one asshole was not going to give ground. She nudged her ship higher, armed the forward lasers and squeezed a three-second burst, searing the enemy’s armor but doing little else. Out of habit she squeezed the trigger on the gun pod.

      Nothing. Empty.

      She hesitated for a moment, seeking her next move as she set the lasers for another burst. Then she watched a weaponless, armless battler run onto the field, straight into her line of fire, legs working like pistons, and jump, launching a flying kick at the alien. The alien pilot turned at the last second, set itself, and reached out with its arms, dodging the kick and side stepping the battler. Road Hog’s machine flew another hundred meters before landing badly, tripping over its own feet and falling to the ground.

      Saint took the hint and rushed the alien, which quickly scanned the field and determined that it was the last of its squad. It fell backward, and plumes of exhaust bloomed below it, lifting it back into the air. She considered following, but attacking with no ammo was a bad idea and defending the launch area was her mission.

      Finally, she heard Valri Gibb’s voice in her comm. “Silver Spar leader, if you and your pilots could do us the honor of clearing our airspace for us, we would truly appreciate it.”

      “Copy that, Hornet One. Stand by.” She sent a recall beacon on her ship and headed back to the perimeter of the scrap yard.

      It was as good a staging area as any.
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        * * *

      

      Valri worked the couch display with both hands trying to keep eyes on a dozen different things at once. Arkady and her wingman hovered within a few hundred feet of the launch site in walker mode, reduced to using forward-mounted lasers to prematurely ignite clouds of incoming missiles. Eventually, the air space cleared. The clock was running down.

      “Done. You have a secure launch window. Good luck.”

      This time Fairchild answered, “Thank you, Silver Spar Leader. See what you can do about helping the Icarus’s pilots out.”

      “Will do. Good hunting.”

      “Thanks.”

      “How are we doing?” Valri asked of no one in particular.

      “Weapons One, check.”

      “Weapons Two, check.”

      “Comms, check.”

      “Avionics, check.”

      “Computers and related systems, check.”

      “Navigation, check.”

      “Fly-by-wire system, check; steering surfaces, check; power plant, check; life support, check.”

      Eventually there were no more call outs. “Jeez, you mean we’re really ready to fly this thing?”

      Fairchild waved to her from his position up front. “Give the order, Captain.”

      “Flight control, this is the Pegasus Assault shuttle Beast requesting clearance for flight to South Pico Island.”

      They waited, not daring to breathe as the call ran through channels. She exhaled in a rush when she heard the answer. “Beast, you are clear to launch. Come to course 279 and establish cruising altitude of 30 angels as you depart. Good flying.”

      “You heard them. Crew, get us airborne.”

      Switches were flipped and a rush of power surged through the hull. She gripped the armrest with white knuckles as the ship shook violently and lifted slowly out of its gantry. After a moment, the shuttle banked to its designated course. Finally, the bank evened out and the small ship began its climb to altitude.

      “We’re up!” A cheer sounded and then faded as the power systems stuttered and skipped and the floor fell out from below them as the ship plunged out of the sky. Valri screamed in terror until the ship righted itself and the power flow evened out.

      “Sorry about that, Captain. We’ll get her figured out. There are always some quirks to work out. Easy peasy.”

      “Never, ever say the phrase ‘easy peasy’ on my ship ever again, Janus. Ever.”

      “Yes, Sir. Point is, we got this.”

      They did have it. The ship hummed and occasionally ground gears, prompting shouts of anger from the rear where the engineering station was. Valri swung a security monitor back to the station and found Dances With Gears Reagan screaming at a control console. Valri had seen her in action all week and figured she already felt comfortable with her setting. In any case it was out of Valri’s hands. These people would perform or not.

      Only one way to find out.

      The gravity remained steady, which was a blessing, but as they gained altitude that would pose a problem. Valri checked her displays, realized that the booster rockets were two-thirds full of propellant and her power plant was working as expected. In that moment, she felt seized by a type of courage she’d never felt before. She swapped her navigation computer’s flight plan for one she’d written herself days ago, loaded the new parameters and sat back, satisfied as the system recognized the change in flight plan. Then she armed the system and pushed the button. “Hang on!”

      Fairchild’s head snapped up and the look of alarm on his face was genuine. Then the rockets kicked the shuttle into high gear and everyone was pushed back into their seats at three gravities. The altimeter and velocity indicator ran quickly enough to turn their digital readouts into a blur. The ship’s nose angled upward and everyone’s training made itself known by hanging on. Only Janus tried to cancel out the new commands and gave up after a minute.

      Finally, a pair of explosive jolts and a bump as the solid boosters disengaged from the hull. The engines roared, the North American air control voice screamed at her to throttle back and come back to their designated course. After a moment she turned the channel off. They couldn’t tell her anything she didn’t already know. Finally, the blue sky faded to a dull purple and then to a dead black as they left the atmosphere. They all started to breathe again, except for Fairchild who turned on Valri with real fury in his eyes.

      “That was a stupid move. Captain.”

      “It was the only move we had. And now we have the speed to get ourselves moving past the ring.” She toggled an intercom. “Reagan, bring the ion thrusters online. We have two orbits to triple our speed before we try to run the blockade.”

      “Aye aye, Skipper.”

      Valri met Fairchild’s hard gaze with her own. “I do numbers for a living. We need to get to seven miles per second to breach orbit. But we also need room for the ion engines to work. Long and slow, I said. Well, this is what long and slow looks like. In three or four hours we can climb one of the spokes and move past the ring on our way to Mars. Or wherever we’re going.”

      “Their ships move a lot faster than ours. I’ve seen them up close,” he said. “And without battlers we have a very short lifespan.”

      “Battlers are heavy. Going without saves us three hundred tons of weight which boosts our speed seventeen percent. The numbers don’t lie.”

      “Hope not. Because people surely do.” He turned around and monitored his station.

      And there it was, plain as day: her first challenge as Guy in Charge. It didn’t matter how attractive she thought Ray might be, she had to respond with full bore force, and it had to be now. But this wasn’t a military vessel.

      Or was it?

      She scanned her displays quickly, the kernel of an idea forming in her mind. She made three quick menu selections and the bridge went dark. Only the navigation comp’s system lights continued to blink.

      Janus looked up, startled; Fairchild swung his seat around to face her. “What did you do?”

      “The question is, what are you doing aboard my ship, Commander?”

      There it was, a frown. But one of incomprehension rather than of consequence. She kept going. “Do you always call your CO a liar? On the bridge. In front of crew and God?”

      “I have a navigation plan completely plotted for this vessel. The computers run everything for the next three hours because frankly I’m not sure my senior officer is up to handling it. So the bridge will remain under my sole control until and unless I am convinced otherwise. Commander.”

      “You are missing a very big point, Miss Valri.”

      “Captain Gibb, thank you very much. And it’s no bigger than the point that you are missing. My ship, my orders. Or you can leave right now.” She paused, fully aware that every set of eyes was now focused on her. “I agree you’re entitled to the information you need to do your jobs on this spacecraft, so here it is. The flight plan takes us around the Earth twice to build up speed to reach escape velocity. That done, we circle this spoke, which is nearly two miles wide, and fly less than a mile away from it, all the way to the top of the beanstalk. Then we fly out from under the ring itself, and come to this course, and burn right past the picket ships in orbit. You’ll notice that the lowest concentration of alien ships in this location. Am I clear, Mr. Fairchild?”

      “You are. May I ask two questions. Captain?”

      “You may.”

      “Thank you. First, when were you planning on telling us this?”

      “I programmed it into the computers late last night. I had assumed that your expert navigation skills would have found it on your own.” She tried hard not to smirk. “What’s your other question?”

      He hesitated, but finally came clean. “May we resume our posts, Captain Gibb?”

      “You may.” She slid her finger across a display and all activity returned to the bridge. “Are there any other concerns the crew may have for me?” There were not. “Maintain course and speed.”
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      Kessiduss was impressed with the quality of his troops. They held formation adequately, and the aerospace pilots especially were good at their jobs. He watched on HUD as two of them swooped away to attack the two human aircraft that worked to intercept them at high altitude. The Sleer pilots were bored, dulled from months of inactivity and needed something to do. Well, this was something for them to do.

      “Weapons are open,” he ordered as he watched the rest of his fighter pilots adjust their course to attack the group that was approaching from the ground. “Remember, we are here to obtain samples of the species. Smash whatever targets you find convenient. Kill only if you must.”

      “I count twenty approaching interceptors from ground level, Fleet Lord,” came one voice. A pilot he didn’t immediately recognize. “Some destruction is warranted, surely.”

      “Of course, defend yourselves. It’s not like we are avenging the losses we took at their red planet. Or their ringed gas giant. Or …” He shook his head to clear it. The past was past.

      He watched as his two fighters broke formation to corkscrew around the two human aircraft. There was a brief exchange of fire…and suddenly he was out two fighters. How did that happen? He had heard that the human ships were unusual in their ability to vary their configuration but to do so at high speed? That was impressive. He hadn’t thought their engineering capable of such a feat. That said…how much of Zluur’s technology had they been able to harness? If they’d managed to strip out the highest elements of the gun destroyer’s technology base and adapt it to their own purposes, then it was possible they had weapons of enormous power at hand. Superior AI. Reactive weapons and power plants. But they were primates. They played with things, tested them, then invariably whacked each other into oblivion with them. No primate race ever encountered by the Sleer had ever progressed beyond tribal social organization, even if many of them had conquered the use of tools in one form or another.

      A flurry of ignitions on his scope and his sensors cleared as his party descended further. Three more aerospace fighters were peeling away to hit the arriving resistance force from the floating fortress and were having better luck. The three pilots made their decision to open with their best attack, a full volley of all missiles shot at once, with the warheads programmed to attack targets of opportunity. A “barrage attack,” the textbooks called it. Ninety missiles popped out of launch hatches and ignited their boosters, streaking away across the sky. They peeled off one after the other, swerving as their computers picked out their own targets. The defending aircraft held formation, both to their credit and their detriment. When they finally realized what was happening, thirty explosions filled the air as human aircraft exploded into splinters. Four more were seriously damaged and spun away, limping back to their home base. Only four survived to engage directly with his fighter pilots. Even now, his Sleer were tearing into one of the defenders, their huge triple autocannon shredding its fuselage.

      “That didn’t take long,” he observed. “Well done, Zithid pilots. Everyone else, prepare for contact. We will split up as we land. Half will attack the non-combatants’ quarters and the others will make a run on the military station. Protect the recovery pod at all costs. Without it, we have no cargo to retrieve.”

      The walkers ignited the thruster packs on their backs to slow the descent and change course. The recovery pod, a domed reentry vehicle fired its thrusters to land in what looked like a large public square. Buildings were clear of the air and greenery, plants and such dominated this particular landing zone. Kessiduss estimated it was a public meeting area of some kind. His troops dropped from the sky, landing in this area and stepping away from the pod, to seek out samples for the labs. Now and then Kessiduss saw them reach down and pick up a struggling primate from the area nearby and drop it into the open top hatch of the cargo pod.

      Secure in the knowledge that his mission was going according to plan he fired his jets and flew over roof tops to the other side of the island where a clear military response was being mobilized. These primates caught on quickly.

      Two dozen heavy machines dispersed around the area, a flat landing zone for aircraft he assumed. Three were running toward him even now. He flexed his Kezekken’s arms and brought up missile launchers from the rear of the Kezekken. Normally reserved for long-range attacks these were exactly the distraction he needed. He selected the structures around the landing strip and let fly, missiles popping from their launch tubes and streaking over the walking machines’ heads. They even stopped and watched as his rockets slammed into structures, causing shrapnel to rain down on the unarmored primates.

      Kessiduss hissed aloud at the carnage. “That’s how Sleer do it!” he cried. “Amateurs!”

      He opened up with his particle cannons, sweeping the machines with electrostatically charged beams of energy. One by one their armor cracked and exploded. One by one, the group that was charging broke up and sought cover as four of his troops joined his attack.

      This was too easy.

      A flash of light and a flurry of small explosions around them as an attack from above hit their position. One of the flying machines had apparently survived. He brought up his autocannons, set them for automatic tracking and emptied their magazines at the plane, which lost its wings, then its stabilizers, and finally crashed into a squat structure. He hoped it was important.

      “New readings, Fleet Lord. It looks like a flying craft is being readied for launch at the southern edge of the island.”

      “Let’s take a look. Drop your suppression bombs as we depart.”

      They followed orders. Each walker rose on a pillar of flame and, as they rose over another set of structures, dropped incendiary devices. A wall of flame rose behind them as they drove toward the southern portion of the island. The spoke made a useful landmark.

      Even from a hundred meters in the air, Kessiduss saw what they were doing. A single shuttlecraft stood on its tail, steam rising from its fuel tank, in the middle of what could only be a garbage heap. Why the primates had put it there or why they had managed to build such a thing out of scraps was well beyond his understanding. For all he knew it was a lure, a bomb set to go off if they approached too close. That was what he would have done. Caution was called for. “Attack the units, avoid the structure. If it goes up in flame it’s liable to take us with it.”

      They obeyed, engaging the defenders, who had converted their speedy jet aircraft into lumbering, bipedal machinations. He didn’t see the value in such a hybrid design…half airframe, half ungainly arms and legs, and slow on top of that. The surprise came when the alien craft hefted a multi-barreled cannon in one of its “arms” and pulled the trigger. Kessiduss dodged the blast but the human pilot kept their trigger down, spewing heavy rounds across his field of vision. He brought up the missile launcher, flipped to short range rounds and was surprised to see the pilot convert to a bipedal arrangement and use its arms to shield itself against the impact. The machine rolled to the side, struggling to remain upright as its smoking limbs burst into flame.

      The remaining human hosed his walker as well, but ran out of rounds. Kessiduss took the opportunity to bring his particle cannon around, aimed for a clean shot to the clear glass canopy and…reeled, his aim thrown off, his balance nearly destroyed as the walker’s collision alarm blared. The armless walker jumped, clearly intending to knock him down. Kessidus had no trouble sidestepping the blow, and watched with some joy as the machine went sailing overhead to crash down in a stack of detritus. The pilot with the empty cannon retreated as Kessiduss put some distance between them.

      Finally, Kessidus heard a tone in his earphones. The recovery pod was full. Mission success.

      “All pilots, attend me. Send the pod back up to the ring, we will follow to protect its contents.” Out of twenty pilots only seven responded. The rest were gone. The knowledge infuriated him, not merely because every downed Sleer ship was a chance for these primates to analyze their technology and military vehicles further. He dropped back and blasted away from the shuttle, annoyed that he had no more incendiaries to drop behind him.

      As he took Lifetaker into the air and rejoined the others, he spotted a flash on the ground. The garbage shuttle was actually lifting off. Well. He could certainly fix that. But first he had to shepherd his samples back into orbit. And swapping out their damaged Kezekken for new equipment would not go amiss.

      The recovery pod was slow, but the shuttle, for all its apparent launch power was slower. Kessiduss’s pilots had no trouble keeping pace with it, as long as they took some care to keep the vessel’s gigantic external fuel tank and boosters between themselves and the body of the spacecraft. There was no way for the humans to shoot at them without destroying themselves; if the fuel tank exploded, it would surely consume the vessel.

      But the Sleer had many more options available than the primates did. It was time to use one of them.

      He clicked open his command channel. “Fleet Master Nazerian, this is Kessiduss.”

      The channel hissed and clicked. “Nazerian. Report.”

      “We have obtained about fifty samples for the laboratories to work with. Unfortunately, I lost most of my units in the process while taking out three times their numbers. And we are tracking a primitive space vessel that is attempting to gain orbit.”

      “I see all these things on my displays, Kessiduss. Well done.”

      “Not as well as we had hoped. I wish to rearm and resupply with new Kezekken and transfer the recovery vehicle to bay one three one, which is nearby. Then we can deal with the spacecraft accordingly.”

      A pause, and then, “This means that much to you?”

      “It does. How can we expect obedience from primitive races unless we demonstrate the utter futility of resistance?”

      “Very well. I am authorizing the use of Kezekkens in bay one three one for yourself and your unit. Have the pod land there. We will retrieve its contents ourselves.”

      “Thank you, my lord.” He clicked channels. “You heard him, nestlings. Mecha bay one three one, swap out damaged ships for new. Allow the recovery pod first access. Go!”

      He pushed his suit’s throttle to full and quickly outpaced the human shuttlecraft. The bay opened above them and they entered. As the cargo pod followed them in, it slid to one side while Kessiduss piloted his Kezekken to the recovery and launch area to his left.

      Proper battle suits for this next part, he decided, and gave more orders.
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      The Beast rode triple pillars of flame into orbit.

      Ray Fairchild gripped the arm rests tightly and trusted the computers to do their job. Sensors fed information to the nav computer which consulted with the autopilot that updated information on every display on every crew station on the spacecraft.

      It was hardly outside his experience. To him, an autopilot was a thing you engaged in order to lift up your helmet faceplate to scratch your nose. It was a convenience, the sort of thing you trusted your life to while you were busy dealing with navigation waypoints, adjusting weapon settings, or managing other equipment. Yes, some pilots learned to rely on it a little too often and got lazy, trusting their lives to the computer chips that ran every single system without thinking. But without it, they’d continually be adjusting trim tabs and nudging his plane back on course as the physics of the air currents they rode threatened to pull them off course. Without the machine making all the micromanagement decisions, someone with a far simpler aircraft would easily sneak up on his six and nail him with something way easier to use, like a 20mm chain gun.

      Still, this was a different manner of flying. He was used to knowing the computer would take care of the details. He was not used to feeling helpless while the robots did their thing.

      The ship shuddered beneath them. A display blinked and he felt a resounding pop as the solid boosters broke away, flung to either side of the Beast as her own engines ignited. The main drive took over the task of running propellant out of the external tank through a feed the size of a five-year-old and into an intricate set of plumbing that led to the ship’s tailpipes.

      He scanned every display visually, looking for any sign that something was amiss, and found nothing. All systems green. Everything nominal. All hunky dory, if anyone still used that phrase. The crew all looked the same at the moment: eyes squeezed shut against the three gravities that pushed them back into their couches. Even Dance, sitting next to him, was struggling to keep control, breathing in and out, concentrating on keeping her brain present. He used a finger to switch cameras and saw Valri Gibb behind him, eyes shut, ashy as hell, sweating profusely. The woman was scared out of her mind, but held it together. Good for her. There was a lot to be scared of out here. The bulk of the spoke rose well out of their view, and the spacecraft rode it too closely for comfort. It filled the forward windows with its bulk, and this close, it stopped being a monolithic wall of metal, and became something far more intricately designed. Individual panels and plates came into view, only to rush past them. Ray thought that he could get a glimpse of the design that had delivered them from orbit to ground level in only a few hours. How many elevators or cargo capsules did the spoke contain, anyway? And what else was being stored inside for future use?

      The sky darkened as they rose, fading to a soft violet and then to black. They were now out of the atmosphere, at least twenty miles up, and still rising. The fuel tank was half empty and the shuttle’s fuel feed was already cutting back to compensate for the needed thrust while allowing for less propellant needed to burn per unit of thrust the further into the sky they went. Smart machines.

      The threat indicator beeped and Fairchild’s heart sank as he realized that the yobos from earlier were following them. Seven of them in their weird battler suits. He wondered how closely the Ravens mimicked the alien gear. He’d taken their crazy transformable geometry as given when he’d first sought out certification to drive them, but had never stopped to really wonder just how much alien tech was used in them before. Whatever the Sleer were using, it was impressive. And now they came up beside the shuttle, almost as if they were peering in through the windows, wanting to see what they could see.

      It lasted for a few moments…then they blasted further up and were gone, disappeared from the display. He allowed himself to relax, but not by much. After all, they would be back. The Hornets had to be ready for them was all.

      “Altitude, seventy-five miles,” he called out. “A third of the way there, folks.”

      “How long to arrival?” Valri asked.

      That was a good question. “The launch program is eighty percent complete. We should lose the main tank in another fifteen minutes.” He hoped that would satisfy her. It must have worked. She didn’t ask any more questions.

      That was unfair. Why was he going there? He didn’t need to establish dominance, really. She was ignorant in the methods of running a ship, sure, but she wasn’t an idiot. But he also didn’t need any more distractions than he already had, and being peppered with pointless questions was distracting.

      There he went again, blaming her for what she didn’t deserve. It was him. He was freaking out. Bad news. He concentrated on his breathing, like they taught him in boot camp. A breath every four heartbeats, four in and four out. It kept the blood flowing, kept oxygen moving through the brain, and allowed him to focus on his job. Even if his job now rested on trusting the computers to make the right decisions.

      Time to tank-separation, seven minutes. Sky clear. Spoke, there. Alien boogeymen, gone.

      A flashing LED to his left drew his attention. He reached out to snap a toggle with his hand and the display glowed brightly, showing him tracks of a dozen objects within fifty klicks, moving up along with them. One huge object blinked and disappeared. The rest of them followed one by one. In less than a minute they’d disappeared.

      The spoke. It was hollow, wasn’t it? They’d used it as an elevator to the surface, hadn’t they? Which meant that it was probably spacious enough to house whatever else the Sleer thought they needed to deploy or transport from surface to orbit. And there was a lot of space in that thing.

      He tweaked the settings, telling the sensor array to sweep the space around them. The altitude kept climbing, past eighty miles, then ninety, a speed of five miles per second not quite enough to push them out of earth orbit, but they’d be free of the tank any time now. The countdown clock confirmed it, three minutes to separation. All he needed was a target. There had to be one up there, getting closer all the time. A place where the Sleer had ducked into, a hangar bay or cargo space or some damn thing.

      In a moment, he’d decided on a plan. A crazy plan to be sure, but something that needed to be tried. He reached out and armed the fancy ion drive that Valri Gibb had been so proud of in her purchase decision, the LEDs glowed red, then winked in turn as the ship ran through its startup process. Amber, then green. Fairchild twisted the throttle, hit the switch, and the steady hum of ion gas flowing out from behind the ship pushed them faster.

      He looked at the fuel gauge. About ten percent left in the main tank. He turned off the flow of propellant from the external tank and used the ion drive at its full thrust, slower than the main engines but not by much. He gripped the throttle in one hand and the control stick in the other, then followed the sensor track he’d caught earlier.

      “What are you doing, Commander?” Valri sounded worried.

      “Trying to keep a few unwanted visitors away from our front lawn, Captain.”

      He twisted the stick and the ship swerved, rolling into a new course that took it around the spoke rather than merely following it up. The metal wall filled the front windows as the ship rolled through its maneuver.

      Finally, he spied his target, a slab of light that opened directly into the spoke. He didn’t know what exactly it was for, but he knew that it contained dozens of Sleer ships. He could see them scattered across his radar scope. Definitely a hangar deck.

      He rolled further, killing the ship’s climb and swinging around in a lateral turn. Now he could see straight into the spoke’s open bay. He set up the shot, ignored the proximity alarms and Valri yelling at him to explain what he was doing, and disengaged the external tank. Then he pulled the ship into a ninety-degree climb. He pushed the throttle forward to the stop and rode the ancient Pegasus shuttle straight up the spoke, the wall of the alien structure only a few meters away from the hull now.

      A bright flash registered on his scopes as the tank ran into the hangar and exploded. With only a few thousand pounds of liquid hydro and kerosene to work with, it wouldn’t likely cause any serious structural damage, but it would keep their Sleer heads down long enough for him to locate a proper docking area. Something they could use to sneak aboard and find Brooks and Rosenski.

      Secondary explosions followed below them as they gained distance. Then a massive pop as an entire section of the spoke cracked and shattered, spewing metal shards in every direction.

      Or maybe not.

      At least they’d gotten someone’s attention.
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        * * *

      

      “Save the cargo pod! Save those samples!”

      The order fell from Kessiduss’s mouth as he hunkered down and spun, so that his armor would take the brunt of the damage. The flash took them all by surprise. One moment he and his crew were spinning their power systems down, watching as automated robotic arms dropped from the ceiling to clamp onto the cargo pod and lift it to safety well to the rear of the hangar bay. They hadn’t even gotten to closing the main door yet. The drudgery of shuttering the bay, pressurizing it, then doing the reverse after the Sleer soldiers transferred to different armor struck all of them as pointlessly redundant. No one’s suits were damaged, but their assault walkers were badly taxed.

      Kessiduss had become distracted by his own walker’s rent, a ten-inch wide gash that stretched from the crotch to the knee. He took the time to carefully extricate himself from the interior harness to climb out of the control station and verify the damage with his own eyes when one of his men broadcast a question across the unit channel.

      “What in the maker’s name does that idiot think he’s doing?”

      The question made them all pause, freezing in place to see what was going on. One Sleer was even pointing toward the open hatch. Something was definitely moving past the open bay door. Kessidus rose on his legs, straining to see above the Kezekken’s open hatch.

      The human spacecraft was careening toward them, sweeping across from their left and wobbling as it moved. How the insane design for the ancient and primitive ship stayed together was a question he’d never see answered. It looked like a conventional aircraft riding the back of a massive cargo pod, for that matter. He paused a moment to admire the sheer insanity of the design and then realized the wobble wasn’t a matter of an unstable flying machine. It was a maneuver that was intended to change direction on a dime.

      The shuttle pulled up, flared its drive, and pulled away from the flying machine it was attached to. Kessidus froze as he watched the huge tank drop ever so slightly. He saw the space between the shuttle and tank grow wider and the tank was growing larger as the shuttle shrank and careened off, showing them its underside.

      Kessiduss gave his order: “Save those samples!”

      He never followed the order himself, merely casting a gaze upward to see that the robotic lifter had nearly secured the cargo container. He spun his armor to put its bulk between the tank and himself and was surrounded in flame as the giant tank exploded and spewed its contents over them.

      The fire was bright and gloriously destructive. The blast wave scattered his crew deeper into the cavernous hangar bay, pushing the Kezekkens and assorted battle suits like toys before an angry child’s fist. Kessiduss shrank down inside his armor, reaching up to pull the canopy closed as he rode out the blast wave.

      When it ended, he struggled to breathe, saw that the green lights on his status display were all red. And he felt flushed as he struggled to move his arms and legs.

      No pain. But the sense of weight engulfed him. He finally realized that he was upside down, and the reason the canopy wouldn’t open was that the walker’s weight lay squarely on it, keeping it closed.

      He brought his hands close across his chest and flung his feet outward, wobbling the structure until he got it to wobble to the right, clunking down with a resounding thunk. Now he was on his right side. But at least now he was able to move his arms out, roll over and push his craft upright. He used the emergency ejection system to blow the canopy off but stopped short of allowing the pod’s thrusters to ignite. That would have pushed him into the hangar bay’s ceiling, which would have complicated everything badly.

      He climbed out of the Kezekken. No fires; the vacuum of space didn’t allow such things, but the explosion had wreaked considerable damage just the same. The tank had clearly been nearly empty. A full tank would have vaporized them all, but then a full tank wouldn’t have gotten them this far into orbit. They’d spent most of their fuel on mere ascent. Luckily for himself and his soldiers.

      “Count off!” he ordered.

      Seven pilots landed, all of them answered. “Find undamaged Kezekken and form up at the launch stage. We’ll put those primates down properly this time.”

      “What about the samples?”

      “We have our samples. This is revenge, pure and simple.”
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        * * *

      

      “Goddamn it to hell, Fairchild, are you out of you fucking mind?”

      Ray Fairchild growled as he swept his hands over the dashboard, turning the shuttle to a new course. Where there was one open hangar bay, there had to be another, and all he had to do was find it. “With respect, Captain Gibb, it got those assholes off our tails long enough for us to get to the meat of our jobs.”

      “Which is what?”

      “Which is finding a way to get inside the ring. Where there’s one open hatchway there’s bound to be another.” He tweaked his comms. “Underhill!”

      “Sir!”

      “Were you monitoring the channels when those yobos climbed back into their hangar bay?”

      “I was, sir.”

      “Good. See if you can isolate any frequency or data pulse they might have used to signal the doors to open. If those codes are standardized, maybe we can use the same one to open a bay of our own.”

      “Then what?” Valri demanded.

      “Then, we land, head out to the bay and…locate our lost crewmen.” For a moment, he was sure that she’d heard his hesitation. The truth was that he wasn’t sure at all that locating Brooks and Rosenski was even possible much less an achievable course of action. But they were here to do the impossible, weren’t they?

      In any case, her voice remained steady. “This was never about contacting the outer bases. Was it?”

      He flashed his smile again. It didn’t quite reach his eyes this time. “Sorry, Captain. Classified.”

      “Of course it is.” She turned her head. “Reagan, can you assist Underhill with that?”

      “Copy that, Captain. Lieutenant Underhill, tag into my panel with code one-six-nine-zero. Let’s hack the fucker and break down a door.”

      “Roger. Linking panels now.”

      Fairchild listened to the low nattering of two crew members murmuring to each other as they tried one hacking technique after another in the hopes that something would work. An open sesame call sign or something. Fairchild for his part wanted to give them as much time as possible, and they were only a few miles from the ring itself. He turned the shuttle into a slow turn and throttled back on the fancy ion thruster to give them as much time as he could. The course he’d committed the Beast to had one huge downside: it put them well within striking distance of the spoke and the ring itself. So far they hadn’t seen any point defenses, but they had to be there. Why would any spacefaring race as practiced at interplanetary warfare as the Sleer obviously were not install short range defenses by the square mile? If he’d planned their defenses, he’d have made sure that was the case. Hell, he’d just lobbed a bomb into their landing bay. Why weren’t they retaliating?

      Meantime, the left side of the ship’s windows filled with the spoke’s oppressive bulk.

      They got their answer soon enough as Skull called out a list of new targets. “They’re coming up from below us, straight up the spoke, using it as a guide,” the old intelligence officer said. “I make the count nine hostiles. More of those battler type suits they used on the surface.”

      “There’s the revenge squad,” Fairchild noted. “Skull, how long?”

      “Two minutes.”

      “Dance, Underhill. What are you doing?”

      “Looking, Uncle. This is not exactly like figuring out how to cheat at cards.”

      “If you can’t find me an entrance inside of two minutes, we’re going to have to come up with another, more direct plan.”

      Valri spoke up. “Frances, if you can’t open a hatch can you at least tell us where the hatches are located?”

      “Of course! That’s easy. We’ve been cataloging them as Skellington finds them. What are you thinking, Val...uh, Captain?”

      “I’m thinking we open fire from long distance and pull the same trick that Uncle Fairchild did a few minutes ago. Except this time the shuttle goes one way and we go into an open section of hull.” She paused. “Your thoughts on that plan, Commander?”

      Fairchild wanted to tell her it was idiocy but he couldn’t fault her for her planning ability. “We’d have to time it perfectly. And we’d need an open access way.”

      “You mean like this one?” Skull asked. A display popped up on the forward display, Skull highlighting a section of the spoke’s hull that wasn’t much more than a skin a few centimeters thick.

      “Weapons One, Weapons Two, set your targets on the approaching hostiles,” Ray ordered. “Give them whatever fire you can, set the battle computers for auto-select.” Deep breath. “Everyone prepare to abandon ship.”

      “Too late, Uncle,” Skull answered. The ship shuddered and they felt rather than heard a massive explosion from the rear compartment. One look at the monitor confirmed they were in trouble: an open rent in the hull was where their tactical suits were stored. Fairchild could see as one set of gear floated out of the hole along with the escaping atmosphere.

      “Auto-select up!” Norton yelled.

      “Auto fire, all turrets!” Fairchild ordered. While his crew obeyed, he set the defense turrets to target the coordinates that Skull pointed out. Within seconds, the autocannon had shredded the thin metal. Another thump and this time sparks flew, spilling across his control console. Dance’s panel blew up in her face and she raised her arms to protect herself.

      “Abandon ship! Let’s go.”
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      The Beast’s crew shut their helmets and inflated their suits as soon as the order to abandon ship came over the comms. It didn’t take long. They were already wearing the ship tactical suits. That done, they had oxygen for four hours. It was almost foolproof. Even Valri managed to take care of it in less than ten seconds, and the soldiers on board could handle it in half that time. They were pros.

      Another hit scored against the Beast, registering as a dull thud inside her helmet, and shoved her against the couch, jostling her elbow against the frame. She pulled off her harness and stood in the low gravity, hugging her couch as she turned. Dance flew past her, positioning herself and launching her body through the cabin like an Olympic swimmer. All Valri could think was, how can she fly downward like that without hitting anything?

      A shove from behind as Fairchild lifted her up and gave her a nudge down the aisle. She spilled halfway down, the world about her spinning uncontrollably. She closed her eyes but her inner ear refused to steady. She was dizzy, she was out of control, she was gonna hurl—

      She stopped suddenly and opened her eyes. Fairchild caught and stopped her spin, then put her hands on the handholds that now led up toward the rear of the cabin. “Climb, goddamnit!”

      She obeyed. Never moving her gaze from the handhold she was looking at. One after another. No weight, but inertia slowing her down.

      Finally, she got to the open hatch. They’d bled the air long before she arrived, or maybe the air had already escaped from a tear in the hull. The ship shook again, rocking on its axis as the Sleer made another fly by, hitting it with lasers or lord knew what.

      Norton and Underhill met them at the hatchway. Norton carried a crazy contraption that looked like a cross between a harpoon gun and a crossbow, attaching it to a locking mount on the deck. “Clear!” he yelled. He pulled the trigger and a spear flew from the mouth of the gadget to the hull of the spoke. A heavy cable trailed behind it, going taut as the head impacted the target, then going slack as the shuttle’s inertia pulled it a few meters closer.

      The soldiers pulled ropes from their belts, hooked onto the line, and launched themselves into the void, dragging their bodies hand over hand. It seemed to take forever as Valri waited her turn. It was appropriate, though. She was the captain. Last man out and all that. Her venture, her command.

      When Dance Reagan hooked up and flew out, Valri wondered where Fairchild was, afraid she’d miscounted, until she saw his hands next to hers. He pulled her belt harness out, attached it to the cable, locked the end of the cable to his own suit. Then he reached out and pulled a lever just inside the hatch and pushed her into the void, following her a moment later.

      “Pull us in, Norton!”

      The line went taut and then slack, then again and again as the rhythm repeated itself. She figured it out: they were being pulled into the hole they’d made in the spoke, pulled by the soldiers who’d already landed.

      The spoke grew closer, her breath fogging the inside of the helmet as she fought against hyperventilation. The last thing she wanted to was gobble up precious oxygen supply. She wasn’t even sure of how many minutes had passed since she’d pulled the helmet on, then thought to cast her eyes downward, searching for the supply meter. Three minutes, apparently. It felt much longer.

      Finally, the gap in the spoke’s hull loomed over her and her boots contacted the deck, their magnetic soles locking her in place. Weight didn’t return but perspective did. She turned around, watched Fairchild land just to her right. And then a bright flash as the Beast exploded, showering them with fragments. They shrank back into the cave while debris rotated around and past them, clanging harmlessly against the spoke itself.

      She counted heads, freaked out when one name was missing, then relaxed as she realized she’d forgotten to count herself. Hornet Squadron’s evacuation of the Beast went about as well as anyone could expect. But Valri Gibb felt as if she’d lost a bet with the universe. Not feeling so smart now, are you, Val, what with no job, no money, and now no surplus war shuttle? No. Not really.

      “Anyone punctured?” Fairchild asked. “Leaks, holes. Check yourself and then your neighbor.”

      Valri complied. No lost pressure alarms inside her helmet, no tears or holes in her suit that she could see. Dance made a show of checking her suit as well, and she tried to return the favor. It was a slow, clumsy effort. She didn’t know what she was doing.

      The wrecked hull of the Beast careened off the spoke, and her boots clanged as the metal reverberated with the impact. “When Cortez got to the New World, do you think he really burned his ships on purpose? Or was it just a crazy accident?” she asked over the open channel.

      “I don’t think his men cared one way or the other.” Fairchild’s voice sounded resigned. “We need to get inside.”

      “I got that, Commander.” Norton hefted the only piece of equipment he’d salvaged: an HDW-6 triple laser. The weapon was a heavy, triple-barreled squad support weapon, complete with an insulated cable attached to a power pack big enough to wear as a backpack.

      “Who else is carrying?” Valri asked. A few of the soldiers raised weapons, but nothing quite as large or deadly. With her ship gone, she couldn’t be a captain anymore, but she wanted to be useful, wanted to matter to these people. “All right, Mr. Norton, find a spot and cut us a way in.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said, and moved to the front of the line to scan for weak spots. He flipped a knob on the weapon, pulled the trigger, and three red beams cut a hole in the bulkhead. White steam blew from the hole and crystalized in the vacuum. He’d cut into a pressurized compartment, apparently.

      He kicked the cut-out plates and ducked down to enter. They waited a moment, then heard his voice on the comm. “All clear. There’s an airlock of sorts on the far wall. I think we can get in through there.”

      There would be a problem with that, she imagined. But first things first.

      Fairchild beat her to it. “Everyone in, by the numbers.” They filed inside, with Valri again waiting until the others went first and then stepped into the structure ahead of Fairchild. She closed her eyes and backed up until her suit’s air tank clanked against the wall. When she opened her eyes, half a dozen beams of light played across the walls, floor, and ceiling. Two of them were focused on a spot on the far side of the chamber. She carefully walked in her magnetic boots, not wanting to dislodge her precarious anchor. She wasn’t used to them and did not need to be rescued by another Hornet member.

      A click in her headphones, followed by Fairchild’s voice. “Dance? What do you have?”

      “It’s the same kind of panel that I found on the elevator coming down. Which makes sense…seeing as how we’re in the same structure as before. Might even be the same elevator but I wouldn’t want to bet too heavily on that. I’m thinking they’re just all built alike. Saves on maintenance.”

      “Especially if they rely on machines to do their regular security patrols and upkeep,” Skellington agreed. “Machines are deterministic beasties.”

      “So you know what not to do after our earlier experiment…yes?”

      “Yeah…don’t cross this thingee with that whatsis,” she said, pointing to relays. “But I do remember that if you cross that with that other thing, we can close off the damaged area and…”

      A set of recessed blast doors slid shut behind them, cutting the room effectively in half. The sound of hissing pumps began to make themselves known and a gauge on the panel lit up. When it finished the hatchway in front of them cycled, unlocked, and irised open.

      Dance threw up her hands. “Success!”

      “Good work. Norton, you’re on point.”

      Norton flipped a switch and a light beam sprang from the top of his heavy squad laser. He swung the weapon before him, scanning through regular arcs as he moved down the corridor. It was blank, high, and wide, too high and too wide for Valri’s comprehension. She’d seen the inside of navy ships, all close quarters except for the compartments that were expected to be storage or muster stages for vehicles. “Anyone here ever actually see a Sleer in person.” A chorus of voices answered her. “How big are they, anyway?”

      “Not that much bigger than we are,” Mark Janus piped up. “But their mechs are just as big as ours. And they build their spaceships to accommodate them, not the people.”

      “I see. That explains why their corridors are the size of highways. Designed to be accessible by the big weaponry, but not truly inhabited by it. Did the Ascension look like this on the inside?”

      “Not all of it,” Skellington said. “There were certain structural changes after it launched…”

      Fairchild put a stop to the chatter. “Let’s focus, people.”

      They moved through twists and turns, through a second set of hull access points and then through a third set. Valri moved along with the Hornets quietly, obediently, not wanting to make trouble without cause. If nothing else, these people had been on this platform in some capacity not that long ago and served on a converted Sleer vessel before that. She never had. The hole she felt in her guts at the loss of her ship…and the knowledge that it would never be replaced, and she’d never be able to acquire anything else like it, was still open and raw, a wound in her soul.

      Worse, her air was running out. Another ninety-three minutes and that would be that.

      They finally emerged from the third airlock into a chamber that looked like an ampitheater to her. Dance identified it as a transport capsule very similar to the one they’d encountered on the way down.

      “Can you take us back up to the orbital ring?”

      She played with the settings, pulled out her tablet, and hooked a wire from her gadget into the wall. “I can’t get us to the control room. But I can get us to the passenger section. Well. A passenger section. I don’t think we want to run headlong into a whole neighborhood of them.”

      “Why not?” Norton asked, hefting his laser. “We got this.”

      Fairchild made a “no way” motion with his hands—spacer speak. “We got that and no way of recharging your pack when it’s dead. We’ll take stock in a moment. Dance, can you get us to the areas adjacent to the command tower?”

      “To the base of the tower, yes. Once there, we can head out to these transportation plazas. We can go anywhere we want from there.”

      “Good. Do it.” Doors closed, and a subtle shifting beneath their feet indicated they were on their way.

      They took advantage of the stable environment to unlock their helmets, then spent some time pooling their equipment and gear. Skull laid it out for them. “We have three days’ worth of protein bars and water each. Two fragmentation grenades. Two flash-bang grenades. Specialist Norton’s squad laser weapon. Three M-35 .45 caliber semi-automatic pistols with two clips each, and one stun baton, courtesy of Lt. Underhill. Ammunition requirements…unknown.”

      Underhill hefted the collapsible stun stick, gripped it in the middle, snapped a button, and the two ends flew apart, creating a six-foot rod. She clicked it again and the baton collapsed. “It won’t damage any Sleer unless their nervous systems are one heck of a lot more sensitive than ours. But it’ll knock them off their feet for a few minutes.”

      “How many charges?”

      “Up to fifty on a full battery, but I’ve never had to test that in the field.”

      “And we won’t be trying to do so today. Our mission is to locate and assist Brooks and Rosenski. Find those two and we can come up with a more complete plan of action. In the meantime, we need intelligence. Camera feeds, maps, a way to figure out routes from here to preferred destinations. Dance, you and Skull work together for those.”

      “Copy that.”

      “What do you need me to do?” Valri asked. “Other than standing around and breathing bottled air.”

      “Is there anything you can do at the moment?”

      She looked around the chamber and spied what had to be comm consoles on the far side. “I can see if I can tap into that comm system over there.”

      “Please get to it. Underhill, give her a hand. Everyone else does a perimeter scan, now. Take nothing for granted. Map every entrance and exit. If you find equipment lockers, note those as well. Go.”

      Valri and Underhill trudged along in silence. The elevator car held numerous workstations along its perimeter. Valri noticed recessed areas where she assumed appliances like computers or other devices would sit while passengers rode the car on their ways to somewhere. Frances pulled a tablet-like device from her suit’s storage pocket. She watched as the OMP soldier cracked the seal, flipped it over, and opened it like a booklet, folding one side down along the other.

      Underhill noticed the attention and explained, “It’s like Reagan’s tablet but way more robust. This thing is designed for decryption and voltage metering. All I need is a port to plug it in. Luckily, the ports on this station are the same design that the AMS-1 has.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “You saw Reagan plug her tablet into one, right?” Frances smirked behind her faceplate. “Who do you think set the standards for all the equipment we derived from Ascension’s technology? It wasn’t the UEF.”

      “No, of course it wasn’t.” Valri concentrated on walking in her space boots, feeling sullen and alone. The terror of being stranded on an alien megastructure was nothing compared to her recent loss.

      “I’m sorry about your ship.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Waste of a new comm system.”

      “Yep.”

      “Those auto-defense turrets near the bridge looked sweet too. At least we got to use those.”

      “I know.”

      “You never even gave any orders.”

      “Will you shut up?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “And don’t ma’am me. I’m not your ma’am. I’m not anyone’s anything. I’m not a captain, I’m not a ma’am, I’m just a former phone jockey with a broken dream and an empty bank account.”

      “I don’t know about that,” Frances said. “You know massive comm networks and how they work. I know about electronic surveillance and cryptography. Let’s see if we can boot this network up and find out where we are.”

      Valri exhaled in a rush. She was right. There had to be some things in common with what she was used to, even if it was only the general principles of electricity. Any culture that made use of it had to deal with the basics: amplitude and frequency, the flow of electrons through circuits, fiber-optic lines. Of course, their tablets were designed according to Sleer standards. They had to be, otherwise they would be so much useless plastic and rare earths.

      She reached behind her back and pulled her own tablet out as Frances plugged hers into a comm port several workstations further down the line. They synched their feeds and got to work.

      It took a multitude of trial and error but Valri eventually figured out that this wasn’t a comm system, per se. It was more like an entertainment console. Limited feeds, all localized and segmented from the main data routers. But…

      “Got it!” Underhill shouted. She tapped her comm. “Reagan, set your feed to channel zero-zero-six-nine-Alpha-four. See if it—”

      Dance’s voice carried over the channel. “I see it! And…I think... Hah. Got it. Security pass in play…digital environment is secure. We’ll have a map of the entire spoke in a few minutes.”

      “Score,” Norton yelled from across the room. He and the other Hornets were trudging from across the other side of the chamber. Four of them lugged a pair of heavy equipment cases between them.

      Fairchild nodded. “What do we have?”

      “All kinds of stuff.” The soldiers dropped their loads, popped the cases open, and rummaged inside. Norton made a show of organizing the gear, eyeing Skull every few minutes. “A case of Sleer energy rifles and three charge packs each.” Norton pulled one of the rifles from the case, examined it, twisted it apart, then pulled a magazine the size of his forearm from the barrel. “Weird design.” He reassembled the weapon, priming it before handing it to Skellington.

      “Oh, sweet!” Skull said. The smile he wore took a decade off his features. He struggled with the weapon’s mass. It was the size of a rocket launcher; easy to handle for a Sleer, not so much for a human.

      “Damn right it’s sweet. But they’re heavy. I think I’ll hang on to my L-3, if you don’t mind, Skull, just in case.”

      “Not at all. This could tire a man in minutes.”

      Janus snorted. “You mean, you.”

      “Indeed.”

      Norton harrumphed. “More goodies. Food packs, no idea what they taste like or if they’ll kill us. Three boxes of color-coded grenades: red, yellow, green. No idea what they do. And this gizmo which looks like a laptop with keys that are huge.”

      “Let me see that,” Valri reached for the gadget and nearly dropped it as Norton handed it to her. It, like all Sleer equipment, was far heavier than it looked. She popped the cover, found a port to insert a cable from her tablet and pulled up what looked like a power tab. The screen came to electronic life instantly. She could see the system go through an apparent boot sequence. She pulled the tablet data cable from the main console and swapped it to the laptop. In seconds, her screen matched signals and gave her a short but workable menu of options.

      “Score two!” she said as she tabbed through the options. “Records, or news items?”

      “News,” Underhill said. “If those two airmen are still here, they’re making trouble. That means there’s going to be reports about intruders.”

      Valri worked through the options. Eventually, she found a network of security reports. Damage to several locations was commented upon by entities whose names she could not read and probably couldn’t pronounce if she could. One thing she found looked especially curious. “There’s a report here for a security drone team ordered to deal with a damaged conduit. And another that mentions damage to a weapon factory well down the line. It’s considered an ongoing case. Not resolved yet.”

      “Where is it?” Fairchild asked. “Where are we for that matter?”

      “Here.” Underhill swiped on her own tablet and the display console showed a series of maps. A red dot illuminated their own position. “The reports came from there. And here is the optimal path between them.”

      “Christ, that’s a schlep.”

      “Two hundred seventy-three kilometers,” she confirmed, “too far to walk in three days. But there are numerous mass transit routes between here and there. I can correct to include those.”

      Skull came over to look at the screen over her shoulder. “Did you also select for the fewest number of Sleer between us and them?”

      “If there’s a way of doing that, I can’t figure it out. Yet.”

      Fairchild twisted his lips into a frown. “Doesn’t matter. We have a path. And if we have it, the Sleer have it too.”

      Underhill’s console lit up with new activity. “If I’m reading this right, that mecha factory is calling for more drones. They report damage, an exchange of fire. The whole megilla.”

      “That’s our people,” Uncle declared. “Everyone gear up with as much as you can carry comfortably. Valri, you have the map box. Underhill, keep those news items coming. Dance! How long to arrival?”

      “We’ll be at ring level in a few seconds.”

      “Helmets back on then. We’ll worry about recharging our air later. We know Sleer breathe the same mix as we do, more or less.”

      They felt the travel capsule come to a halt before they heard the motors wind down. The heavy doors opened to reveal a brightly lit corridor, devoid of life as far as they could tell.

      They hefted their gear and entered the battle ring.
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      Brooks and Rosenski swung out from the platform, found the recessed ladder, and climbed down to the factory floor.

      Out of curiosity Brooks began to count his steps, with the idea that each step was a rung on the ladder. He got to seven hundred and seventy-seven before he gave up. He couldn’t even risk a pause to look down because the Sleer battle dress did not work that way. There wasn’t much room to turn one’s head while wearing the helmet. You had to either maneuver your entire torso to turn and look, or stare straight ahead and figure out how to read the external sensors the helmet gave access to the wearer. Brooks had figured out how to engage the sensor net, and if he could manage the feedback, it gave him something like real time 360-degree vision. It also made him sick to his stomach. He relied on his human limitations from that point onward, limiting the field of vision to the 180 degrees in front of him with proximity warnings if anything approached from behind. The sensor net could project a proper radar view just above his forehead and glancing up every few minutes to check ranges, positions, and ID was about as much as his brain could handle.

      He lost track of time. The suit’s servo-powered limbs gave him twice the strength he normally called upon and effectively unlimited endurance. But wearing one was a very different experience from driving a Raven, or even the tiny Sparrowhawk. Here, you didn’t have to think about anything like keeping your balance or making the suit work. It just read his physical dimensions and movements and moved along with him. He’d heard of efforts to create something similar in the early days of the UEF and the HAAM Mk 3 was the best the human could offer. The HAAM suits were monstrous, combining sealed environment with servo-powered limbs but they were slow and bulky. And they stood nearly nine feet tall when you were inside one. They had one neat feature: while wearing one, a soldier could carry and shoot a heavy weapon normally reserved for mounting on a vehicle. The 20mm chain gun was his personal favorite. But the Sleer gear made that look like a toy.

      Eventually, after what felt like hours of hand-over-hand action, he stepped off a rung and nearly tripped as his boot contacted the floor. He moved aside and watched Rosenski take the last few rungs as a leap; she landed far more gracefully than he could manage.

      “So much for down,” he said. “Now we see what up looks like.”

      “More complicated, I think. You see that railing on the lower outside? That’s the track the conveyor belt uses for guidance, I’ll bet. If we work our way up that, it’ll take us up without having to do too much of the work ourselves,” she said.

      They walked closer to the nearest structure. To Simon, it looked as if the entire assembly column was alive, a whirring, pulsating beanstalk that had no function other than to combine parts into working machines. He could see what Sara meant by the track, though. It was a guide rail that the conveyor belt ran along. Each mecha suit was being assembled on its own private platform, sliding against each other on their way up the stalk the way that an escalator’s steps would be. The parts were meant to cohere in just that one way. Anything that fell into the works would either be ground up by the mesh or potentially stopped completely if it was substantial enough. There was no way to know off hand. But there was definitely a way to find out.

      “How do they fix it?” he wondered aloud. “I mean, it has to break down now and then, right? Every machine does.”

      “With tools,” she said. “Tools. On robot arms. Or specialized robots, that show up and repair broken systems.”

      “That’s what I think. Permission to play a hunch.”

      “Does it involve mayhem?”

      “It does.”

      “I’m listening. What’s your hunch?”

      A dull thud sounded behind them, heavy enough for them to feel through their boots. The din of the factory precluded any sound from reaching their ears even if they hadn’t been wearing helmets. They spun around to see a bipedal robot at least twenty feet tall, bristling with sensor optics and brandishing a pair of wicked looking long-barreled weapons at them from its spherical body. A speaker began uttering commands in Sleer.

      “I think we’ve been at this party before,” she said. “What’s it saying?”

      “It wants us to remain until it can clear our authorization IDs. I think it’s trying to read our implants and failing.”

      “How can it fail? Our implants are genuine.”

      “They’re genuine…but the computer that installed and programmed them has been either silenced or de-activated by the officer in charge.”

      “So. What now?”

      The machine bellowed another set of orders at them. Brooks watched as the verbiage resolved itself in English on his HUD. “It wants us to wait. Are you not seeing a translation?” he asked.

      “Just console commands, not spoken words. Don’t ask me why not. I thought we both got the same language hack from Big G. But we can wait. For a while.”

      Waiting quickly became less of an option. Three floating observation drones had detected the problem which they defined as something out of the ordinary. In this case, that meant that soldiers were on the factory floor, which Brooks and Rosenski had already seen was a no-no. The first time they’d encountered this type of situation, it had ended in a stalemate. No. Not a stalemate. Eventually the machine had opened fire on the humans. Now as the humans watched, three more defense drones walked toward their positions, wending their ways toward them through the colonnade of assembly pillars.

      “Any further orders?” Rosenski asked.

      “Not that I’ve heard.”

      “No. I mean, can you give these things any orders? I mean, you can understand them, that means your translation protocol in play. Right?”

      “Right…”

      “And your implant gives you crew member ID of some type otherwise these things would be shooting at us. Right?”

      “Riiiiiight…”

      “So. Order them to stand down.”

      “Uuuuuhhhhh…”

      She positioned herself between him and the nearest defense drone. She tapped his helmet to make sure she had his attention. “Brooks. You’re their CO. Order them to stand down. Now.”

      Without thinking he set his faceplate to locate the order and command structure of the factory floor. The bots were not themselves in command of anything. These things were just following a set of standing orders. Which meant override commands lay somewhere nestled deep in their electronic brains. Brooks closed his eyes and felt rather than looked through the menus, seeking out the proper codes with his implants. He refused to think about what he was doing, preferring to act on instinct and feeling. The story about the centipede who thought about how he could walk with all those legs so much that he eventually lost the ability to move stayed in his mind as he worked.

      “Override command authorization instruction follows…” he gave a dozen parameters in a language he couldn’t properly translate but knew well enough to recognize.

      “Authorization…accepted,” the lead machine said. “Standing down.”

      And with that, the lead drone settled on its haunches, backed away, and parked itself near the wall, followed by its fellows.

      “Jesus, that took forever.”

      Brooks let out a breath. He hadn’t been aware that he’d held it. “Less than a minute,” he allowed. “It just seemed like forever. I didn’t think that would work.”

      “Let’s hope the trick lasts.” She gestured widely toward the nearest of the assembly stalks. “I think we can get footholds and handholds on that platform there—”

      “Override counter command given. Override counter command accepted. Order given: stand down…denied.” The robotic voice was louder than before. Perhaps the machine’s way of raising its voice. “Soldiers are not permitted on the factory floor,” it continued. The machines reformed themselves into ranks and plodded toward them.

      “Shit. Now what?” Rosenski asked. She backed away, horribly aware of just how little useful cover there was on the floor of a factory, even one apparently filled with equipment.

      “Orders must be followed…or action will be taken.” While the drone spoke, its fellows came up to surround the humans while the machines focused their weapons on them.

      Rosenski backed away toward the nearest stalk, pulling her rifle from the recessed pocket on her back. “Simon…”

      “One last thing to try,” he said, and threw his hands up in the air. Almost too quickly to see, the tips of his armored gauntlets opened and closed, spewing a horde of tiny machines more like dust specks toward the lead drone. As the cloud settled over it, the specks vanished from his sight. He could see the effects the micromachines were having, though. He saw openings in the command structure that hadn’t been there earlier. He phrased another set of instructions and designated the drones behind the leader as its targets, then turned and ran, slapping Rosenski on her shoulder as he sprinted past her. “Come on, up the beanstalk, Jack!”

      He leaped for the nearest ledge on the assembly stalk, mechanical muscles pushing him higher and further than his legs could ever have propelled him alone. He grabbed an outcropping, scrabbled for purchase, and gripped the lowest platform. He looked up to see that he’d successfully grabbed the track and guide rail that Sara had pointed out earlier. He pulled himself up inch by inch and used his leverage to stand on the guide track. The bulk of the assembly plant now stood only a few inches from his suit, a writhing, clacking, tentacle of construction appendages that never stopped moving, handing pieces to each other, soldering and welding components to the frame of the suit it worked on. Thousands of them; each one just a few feet further up the trail than the other.

      He heard a thud below him, managed to see Rosenski follow his example. In the distance, he heard an explosion and looked over his shoulder.

      The lead drone was slugging it out with the two other drones in its group. The drones attacked each other but not efficiently. Observation drones stayed above the fray, no doubt reporting in to some unseen controller what was going on. They watched as six more defense drones reported for duty from another part of the factory, firing on any drone they detected fire from. Some shots went wild. Eventually, one particle bolt struck the assembly stalk they rode on and then things got very interesting very quickly.

      The shot sizzled past Brooks’s suit and he ducked out of instinct, nearly spilling him onto the factory floor. He gripped the machinery tightly, stepping up onto the next platform in the sequence. Just like an escalator, he told himself. One step after the other, one by one, come on dude, you can do this.

      Another bolt shot past, then another. Finally, their luck gave out and a shot crashed into the platform just below Rosenski. She yelped in surprise and alarm as she lost her footing, catching on to the railing by her fingertips. Simon reached down to offer her his hand, but she had already found new footing. She looked up at him, waving her hand. Go. Go!

      He went, climbing up. There was no other way to go. The drone’s next shot took out the platform above Brooks, and he huddled toward the grasping assembly arms as sparks and metal shards rained down upon him. He could hear the metal bits clanging against his suit and helmet. He could even smell burning circuitry, although he was mostly sure that was his brain playing tricks on him.

      A shudder and lurch as the assembly gear came to a screeching halt, the intricate mesh winding down as the factory control circuits realized a problem on the line and took steps to minimize the damage. He realized that he’d been given a tremendous gift: with the line down, they could make far better time.

      He took advantage of the still machinery. He grabbed any purchase he could find and clambered up the stalk like a mountain climber given super strength and intense focus. He barely even looked down at all, to make sure that Sara was behind him. He knew she’d be there. She was always there, a far better athlete than he was. If he made it this far, she certainly had to be behind him. For all he knew she was climbing up the opposite side of the line, racing him for the top spot in the competition.

      The truth was that he couldn’t verify the idea. He wanted it to be true. The thought of Rosenski losing her grip and falling to the floor wasn’t one that he was willing to entertain. Nevertheless, the feeling got stronger the higher he climbed.

      “Sara…where you at?”

      “I’m a few feet below you, just keep climbing.”

      There. She was fine. Of course she was, he was being stupid. He risked a look down, swinging his torso this way and that, and found her climbing up the track and rail just below him. Typical. He needed to learn how to turn his brain off. Worry and self-doubt just got in his way.

      They neared the top of the structure. Brooks could finally look down and see the tops of other assembly stalks, each of them working as programmed, oblivious to the destruction around them. At least one of the other columns was shut down as dead as theirs. He stopped where he was, stepped on a new platform and slipped, nearly tumbling off the rail. He felt himself falling for a moment, then felt strong hands beneath him, gripping his boots, holding him up. He used the chance to pull himself up, raise his right foot up to a new foothold, and bring up the other foot. He bent over, saw Rosenski impatiently waiting for him to continue. He gave her a wave of thanks and pushed himself forward.

      The armored walkers at this height were just about complete. They looked only vaguely humanoid. These monsters were the size of battlers, thirty feet tall, with round shoulders and multiple cannons growing out of their chests. Bulbous humps equipped with directional nozzles grew out of their backs. No heads that he could see. He assumed the canopy opened over the chest and neck, the space where a head would have been on a UEF weapon.

      Finally, he was there, scrabbling up onto a completed battle suit, standing on the thing’s “neck” sending what he hoped was a completion order. The hatch above stayed closed.

      He could easily imagine one strategy, and he scrambled up onto the topmost suit’s torso, climbing up with his spider-climb trick. He found a depression near the lip of the closed hatch, reached into it and gave a basic command with his suit’s AI. A latch clicked as the torso hatch swung upward. He used one of the front gun ports as a step and tumbled into the cockpit, urging Rosenski to do the same.

      “Snug in here,” he said as he turned himself around trying to maneuver himself into what had to be the proper seating arrangement. The Sleer battle dress was built for the new device, he saw, with air tubes and power cables hooking from the interior tanks to ports in the armor. Better yet the cables were lock-coded. Only one cable with this shaped adapter could fit into that receptacle. He wondered again if Sleer pilots weren’t expected to be all that bright, then realized that the cockpits on Ravens weren’t that different.

      He leaned forward to see Sara struggle with her own battle suit, literally the one situated below his own. She swung the hatch open easily enough but didn’t have to think so much about how to fit inside it. The cockpit was more suited to her size and shape. Of course, it was. Sleer were tall and wide like she was. Not shrimps like Simon Brooks.

      He heard her voice in his helmet. “Stop that. We’ll get you bulked up in no time.”

      “What?”

      “I said, you’re not a shrimp. You put on muscle since we got here. You’ll be fine.”

      Brooks busied himself looking for the power switch. There had to be one; you didn’t run suits like this on batteries, after all. Or maybe they did. It didn’t matter…the thought process of wondering how to turn the armor on took his mind off the truly unsettling possibility that Sara Rosenski had just picked a thought out of his head, listened to it, and responded to it. And that couldn’t be part of the walker’s function as hers was toggled off too. Maybe their implants were nudging them into some kind of low-level coherence. Maybe transmitting biochemical messages like thoughts was part of their implants’ programming. Could Sleer officers do that with their soldiers?

      He grew cold thinking about it. Battlefield telepathy meant no missed or misinterpreted orders. No line of sight comm eclipses. No maximum distance limitations. Every order was heard and obeyed on the spot, every time.

      If true, that alone made the Sleer military the most efficient fighting machine he had ever heard of, and it dropped his body temperature by two degrees. He was shivering with the implications when he finally reached down into the suits armature and slipped his arms into what had to be sleeves. His control gauntlets linked him up and he suddenly felt the suit come alive around him. The massive battle armor stood straight, rising from its position on the assembly platform.

      He swiped his head and willed the canopy to close, and it followed his instruction, closing down over his head like any Raven. The suit’s interior brightened with new displays, some projected on his helmet’s HUD and others appearing just out of his sight. He turned his head one way and the other, learning how to see and focus his eyes to figure out what information was being imparted to him.

      One thing stood out: the targeting HUD. He toggled through his choices but realized that they hadn’t constructed the armor with weapons already loaded. They had, however, built it with all of its propulsion units intact. He looked up, saw the hatch. That was where they were going. He experimentally lifted his legs. The docking clamps disengaged of their own volition. Smart machinery indeed. “Sara! We have to hurry.”

      “I’m in! I’m looking for the—”

      “Plug the tubes into your armor’s chest, slip your arms into the sleeves, and think ‘disengage’ as you lift your feet.”

      A new icon blinked for attention: a senor array describing the approach of a new unit. He looked up and saw the ceiling hatch had opened. The crane was descending, but suddenly Simon wasn’t sure that was a good thing after all.

      He acted quickly, triggering his lift pack, and thrilled as his feet left the platform. You had to swing your body to pilot the silly thing, a bit like swimming. He quickly learned how to hover and slid out of the way.

      “Sara, the crane’s coming for you. Just let it snag you and I’ll follow you up.”

      “I don’t like that plan.”

      A weird humming from the left. Simon turned his head and saw a trio of observation drones hovering out of reach, watching the drama unfold. He moved out of their way and the crane came down to where his suit should have been, hesitated, then lowered another few feet to grab Rosenski’s. She acceded to the lift with a garbled squeak as it pulled her up.

      Brooks snuck in, twisted his body to rise up with her, finally managing to grab her suit’s boots and rode the rest of the way up. He looked down, watched the factory floor for activity. The impromptu firefight between the defense drones was over, and a new set of robots was now arriving to clean up the mess. Damaged drones were disassembled on the spot, their component parts delivered to a heavy machine that looked more like a floating, multi-limbed shipping container than anything else. The functional bots were marched off the floor, no doubt to another bay where they could be repaired.

      The hatch closed just below his feet as the crane dragged them up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

      

    

    
      Nazerian’s morning was bad. His afternoon was beyond imagining.

      The battle ring control tower was set high above the plane of the ring itself, a one-hundred-meter-tall structure meant to house the high command officers assigned to this post. At the moment, that included the crew that had helped Nazerian take the tower from the humans. Many of his officers were still here while others had been reassigned to other parts of the ring. The crew was still far too sparse to operate a fully functional battle ring. He hoped they would have more time. As it was, most of the battleships and support vessels that had arrived in this system with him were now docked in the various hangar bays the ring had built for itself. Their crews were dispersed similarly throughout the ring, manning sections deemed most important.

      The only sections that he refused to assign his troops to were the factories. Those were fully automated, and they could function quite effectively on their own. Beyond that there were already tens of thousands of defense drones and support robots from observation drones to report news, technical service drones to repair broken components and heavy labor, and transport drones to do the real work of construction and transport materials used in the construction of literally everything the ring still needed. The list was immense. Crew quarters, work stations, hallways and corridors, transport tubes, life support stations, and a positively lengthy list of weapons, ammunition, defenses, and everything required to use them. The ring was simply several orders of magnitude too big for his meager forces to make use of in their current state. But unless they could figure out why and how the controlling AI had failed, manual operations were their only alternative.

      Then there were the primates. Humans. A new, previously undiscovered species who showed themselves adept at adapting Zluur’s ship to their own needs and as aggressive as any Sleer. A band of them had gained access to the ring, Maker knew how, and Sleer had been dispatched through the island spoke. Kessiduss hadn’t been much success in eradicating them as he’d promised, but he had brought back numerous samples for the labs. The Servants of Medicine could go over them in their own time. He expected to be told something interesting concerning them at some point. Edzedon worked well with that crowd.

      But now he worried about the bigger issues. Like where he was going to find another hundred million Sleer soldiers to populate his battle ring.

      He sat alone in the tower command bubble, a fifty-meter-long protrusion mounted near the ceiling of the command tower’s main operations center. Attached to the wall, it gave the resident commander in chief an unsurpassed view of the entire floor, which was easily the size of a sportsball field. The center itself had a command throne built on the floor far closer to the action, and to be fair there wasn’t enough activity on the floor to warrant his being up here. Only fifty of the two hundred plus consoles were even manned, due, again, to manpower shortages.

      He walked to an armored hatch in the bubble rear wall, threw a switch, and stepped onto a platform with a thin railing along two sides. He altered his body’s position and the platform rose, as an armored hatch opened. He leaned forward and the platform descended slowly. He ascended the throne, sat in the chair, and immediately felt better as new displays popped up around him, giving him a succinct summary of every system currently in use aboard the ring.

      Two sections gave him pause. The first was, of course, Kessiduss’s mission. He had obtained samples and destroyed a primate shuttlecraft that had apparently tried to scale one of the spokes and obtain access to the ring. His troops had ripped it apart, and even now, several recyclers were assimilating its components. They returned with samples of human technology, which he supposed was useful intelligence. He gave an order that the recyclers were not to properly recycle the refuse. They should deliver it to a science lab on Level Six. Edzedon would have a field day with it. Nazerian reminded himself to have a conversation with the diminutive science officer to see how his work with primate languages was turning out.

      The problem with that was simple: they had recovered suits of armor but no bodies inside them. But one human would not have been able to properly handle that shuttle any more than his thousands of troops could operate the millions of crew stations aboard Genukh. So, where were they?

      One possibility brought itself to mind as he examined the data. There had been a series of wrecks on one of the factories that constructed Kezekken assault walkers. The suits were restricted use, intended for and assigned to the elite war specialists that only a few Sleer fleets were ever staffed with, and yet there were no such Sleer assigned to this ring. Why the factory had begun its work was something he couldn’t fathom. Some deeply buried subroutine inside Genukh’s brain, perhaps. And the damage was serious but not severe enough to warrant shutting down the line entirely. He read the production report to find that nearly ten thousand of those armored suits had been constructed and stored to date, and decided that that was enough. Until enough qualified Sleer defenders boarded the station to make use of the gear, further work was pointless.

      He issued orders that the line be suspended until further notice and the computer spat out reams of data regarding that factory. Nazerian leaned forward looking to glean what use he could from the data. He really needed Edzedon up here with him.

      For example, yes, the report said that defective defense drones had attacked its attendant response team…but why? And why was the response team there in the first place? Nothing ever happens on a factory floor.

      He pursued the matter further, found a report from a lesser security master that detailed the occurrence of the drone team being sent to investigate a damage report that an observation drone had logged not long before. He even found the digital photos the observation robot had logged and…well…

      All right, then, something had infiltrated the ring.

      But—and this was what made Nazerian’s scales itch—the damaged factory lay more than two hundred kilometers further down the ring than the island spoke where Kessiduss had destroyed the alien shuttle.

      The island where Genukh had first crash landed. Everything seemed to come back to that location. He’d give much to turn the master computer back online for a few minutes, just to learn why it chose that particular bit of land on a planet with seven complete continents to choose from.

      “We have multiple intruder teams aboard,” he mused.

      Nazerian spotted movement out of the corner of his eye. He turned his head, spying no more than the meanderings of his command crew. And yet he could feel Zluur’s presence around him, as if the dead scientist were whispering in his ear. Maybe he should retire to his quarters and don his battle dress. Maybe that would give him some confidence.

      The essence of his problem was that he could not run Battle Ring Genukh with less than a proportionate crew. There were literally millions of crew stations all over the ring and they needed constant supervision. That was what happened when one was forced to enter a High Command override into the system to turn the resident machine intelligence into no more than a routine monitoring service. Genukh was locked away…and Nazerian could reactivate certain higher functions…just enough to maintain congruence within the battle ring. But doing that would result in, well, not chaos exactly, but surely what would occur would not be good for himself or his crew.

      Or his mission.

      “Lord of Communications!” he called.

      “Yes, my lord!”

      “Send a message to Home Nest. Tell them we have determined why the ring is malfunctioning and will undertake efforts to repair it. Ask for additional forces to engage the defense drones. Specifically ask for a flotilla of emergency repair ships. Our forces are not well suited to small scale infiltration tactics.”

      “Yes, my lord!” the officer hurried away to his section where he could give commands properly. No one liked to shout across vast distances, not even on a battle station.

      A shout came from the other side of his throne. “Lord Nazerian! Multiple gravity wakes bearing one three five!”

      “What now?” Nazerian roared. “Communications! Have you sent that message yet?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Good. Belay that order. I think our reinforcements have arrived.” The data coalesced as the gravity wakes dissipated. The sensor operators ran sweeps of that part of the sky, registering thousands of ships. Tens of thousands. The lead formation got his attention…a flotilla of Navurness-class Space Control Ships backed up by several times as many Mazadomenar-class battleships. And behind them, a vast number of cargo ships, freighters, and supply vessels. “Identification?”

      “Reading transponders now…the flagship registers as the 67th Mobile Support Fleet…out of Battle Ring Zekerys. Fifty thousand seven hundred and nine vessels.”

      “Zekerys? That orbits a developed world, more than nine hundred light years away. It was Zluur’s last recorded port of call. I was present when this whole mess began there ten years ago! Why did…?”

      “My lord, there’s a message coming in…Code One.”

      Nazerian started. Code One meant a declaration of war or some other calamity. “I’ll take it here.” He slid his claw along a control built into the arm of his throne and created a field of silence about him; then he accepted the communication. In moments, a colorful visage met his eyes.

      “Tall Lord, Fleet Master Nazerian,” the figure said. She was slender and regal, with her crown feathers in full bloom and dressed in the flowing garments of a member of the Home Fleet High Command. “I am Great Lord, Fleet Master Moruk. By order of the Home Nest, I am here to relieve you of your command and assume operations aboard Battle Ring Genukh.”

      “I don’t understand,” he stammered.

      “The Home Nest High Command has taken your status reports to heart,” she said. “Clearly Zluur’s intentions were not merely to establish a new nest in this part of space. We have received the Battle Ring computer’s attempts to calibrate its records with our own. The requests are…odd.”

      “Odd in what way?”

      “Odd. I will explain in greater detail when we meet. Please come aboard my vessel as soon as you can arrange. We are at war and now that Battle Ring Zekerys is lost…Battle Ring Genukh is essential to the Sleer’s continued survival.”

      “Our survival as an empire?”

      “No. As a species.”
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      She was far more impressive in person. When he entered her flagship’s conference hall, he found it difficult to look away. Her brightly hued scales and crown feathers were spectacular. A noble lineage? He wouldn’t be surprised. What did surprise him was that all the officers he’d seen aboard thus far were of the same variety. Had she handpicked every one of them for this duty? Was her entire fleet like that? He couldn’t imagine the level of influence such a feat would have required. There just weren’t that many officers in Home Fleet.

      Or were there?

      “I don’t need to tell you our basic history,” Moruk began. “When a battle ring comes online, it sends a request for authorization to Home Fleet. Which responds with a command code authorized by the cabinet admiral. The ring computers use that string of code to create orders and authorizations for all other units, and begins the process of staffing and equipping itself. This is standard procedure.”

      “It is,” he agreed.

      “Battle Ring Genukh did something we’ve never seen before. The signal it sent was no request…it sent the main computer on Battle Ring Home an authorization string of its own devising and invited it to comply. It reversed the procedure and acted like the Home Fleet battle network, as if expecting the Home Fleet’s computers to respond in kind. We don’t know how this happened, but we have an idea of why.”

      “Zluur.”

      She bobbed her head, her crown feathers ruffling graciously. “We believe so. Zluur crafted a plan while avoiding both the Skreesh and the Home Fleet’s pursuit. Whatever he came up with, it was meant to happen here. With Battle Ring Genukh as the focal point. The fact that you have seen so little progress in the capture of Genukh worried the cabinet. I am here to restore order to the plan.”

      “I will offer any support you may need,” he said.

      “Excellent. Let’s start at the beginning. What can you tell me about the primates inhabiting this world?”

      “My chief archivist will make the records available to you.”

      “Here is the problem.” A hologram of Home Nest appeared above the table. “And here is the fleet we mean to contend with.” At a gesture, twenty red flags popped up.

      He bent to look more closely. “Twenty hive ships?”

      “If only it were so. Those are titans. They are decelerating and they will come to a full stop relative to our solar system in less than three months.”

      “What is Home Fleet doing about it?”

      “Building an evacuation fleet, mostly. There’s no way it will be finished in time, despite the Home Ring’s resources being put to the task. Instead, we are sending people to the remaining nests in the hope that we can save as many as possible. But how many can that be? I don’t know. The ring computer itself can’t say.”

      “So there is no hope?”

      “Not for the Home Nest. The High Command has chosen Battle Ring Zekerys as a forward staging point. Nearly every ship with spare capacity has been pressed into service to carry passengers. Few are well equipped for this task but it needed to be done. It’s still being done. We are filling the ring with as many people and the resources to sustain them but that won’t be enough. There is talk of a plan to detach the ring and move it toward this solar system but that will take far too long. But it’s a chance. So the cabinet approved it. In the meantime, any organization that wants to build an escape ship is given the resources to do so.”

      “Where will they go?”

      “They are coming here. We will take Battle Ring Genukh one way or another. Your notes will be a valuable help to us.”

      “I will help any way I can. Still…twenty titans…”

      “They are the first wave of several. Observe….” She adjusted the scale of the map to see that numerous groups of titans were plowing through Sleer space. Some were heading toward the Movi Kingdom. Good. Let the Movi suffer as well, Nazerian thought.

      Moruk continued, “There are nearly two thousand titans running their ways down this arm of the galaxy. We aren’t sure whether it’s a mass migration or a war hunt. It might be both. We have few chances for survival if Zluur’s battle ring can’t be made functional both as a war platform and a habitat.”

      “And we won’t be the only ones in desperate need,” he said. “If the Skreesh are running down the length of the galactic arm, they’ll be pushing refugees and retreating military forces from the allied races—”

      She hissed and gurgled in laughter. “There are no allied races anymore,” she snarled. “That arrangement ended when the Movi demanded that Sselaniss arrest Zluur and turn him over to their Cycomm retainers,” she said. “We are on our own.”

      Nazerian gaped as he ran through the implications. “Zekerys as a forward staging point puts Great Nest as the Skreesh’s next main target. There are battle rings all along the border with the Movi. How many remain operational?”

      “Most of them. But they are ahead of the migration wave and all at least several hundred light years away. If we lose Great Nest and Zekerys too, they would become targets themselves. And if we strip them of ships to aid the current evacuation efforts—”

      “Then Battle Ring Genukh would be the only such ring to send refugees,” he finished. “But if it was able to furnish additional ships and troops, then we could use it as a manufacturing depot and rebuild our fleet in safety.”

      “Exactly,” she said. “It won’t take long for rumors of a super-ring around this world to circulate throughout the known races. Battle Ring Genukh would become a magnet for everyone and everything in the galaxy.”

      Nazerian took the posture of comprehension. Moruk had planned ahead. “It may be less simple than you realize. The ring isn’t responding to our control codes, as you’ve noted. What if the primates in this system have already managed to win the ring to their side?”

      “That’s nonsense and you know it. Battle Ring computers follow protocols, procedures. That this one doesn’t simply means we need to board the ring and gain access to its control tower. That done, we neutralize the controlling computer’s higher reasoning functions and it becomes like any other monitoring network.”

      “Any other monitoring network capable of managing an installation that spans a planet,” he said. “The tower is easy enough to locate. But there are no plans to this particular facility. We’ll be going in blind.”

      “And so will the primates,” she added. “How many of your current fleet’s civilians have been transferred to the ring?”

      “Relatively few, Great Lord. I’m not much of an administrator.”

      “Then let’s finish what’s only been begun, together. Battle Ring Genukh is our new forward base.”
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      “Where is everybody?”

      Valri Gibb’s honest but obvious question jolted Ray Fairchild like a slap in the face. He hadn’t realized how far into his own head he’d retreated.

      After leaving the travel capsule, his team had gathered up what gear they could carry and headed out in the general direction of the map location of Reagan and Underhill. They’d determined the breathable atmosphere of their environment and slid their helmets’ visors up, locking them in place.

      The Sleer weapons were both a blessing and a curse. Blessing because they represented a real chance of defending themselves against all manner of dangerous targets. But there were problems. One, they were heavy. The energy clips alone weighed at least five kilograms each, and the long guns they powered weighed as much as a heavy rocket launcher. Even worse, the Sleer didn’t carry their weapons like humans did, on straps. They attached the weapon stocks directly to their battle dress and let the armor absorb the recoil through a recessed slot built into the shoulder. Worse was that there could just as easily be RFID chips built into every piece of equipment that the Sleer used. What better way to track where any given bit of gear was on a real time basis? If Ray Fairchild was in charge of a fortress like this, that’s what he’d do.

      But it was a good question. He thought an answer both appropriate and deserved.

      “No idea, this place is absolutely huge.”

      “I can see it’s big. But big facilities have big staff needs. So where is everyone?”

      “We couldn’t properly fill up AMS-1 with a full crew of six thousand,” he said, “not even when we added another thousand people from Moon Base. We actually sealed off hundreds of compartments just to keep the design manageable. And Ascension was not even a mile long. This thing forms a ring that goes all the way around the Earth. God knows how many people could live up here and never see each other. Tens of millions? Hundreds of millions?”

      “Billions,” Norton said. “You could probably move the entire population of the planet up here and give every family the equivalent of a two thousand square foot house and an acre of land, and still have room for all the alien shit. You wouldn’t even have to try.”

      Valri nodded and asked, “AMS-1?”

      Fairchild grimaced. “Alien Megastructure-1. That’s the official UEF designation for Ascension. I’d assume this ring is being called AMS-2 on some OMP file. That sound right, Underhill?”

      “I wouldn’t know, Commander. But I wouldn’t be surprised either,” Underhill confessed.

      He looked back over his shoulder at the overcop. Underhill was sweating, and her arms drooped with the weight of the heavy alien rifle. But he had to give her credit. She could hump her gear with the rest of the Hornets and not slow them down. Valri, on the other hand, tagged behind like a gawking tourist and Fairchild was continually nudging her forward.

      He bent close and lowered his voice. “It’s not like working a desk, is it?”

      “No, it’s not. Tell me, was exploring the original wreck like this?”

      “Not quite,” Fairchild said.

      “How was it different?”

      “Strange to say but it was more human-sized. I know that doesn’t make a lot of sense.”

      “I grew up in New York City. But a lot of the folks I worked with grew up in smaller places with names you never heard of. Even when I head out to a small town like Waterbury, Vermont, there’s no way I can really scale myself down. Waterbury is human scaled compared to the five boroughs. But I never had the experience of seeing the big city for the first time when all I was used to as a kid was a small town.” She shrugged, hefting the Sleer laptop with her shoulders. “Until now, I suppose.”

      “You do understand. I’m impressed,” he said. He even meant it. After his team, including a dozen Delta Force marines, then Captain Thomas Katsev and a bevy of scientists including physicists, astrophysicists, biologists and at least three engineers, had entered the wreck, terrified with thoughts of monsters from beyond the stars, the sheer size of the thing quickly overwhelmed them. They had in fact encountered considerable resistance, but from armed robotic drones bearing weapons none of them had ever seen before. Half the marines had died within the first hour, and it was days later that they realized they were the only living souls aboard. They’d learned to relax in that knowledge while keeping their guard up. But there had always been a suspicion that something horrible was waiting to be discovered around every corner.

      It took weeks to establish the military blockade around South Pico Island and another year to clear the ship out. Rebuilding the hulk took time and funds and political compromises that no country truly approved of, but all recognized the need for. It was amazing how easily he’d buried those fearful memories. It wasn’t the sort of thing he spoke to others about either, not even to Simon Brooks. Not even when Brooks begged him. Not even when Brooks the elder kept at him, wondering aloud when Ray would return to the park service. Ray hadn’t known how to explain what he’d seen, what he’d seen happen to the other team members. There were some things that changed you, and watching giant robots sneak around corners without making a sound—you only knew they were there when a victim screamed—were among them.

      Driving a spotting chopper looking to direct fire fighters towards a blaze on government protected land couldn’t compare. Even volunteering for the navy air corps to participate in the U-War hadn’t compared. Joining the UEF had been less a choice than a compulsion.

      And he certainly was not of a mind to admit this to a woman. He hadn’t ever told Simon Brooks any of it for that matter. Pushing the boy to join the UEF was as close as he came. Even then, his goal was to keep the boy where Fairchild could keep an eye on him. A big brother in all but genetics.

      Which explained why they were up here now. Some big brother he was.

      “You got family on the island, Captain?” he asked.

      Valri seemed to stop short at the question but quickly recovered. “Two sisters, Claudine and Jeanette. They are both serving in the UEF. Jeanie is a doctor, and Claudie runs a commo station on Hawaii.”

      “Sounds interesting.”

      “It keeps her busy and she never talks about work except for the most general comments. Security limits, I think. I’ll intro you one day, if we live to get to Hawaii. It’s been years since I caught up with them. Now that I think of it, you’re her type. Scruffy and blonde. A daredevil. That’s her thing.”

      “Her thing? Not yours?”

      

      She tried to be serious but couldn’t quite keep a smile off her mouth. “When the light hits you in the right way, you’re not grotesque. And no lie…I like a man with a full set of teeth.”

      They cleared the corridor and turned a corner to find an open plaza dominated by what looked like an old school locomotive roundhouse. The main difference here was that the trains were short, maybe two cars each, and all were open-topped. The seats were clearly designed for more massive beings than the humans presented.

      “Okay, folks, we’re taking the train. Dance, can you get us started?”

      “On it.” Reagan moved to set up shop in the lead car of the nearest tram, and she was able to plug her tablet and navigate through some commands. “It runs on a grid pattern,” she said. “You plug in a destination and it assembles an optimal route based on the proximity to the final location and the traffic patterns.”

      “Can you pull the grid references from Captain Valri’s map box?”

      “That, I can, Uncle.”

      “Can you disable the other trams?”

      “If you mean trash the plaza, we have grenades for that, but it’ll just bring a slew of defense bots on our position,” Underhill offered. “Or…” She motioned to Reagan, who lowered her gear and rushed to the taller woman’s side. Fairchild followed as they ducked around the train platform, searching with their hand beams for something specific.

      Dance, in particular, was focused sweeping her light across the tracks, floor, and walls. “Found it!” she sang.

      Fairchild got there just behind Underhill, as Valri Gibb tagged behind, craning to look. A black box was set into the floor of the roundhouse, with a coded lock. After a few fruitless tries, Dance pulled her pistol and shot the mechanism. The lid gave a thin trail of smoke and they heard a mechanical click.

      “Tech bots are going to hear that.”

      “But tech bots don’t carry weapons. Here, help me with this.” Valri reached in and helped her pull up the armored hatch cover. Inside were relays and circuit boards, gleaming crystalline lattices, well ahead of human technology. “Captain, if you could bring your laptop here.”

      Valri offered the gadget and Dance plugged the lead from the terminal into a receptacle in the motherboard. She played with the keyboard and sat back on her haunches, grinning like a fiend. “Not only can I turn it off, which would keep us from using any tram because they’re all on the same circuit, but I can send each one of these babies to a complete different part of the structure. They’ll never know which one we’re on.”

      Fairchild sniffed. “Sure they will. We’ll be on the one heading to the biggest trouble spot. Sabotage sites and so on.”

      “Nope, I can send alarms all through the ring with this. Fire in the launch tubes, indecent exposure in the cafeteria, you name it.”

      Fairchild harrumphed. “How long?”

      “An hour? Probably less.”

      “Do it. Keep the emergencies local, though. Don’t start trouble in sections that are obviously unpopulated. That will bring them here just as quickly.”

      “Copy that.”

      “All right, Hornets, let’s pick a train and—” A shrill beeping cut him off as lights began to flash around one of the empty cradles.

      “Train coming?” Fairchild yelled.

      “Yes, sir,” Dance squealed. “It’ll be here in seconds.”

      “Shit. All right, people, take up positions, use whatever cover you can find. Norton, Dance, Valri, Underhill you take the right tube. I’ll hang on the left tube with the other problem children. Do not shoot until their train enters the station. Go!”

      Fairchild kicked himself as he grabbed his heavy Sleer rifle and ducked down behind the parked tram. The problem wasn’t just one of line of sight. Both teams would be able to figure out their firing positions quickly, as you used the cover you had and turned any inanimate object into more cover. The problem was the confined space, which would make the use of grenades as dangerous to his people as the aliens. But Norton’s crazy SAW would help with that and one hoped their TAC-2F flight suits would help shield them from wayward rounds.

      He stood briefly, checked the head count, made sure he could see his soldiers’ positions, that they were all equipped with weapons and under cover, then ducked down and rested his rifle on a handhold on the side of the parked tram.

      Then they waited for the train to arrive.
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        * * *

      

      Assistant Servants of Security Dissessk and Gorssikken awoke at the sound of the final approach alert. The noise was high-pitched and loud, designed to be uncomfortable to Sleer ears, and it worked. Generations of experience had taught the engineers that certain things worked and they tended to stick with what worked. It was well-known among Nazerian’s crew that the scientist Zluur had designed this entire battle ring, and no one would argue with the idea that Zluur was a genius without peer. Rumor was that Zluur had been on hand when the Skreesh had attacked Battle Ring Zekerys years ago, which had given the monstrous blue aliens a good run for their effort. But even Zluur’s fabled intellect hadn’t been able to solve every problem or anticipate every situation.

      Which was why Dissessk and Gorssikken were here. The report that Dissessk filed regarding the potential for harm by invading primates who might have infiltrated Section 3375A had gone horribly wrong. The teams of defense and repair drones he’d sent had somehow ended up attacking each other…and then called for more defense drones to come break up the fight. But instead of doing so, they’d ended up attacking the original group. On and on it went, until he’d gotten Tall Servant of Security Kandok to override the machinery and shut down every last defense drone in that part of the factory. Then, he’d glared down at the junior officer and insisted that he get his pebbled ass out of his command couch and get down to the factory in question to investigate the alleged intrusion. They were at the point where observation drone reports could inform but not act as self-corrective. Dissessk would report personally. Gorssikken, as the one who’d given him the wonderful advice to deploy defense drones in a factory setting, would go with him. They would take other crewmen with them…in fact, Gern, Telk, and Gessen had been assigned from their operations nest…but go they would.

      And they had.

      The alarm jolted Dissessk from his repose, less than a proper sleep, more than a mere nap. More like a period of mental rehearsal. He began their trip from the command tower in a flurry of activity, using a portable terminal to query the main system on exactly what had happened on his watch. The computer, for all its knowledge, told him nothing he didn’t already know. All it could tell him were reports that various drones and operations crew could file. But connecting the dots was something else. Gorssikken was worse than useless since he blamed Dissessk for his current predicament, and Gern, Telk, and Gessen were content to merely come along for the ride. All had taken the opportunity to draw suits of battle dress from the armory before boarding the transit tube that led from the command tower to this junction. There would be at least two more junctions on their way. The trip would take hours, even by transport tube.

      To be honest, if one had the mental resilience to treat it as a welcome break in routine, the journey had advantages. Dissessk was more than willing to do so. Getting away from his duty station was still a break. Besides, it was a chance to convince the Tall Servant of Security that Dissessk could do more demanding work than merely sitting at a console day in, day out, reporting on minor malfunctions and assigning repair drones.

      And would it truly be such a bad thing for him to report that he had put down an infiltration team of primates? No. Let Gorssikken complain and the others ignore him. He meant to leave them behind, stuck in their nest, which, let’s face it, was where they belonged.

      Which meant that Dissessk had to lead. So be it.

      The tram slowed as it approached the station. Dissessk gathered himself and stood, turning to face the rear of the car and his troops. His troops. What a sweet notion.

      “All rise, nestmates,” he hissed. “It will be a bother but this tram is not designed to automatically transfer from one track to the next. The good news is that we only do this once.”

      “Have you checked the maps? Gorssikken asked.

      “I have. Another thirty-minute trip, then a short walk and we will be at our destination.”

      “Will we shoot primates?” Gern demanded as he flexed his arms, working the kinks out of unused muscles. “I was told we would be shooting primates.”

      “They don’t belong on our ring,” Telk agreed.

      “They don’t belong anywhere,” Gessen sugegsted. “Why Fleet Master Nazerian hasn’t scrubbed this backward planet clean of them is beyond me.”

      Dissessk walked down the center of the car, rapping the helmet of each soldier as he passed. “Mind your stations, all of you. Should Nazerian need your advice, he will ask for it. But since none of you have shown that you can even manage a connecting train passage yet, I can’t imagine he will contact you anytime soon.” They felt the shudder of deceleration and then a jolt as the brakes engaged, halting the train. Dissessk could turn and peer out the canopy to see the rest of the trams locked in their gantries. A blinking amber light shone above them, directing them to the train that lay next in their journey. “Let’s see if we can manage this without incident.”

      They rose, began to walk, and the world exploded around them.
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      Armored figures stood up from the inside of the newly arrived ram and made to exit the vehicle.

      Fairchild set his Sleer rifle on the tram, using a handhold as a rest to sight through while he braced himself against the rear of the vehicle. They hadn’t actually fired the huge weapons before and didn’t know what to expect exactly, but the recoil would be significant and God knew what firing these things on automatic settings would be like. Assuming any of them had figured out how to switch between single shot and full auto, of course. Skull probably had, he figured. Skellington might be a decade older than him but he had a way with things that occasionally put even Dance Reagan to shame. Underhill seemed to work well with his group as well, despite the creepy overcop vibe she emitted.

      Valri worried him a bit but he trusted her enough to expect that she would follow orders and stay under cover while the situation unfolded.

      As the tram halted he saw the Sleer newcomers moving around in the cab, still mostly inside the tunnel. He nudged the rifle one way and then the other looking for the best way to train the aiming sight, then realized that he’d have to wait until they actually emerged from the tunnel for that perfect shot. By that time their advantage would have melted away, but they’d still be difficult targets to attack and at least they’d be able to see their quarry.

      Wait for it, he thought. There were at least three of them, all standing and moving around now, preparing to exit the car. He couldn’t see if they had any gear with them. But even the most basic Sleer personal armor came with weapons, didn’t it? Brooks and Rosenski had shown the Hornets back in the control tower weeks ago.

      There. Four targets. The leader bent over to exit the car.

      Now or never.

      Fairchild pulled the trigger on his rifle and a bright blue bolt of energy flew from the muzzle and missed high, slamming into the roof of the tunnel. Before the Sleer could properly react, the rest of Hornet squadron opened up on the aliens, filling the tunnel with blue beams as they pulled triggers and let fly. Only Norton’s attack was discernible: the Squad Automatic Weapon only worked on full auto mode and always shot a stream of red laser bolts from its deadly maw.

      The energy assault lasted for less than a minute without return fire. Fairchild gave the command to hold fire and waited as a cloud of white smoke wafted out from the tunnel entrance, hovering against the roundhouse’s ceiling.

      Someone to his right moved to spot if there were any survivors and a single blue shot raced from the darkness and slammed into Frost’s helmet, knocking him off his feet instantly. Another single shot struck Skull in the chest, pushing him back over the hood of the tram and silencing his heavy laser. A third shot narrowly missed Fairchild, bursting just above his head, hitting the wall, and making a nasty charcoaled smear.

      Time to go.
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        * * *

      

      Dissessk had to hand it to Gern: the Sleer could shoot. Dissessk wondered if he’d been trained as a sniper, and if so, what he’d done to be assigned to a motley crew like this one. Snipers were valued parts of the Sleer war machine and they did not do guard duty. Or much shipboard duty at all, for that matter. With his level of skill, Gern should have been assigned to a landing ship assault team. But with too few soldiers to properly crew the ring, perhaps everyone was being pushed further than they normally might. After all, a sniper with no enemies to snipe at was wasted. In any case, Dissessk was happy to have him.

      Dissessk lay flat against the floor of the tram car as Telk slithered down to the rear of the vehicle and threw a switch he found there. An armored floor hatch popped open and he dropped down, followed by Gorssikken and Gessen. Dissessk took a last look through his faceplate, setting his gear to register the high infrared signatures of mammals. Two primates were down and he could see a third slowly retreating toward another tunnel. No…toward his tunnel. They were still shooting at his team but now they were boarding his tram that he needed to get to his destination. Had they known what his team was up to?

      Worse, were they trying to link up with more primates who were already on the ring?

      Dissessk rolled back to the floor hatch and dropped down to the tracks below. “Clearly, the primates are working with the others in the factory,” he hissed on the team channel. “We have stumbled into something huge!”

      “Do you have orders, oh Lord of Security?” Gorssikken taunted.

      Dissessk thought about the implications of what they were witnessing. Without a firm count of hostiles and since the primates did not want to press their advantage and engage, the Sleer had an opportunity to seize the initiative. Unfortunately, the tram was literally holding them all back. “I do. Take Gern and slip to the right. Telk and Gessen take the left. I will continue from the center. Single shots only. Use high power. Let’s finish this quickly.”

      “Esskess!” they said, a phrase that combined acknowledgement with the promise of obedience. Even Gorssikken was now willing to work under him, it seemed. That buoyed Dissessk considerably. They might live through this ambush yet.
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        * * *

      

      Fairchild kept low as he ordered his squadron aboard the tram they’d already picked out, half carrying, half dragging Frost and Skull with them. He had no idea if Dance Reagan had the chance to program anything much less lay in a misdirection plan to keep the aliens busy, but he knew that staying here was a death sentence. The Sleer were surprised but they knew the environment and were proficient with their weapons, two things the Hornets could not duplicate. He shouted at Underhill who had taken a minute to fuck around with the rear of the tram, either trying to pull something off the hull or vandalize it somehow. He shouted at her, then physically ran and physically shoved her up over the side. No doubt manhandling a female officer of the OMP would count against him in some military court of law, but that was a problem for later. Like if they got through this without being burned to crisps of various sizes and shapes.

      Only Bob Norton stayed fully upright, hosing the tunnel with his multi-barreled laser and running down the battery at a considerable rate. No help for it, though. He kept the Sleers’ heads down while the rest climbed aboard the open topped tram, hauling the two wounded Hornets with them. Frost grunted as he landed, but Skull didn’t make a sound as he hit the tram’s floor. He counted to eight, climbed up into the rear car himself and reached out to pull Norton aboard.

      Without warning single shots blasted out of the tunnel from the ground, the left and right sides of the tunnel, hitting the rear of the tram and sizzling the metal.

      Norton launched himself into the air, and Uncle pulled him up and over. A blue beam zapped overhead and Fairchild heard a muffled cry of pain behind him. “Dance! Get us out of here!”

      “Everyone stay down and hang on!” Reagan played with the screen of her tablet and jammed her fist against a control in the lead car’s console. Fairchild heard the clunk of locks releasing while the tram slowly moved forward. He felt a hand punching him in the arm, looked over to see Underhill shove a small object at him. A grenade. Not one of the color-coded Sleer versions, either. These were UEF issue, so at least they knew what to expect from them. Now was as good a time as any to use them. He and she pulled the pins, counted to two, and lobbed the explosives over the side of the car straight at the tunnel entrance. Two explosions rocked the tram as it gained speed. He hoped the grenades would slow down the Sleer. He had little real idea of how tough their battle dress and their resolve might be.

      The tram swerved and speed up, moving from one set of tracks to another, then approached an empty tunnel entrance. “Dance,” he called, “where are we going?”

      “The hell away from here?” she answered.

      “Close enough. Let them figure it out.”

      “Shit, can they actually follow us?”

      “I wouldn’t put much past them,” Underhill said. She held up two more explosives. “More grenades?”

      “Not yet. But if they follow us…”

      Another beam of blue light shot overhead, crashing into the tunnel roof harmlessly, except for a shower of sparks and pulverized metal. No one’s suit was punctured, however. A big thank you for a small favor from the universe.

      The tram sped up, and the chase was on.
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        * * *

      

      “This is Assistant Servant of Security Dissessk. We have located the primate intruders. Junction 3387B. They have stolen a tram heading to the factory at 3375A. We request reinforcements to intercept them.”

      His comm buzzed and sputtered, whether from damage sustained during the fight or faulty maintenance, he didn’t know. He wasn’t sure what he expected either. Help? An order to pursue them? No idea.

      “Gessen! Use your code to start the next tram. We are going to follow.”

      “Follow? By whose order?”

      “By mine. Hurry, we are losing time.”

      “This track only leads to so many places,” Gorssikken said.

      “The primates don’t know that,” Dissessk said. “They are mammals. They are emotional. They panic. They run when in doubt of their chances of survival. If we don’t chase them, they may double back and try to ambush us again as we sit on our hands waiting for more soldiers to arrive. Do you want to explain to Kandoks why we gave up so easily and so soon?”

      “I do not.”

      “Nor do I. Gessen! Hurry!”

      The five Sleer clambered aboard the new tram. The cars were slow to respond but that was apparently due to some damage the humans had done to the switches in the tracks before his team had even arrived. Primates ruined everything!

      Finally, the tram locked into the new position and slowly crept into the tunnel, quickly picking up speed until it was racing along after its quarry. Dissessk and Gessen occupied the front seats, with the others close in behind them. They kept their rifles available, resting their bulk against their torsos. The last thing anyone wanted was to lose a grip on their weapon and watch it fly into the tunnel with no way to retrieve it.

      “Go faster!”

      “We can’t. Not without risking damage to the—”

      “Risk the damage, then.”

      “I cannot shoot and pilot at the same time.”

      “Then pilot. Leave the shooting to us. I promise you will share in the kill count when we win. Esskesste?”

      “Esskess!”
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        * * *

      

      The Hornets did their best to keep their heads down, slumping in their seats, hanging on to their weapons and wondering why Sleer transit cars didn’t have seat belts installed in them.

      Underhill broke ranks to collapse to the floor, pulled a pocket first aid kit off her belt, and worked on Skull’s chest. The burn was bad but not lethal. She cut away the burned material of his suits with a wicked looking belt knife and grimaced as she exposed the burn.

      “Gah! You’re lucky that was a graze. Second-degree burns, but I’ll bet they suck.”

      Skull groaned as he tried to push himself into a sitting position and failed. His eyes didn’t focus, but he was conscious and seemed to know where he was and who they were. “‘Suck’ is not the word I’d use, dear.”

      She rummaged in her kit, pulled out a syringe, primed it, and stabbed him in the leg, grinning as he winced. “That’s lieutenant dear to you, soldier. What word would you use?”

      “Hurt. Burn. Displease. Aggrieve. Martyrize.”

      “Martyrize!” she echoed. “That’s top notch. I like that. Hey, Hornets! We have a martyr in our midst. All hail Saint Skellington, patron saint of the somewhat inconvenienced.”

      A weak cheer went up from the group as the Hornets joined in the collective jeer. Even Fairchild got in on it. “Stop whining, Skull. You’ll be dancing on that chest in twenty minutes.”

      “Sir, yes sir.”

      Underhill worked on Frost next. He’d been far luckier. She helped him cut away the collar of his suit and carefully pulled his helmet off. The helmet was a burned and melted ruin, but aside from a wicked purple bruise that covered the left side of his face, Grandpa Frost seemed undamaged.

      He even had the juice to lock eyes with Uncle. “What?”

      The tram had other goodies built into it, not the least of which were gun ports. Small armored portholes built into the sides and rear of the vehicle. Uncle experimentally popped the latch on one, pulled the grate out and presto, instant ambush. He set up, jammed his rifle’s muzzle into the port and pulled the trigger. A sizzling blue bolt hit the ceiling. His next two shots hit the wall and the track. If he could only see the pursuers…

      The only problem was the ports were too small for Norton’s SAW laser to fit. Skull tried and failed. The weapon was just the wrong shape for the mechanism.

      The older man grunted. “Typical. At least we can keep their heads down.”

      “On our way to where?” He tapped the side of his helmet to open a comm channel. “Reagan, where are we going in this runaway train?’

      “It looks like we’ll come out of the tunnel three sections down from the factory area we were shooting for,” she said. “I think there’s another train there.”

      “Travel time?”

      “About thirty more minutes if I’m reading this panel right.”

      “Good, keep me posted.” A blue bolt sizzled past them, careening into the railing on their car and exploding, showering them with sparks. When Uncle looked up, that section of rail had disappeared. He pulled another grenade from Underhill’s belt, this one a flash-bang. Let them keep guessing as to what they would do. Also, he did not want to cause too much damage to the transportation system. Even though technically, he was under orders to cause a bit of chaos and destruction while he was here. What the hell. He pulled the pin, counted down the seconds, and tossed it over the rear. The explosion was supposed to rattle hostiles, temporarily blinding and deafening them. It certainly rattled Fairchild. Underhill lobbed another frag grenade. Always keep them guessing.

      A hail of gun fire slammed into the rear of their tram. Maybe not so rattled after all. Either they were far less subject to audial and visual disturbances or their armor made them more or less immune to the effects. Another datum for the overcop, he supposed.

      He looked over at Underhill. She finished working on Norton’s leg, taped the dressing in place and clapped. “Voila! You’re done. Lie there and look pretty until we stop.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She looked up, noticed Fairchild’s attentive stare and crawled over to the back of the car where he was huddled with Skellington. “I’ve treated three sets of burns. That’s three suits that will never work again. If we need to bail out an airlock…” She shrugged.

      “Understood. Good work, Lieutenant.”

      “Thank you, sir.” She paused. “Commander, I have a confession to make.”

      “Very well. How have you sinned?”

      “I took longer than the others to get in the cart because I was taking an unnecessary chance, sir.”

      “What chance was that?”

      I stayed behind to plant to an adhesive charge to the rear of this vehicle. I thought we could use it like an anti-personnel charge.”

      “C-4?”

      “Yes, sir. It won’t go off until I set it off.” She pulled a detonator out of her belt pouch.

      “Don’t hold out on us again, Lieutenant.” Fairchild tapped his helmet. “Dance, can you slow us down? Just enough so they catch up to us.”

      “I…guess so. But why?”

      “Underhill decided to be sneaky. Let’s all get in the front car.”

      They belly crawled in single file, each one shoving their weapons in front of them as they used knees and elbows to wriggle down the central aisle of the car. The fun part came as they had to move from one car to the next. There were no doors or other obvious means of transfer. Underhill went first, tossing her weapon over the sill and then launching herself acrobatically after it. She raised a hand to signal that she was done. Skull, surprisingly spry for his age and wounded status, went next, followed by Frost. They both had to help Norton, Underhill handled his SAW while Janus and Fairchild combined their effort to heave him over and down. All the while, blue bolts sizzled past them, to explode against the ceiling walls and the backs of empty seats. The Sleer were getting a bearing on them.

      Fairchild heaved his rifle over the lip of the tram and threw himself over. A blue beam sizzled past as he hit the floor. No damage, but it felt as if every hair on his skin was standing up.

      “Dance, now, slow us down.’”

      Dances swiped a control on her tablet and threw a switch on the floor. The rest of them were thrown down the aisle, pulling up against each other as their speed rapidly decelerated. Norton screamed as someone rolled on this burned leg. Another impact shoved them against each other as the rear of their tram collided with the nose of the one following.

      Fairchild rolled onto his back and raised his head. The Sleer were now standing on their seats to get better shooting positions. Two were actually leapfrogging over the backs of the empty seats of their own tram. They’d be jumping into their own car any moment.

      He tapped Underhill’s arm. “Hit it!” She squeezed her detonator and the rear section of their tram was engulfed in flame and noise as the explosive ignited.

      Things happened quickly. Dance threw another switch and the damaged car disengaged from their front, throwing everything behind it into chaos. Fairchild couldn’t see any Sleer standing up anymore, but he did see their tram tumbling across the maglev tracks, flapping and rolling its way down the tunnel, the momentum thrown off by the damaged car. A few more blue bolts sizzled past, but they stopped as their tram turned a curve and left the pursuers behind.
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      Nazerian decided early in their acquaintance that he enjoyed Moruk’s company. She had a grounded sense of what the Sleer military was capable of and understood that any bureaucratic system of asset allocation, such as a military expedition, took time to arrange. She wasn’t like Sselaniss, who was prone to screaming out orders when things went poorly. For all that, he was beginning to lose patience.

      Nazerian decided to be direct. “The central computer’s higher cognitive functions remain offline, and will stay that way. It’s sufficient that we are using it as a network monitor. My troops are growing skilled at using the crew stations directly.”

      Moruk let out an exasperated hiss. “For how long? That’s isn’t a combat fleet in orbit, Nazerian. It’s an evacuation fleet. Two of them. Sselaniss’s fleet was no different except in size. Ninety thousand ships filled with Sleer civilians have already waited for weeks to unload their passengers into a new battle ring. A safe ring. This one.”

      “And they must wait until such time as my technicians can diagnose why it refused to follow my command instructions when I arrived,” Nazerian said. He was giving Moruk a tour of the control tower, as was her due. As supreme commander of the Sleer forces in this solar system, she needed to understand what he’d done on his arrival and why. Bad enough he’d been forced to apologize several times for not annihilating Zluur’s gun destroyer outright. “Battle Ring Genukh is not safe, merely safer than the battle rings closer to home. It’s not even finished yet. We were forced to stop the continuing construction when we silenced the computer.”

      “But your science advisors are addressing the problem. Yes?”

      He raised his arms in a stance of affirmation. “Very much so. The ring can certainly be operated without a central computer to do the work for us, but it’s nowhere as efficient as a fully automated system would be if it worked properly. That includes all new construction. But, my crew is making do with the equipment they have. And it is infinitely simpler to have all the gear available and ready to use than to wait for it to arrive and be assembled by hand.”

      “I agree, and I regret that the situation is inconvenient for you. I am sure the crews will make do.”

      Moruk for all her bluster had not seen fit to actually take command of Nazerian’s fleet. He suspected she didn’t have to. She had a plan, and expected him to support it as a fleet master had the right to expect. He agreed. At least to a certain point.

      Moruk’s honor guard remained near the command throne, one each taking up a position of the compass. She stood with Nazerian now on the top but neither occupied the throne for themselves. She described the locations of her thirty thousand ship fleet and Nazerian slowly worked to figure out exactly where they came from and why.

      “These are cargo ships,” he noted. “Only six proper destroyers and your personal battleship. I assume you left in a hurry.”

      “Not exactly. Speed was important but the cargo ships can carry one hundred thousand individuals each while battleships carry a fraction of that. We wanted to begin the evacuation of the nest while we could.”

      “Is that our plan? Evacuate the worlds in greatest danger?”

      “There is a plan but it’s not particularly coherent. Tell me about how you are quelling unrest on this ring, Nazerian.”

      Nazerian straightened his back and raised his arms in a gesture of confusion. The abrupt change in subject was worrisome. “Unrest is too strong a word to effectively describe it, Fleet Lord.”

      “Then describe it effectively to me.”

      “We identified several infiltration teams on the ring in the past days. One has been making it a business of destroying whatever they can find, in effect a roving sabotage gang. I have security cornering them as we speak. Another team managed to elude capture when we first took possession of the facility, but we are tracking them and interception forces are bracketing them now.”

      She blinked. “Days?”

      “It is a very large station. I have very few crew to work with, the main computer is offline, and it is impossible to properly operate that station without a vast army of console operators, technicians, and so on. The automated drones can be helpful, but they aren’t especially bright as such things go.” He lowered his head. “It goes more slowly than I would prefer.”

      “And the primate leaders?”

      “Their leaders are stubborn. And ill-equipped to understand how hopeless their situation is.”

      “Then let us make an attempt to communicate their predicament. How do I talk to their leader?” He made the setting on the arm of the throne and spoke into the air. “Communications, open a channel to the officer we spoke to earlier…Hurt?”

      “Admiral Hart, my lord. One moment please. There, you may speak.”

      “This is Home Nest Fleet Lord Moruk, of the Sleer empire home nest fleet. I require your forces to stand down and desist from further intrusions to our orbital facility. If you do this immediately, we will refrain from destroying your world.”

      The speaker hissed briefly as the gain adjusted, then a male voice spoke. “This is Unified Fleet Admiral Hart. I speak for the combined Unified Earth Fleet. We did not just unify our world only to take orders from a wandering species without standing in this corner of the galaxy. Our world is ours and we will not submit to interstellar blackmail.”

      She looked at Nazerian and cut her microphone. “Blackmail? What is that?”

      “According to Edzedon, it’s an illegal negotiating tactic. It’s considered both violent and vile.”

      “I see.” She turned her mic back on. “This is not a tactic, Admiral. Your world is yours. But Battle Ring Genukh is ours and we will defend it from any invading forces. If you persist in intruding on our facility, we will destroy the surface of your world, city by city, nation by nation, until you learn to behave.”

      “You say that our world is ours, but your facility’s presence on it is playing havoc with our entire ecosystem. That will not stand. Perhaps you think us weak, Fleet Master. I assure you, this is a mistake on your part.”

      “You primates make brave noises, but we will not argue. You have two hours to withdraw every primate from the ring or we will settle this permanently.” She looked up at the main displays that circled the throne and began maneuvering her claws, pulling and swapping displays to her liking. “We shall begin with their most populous cities and military facilities. Their northern hemisphere has a number of these. Order all planet-facing weapons batteries to begin preparation for a planetary bombardment. According to this, we have the power supply for that to be enacted. Impressive, considering that this ring is still under construction. Normally, we’d be stuck looking at blueprints. Zluur was a genius beyond measure.”

      “It’s a shame Sselaniss had to destroy him.” Nazerian closed his eyes, immediately regretting his words. That was a mistake.

      Nictating membranes clicked over Moruk’s eyes in quick succession, showing agitation. “It was that or begin a war with the Movi and Cycomms. I would explain it in detail to you, but you weren’t there and she decided peace was a better path forward.” She looked up from the console and noticed his expression and stance. Unquestioning, yet unsatisfied. “You have another comment?”

      “Only that I have learned that these primates can be impulsive when they feel threatened. Two hours is not enough time for them to evacuate their people from the ring, even if the orders came right now, and even if their soldiers were of a mind to follow them immediately. I don’t believe either of those possibilities to be likely. And…I was there.”

      “I see.” She paused to sit in his command throne, raising her arms and straightening her back to regally settle into it. She looked to him like she belonged in command. Part of him wished she would exercise her rights as fleet lord and be done with it. “Tall Lord Nazerian, order all vessels to dock inside the ring. Have a detail figure our out where the nearest crew quarters are to be found and begin procedures for debarking all of my crews.”

      “Civilians as well?”

      “There are no civilians anymore, merely potential soldiers. Have your officers integrate the refugees into their soldiers’ ranks. The best thing we can do for them is give them responsibilities and routines, places to sleep, put food in their stomachs.”

      Nazerian carefully kept his stance noncommittal. What she was asking was possible, but the lack of any centralized information network would increase the task’s difficulty by several orders of magnitude. She wouldn’t want to hear it—Nazerian wouldn’t be pleased to say it—but she had to hear it from him. “That will take weeks.”

      “Then I suggest you begin immediately.”
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      The stolen tram rolled sparking and sputtering into one last plaza and then collapsed, its maglev runners grinding onto the tracks.

      “We’re home,” Dance called out.

      “That was exciting.”

      “Too much excitement is bad for your digestion, my grandma said. I think she may have been right.”

      “Was that the same grandma that said that vaccinations cause autism?”

      “You know…”

      “I will never complain about the New York subways again.”

      “I’m never driving through the Holland Tunnel again.”

      It spoke to the care the Sleer engineers showered on their work when the tram slid noiselessly into a cradle in the terminal. As the humans climbed out of their conveyance, a mechanical device walked up and began hissing at them. The drone looked very different from those that had ushered them out of the travel capsule weeks ago. This one was the bare minimum of functionality, with stick figure arms and torso, legs that bent backwards at the knees like a bird’s, and a triangular head that used red cameras for eyes. The drone stopped, eyed them, then went to investigate the wreck. Presently it turned back to them and asked them a question.

      “Anyone know what it said?” Fairchild asked.

      Skull looked intently at the robot, even stroked his chin. “I’d guess that it wants to know what the hell happened?”

      “Are we going to answer it?”

      The drone repeated its question and then stood, jammed its hands on its hips, and let them have it, a long drawn out exposition. It finally bent forward and asked them a much shorter question. “Esskesste?”

      Underhill stepped forward and bent her arms the same way the drone did. “Esskess,” she said.

      The drone, apparently was satisfied with this and nodded, then waved its arms. Doors around the plaza opened and a team of repair bots entered to clear the damaged tram.

      Fairchild took the opportunity to clear the area. “‘Esskess?’”

      Underhill shrugged. “It means, roger, yes sir, I understand. We’ve been hearing it a lot, which makes sense, this being a military outpost and all. ‘Esskesste’ is the interrogative form.”

      “So…you’re a language expert on top of everything else?”

      “I’ve learned a few languages during my life, yes. Mostly, I just know how to listen.”

      The plaza turned into a proper train station as they walked, multiple rows of maglev tracks rising on either side of a central platforms, nearly devoid of foot traffic. Every now and then they would pass another stick-figure drone, exclusively in charge of teams of heavier cargo or technical robots. Always the silent but black spherical observation drones hung overhead, but those never interacted with the humans.

      Eventually, the platform ended in a set of blast doors, and a lobby done in gray metal with silver-and-black inlays greeted them. Benches and barriers divided the walkways into individual trails likely meant to separate foot traffic according to destination. While all moved people along, they were meant for something wider than humans. Six feet wide walkways were common, enough for two humans to travel comfortably side by side but only a single Sleer would fit.

      The trail widened further and wound through a spiral walkway, leading them up, reminding Fairchid of a parking tower ramp. More and varied robots approached and walked with the humans silently. Their heads were more ornate than the others they saw downstairs. These looked like miniature T-Rex skulls, but with the glittering compound camera eyes embedded in the sockets. Finally, the ramp leveled out and opened into a proper town.

      A crowded town too. It wasn’t easy to gauge distance, but this place had to be at least a mile in diameter, clearly home to thousands of Sleer. Despite the ornate architecture, the buildings and plazas had a raw, unfinished look.

      They hesitated at the threshold, finally remembering to hustle and press themselves against the walls, but they gawked further. A wide plaza opened before, studded with an arcade of columns with fluted exteriors and fancy flaring domes at the upper floors. They had to be at least two hundred feet in height, the vaulted ceiling high overhead, spacious enough for the occasional flying device to traverse from one end of the dome to the other.

      Skellington in particular couldn’t seem to look away. The old man craned his back to let his gaze wander to the top of the cylinders.

      Fairchild nudged him. “Skull. You’re going to fall over.”

      He nodded and slowly straightened up. “I was just wondering what Michaelangelo would have done with that fabulous expanse.” He lowered his gaze to the people who made up the city’s inhabitants. “These aren’t soldiers.”

      Fairchild leaned away from the wall. Skull was right. They were Sleer, clearly enough; that one look at Nazerian he’d gotten was enough to imprint the visage of every Sleer on his brain forever. Reptilian, well over seven feet tall, wide and sturdy, with glittering compound eyes and triangular shaped heads that rested on thick necks. And feathers rising from their collarbones and shoulders, at least some of them. They wore colorful outfits for all that, some in robes that swished the floor and others in simple one-piece tunics that barely covered their torsos. More than a few of the clothing styles had distinctive patterns; swirls, cubes, triangles…crests of some kind, Ray would have thought.

      And not one of them thought to look askance at the humans. A few glanced over at the Hornets, but either turned away or ignored them. Even the stick figure robots were ignoring them now.

      “Well, they’re not shooting at us,” he said. “Let’s head into town.”

      They left the main forest of cylindrical towers behind them as they walked through the settlement. One stick figure drone in particular hissed at them repeatedly, pointing to Norton’s leg and Frosts’s face and Skull’s chest, and then indicating a direction away from the path they were taking. “I think he’s suggesting we take him to a hospital,” Valri said.

      “Under better circumstances, I’d do that. Norton, how do you feel?”

      “Like shit. But I’m not heading into an alien doctor’s office. If I die, you can take me then.”

      “I’ll remember you said that,” Underhill griped. “You think I like having to waste med gear on a basket case? You are not going to die from my care package.”

      “Shut up, Lieutenant Overcop.”

      “Fuck you, Third Lieutenant.”

      Fairchild stepped between them. “Both of you stop. Now. Underhill, tell the machines no and let’s just get through this.”

      They passed a colonnade topped by a dome but also saw something they hadn’t seen yet: juvenile Sleer. The Sleer children were engaged in what had to be a game. In this case, they stood in a circle, each of them clapping out a precise rhythm. Dozen or so of them, all hunkering, waiting for something. The something was a ball that sailed through the air, propelled in a peculiar overhand type of throw, launched from one player to another roughly on the other side of the circle. The target had to catch the ball, absorb the momentum, then redirect it by spinning around and launching it back the way it came. To Ray Fairchild, it looked like a circle of waist-high velociraptors throwing shot puts at each other.

      When one player missed the ball, they ran to retrieve it, then threw it back to a current player and froze in place. Sometimes a still active player would throw a ball right at a frozen player just to see the ball bounce off the nestling’s chests, legs, shoulders, or head. The frozen player stayed frozen. Some of them even did that jerky shoulders and hissing laugh.

      How heavy were those throwing balls, he wondered? They were sizeable, the diameter of a bowling ball. They couldn’t be light. But they might be hollow. And there were a dozen circles of Sleer kids playing this game all around them.

      Valri tagged him on the shoulder. “What do you think? Playground? Gymnasium?”

      “Military youth center?” Underhill asked.

      “Could be any or all of the above,” Uncle allowed. “The real question is how do we get across the plaza without being seen?”

      “They’ve already seen us,” Skull said. He indicated one of the closer circles. Several of the Sleer kids were waving with both hands in the air, like flagging down a passing car. “I think they want us to play.”

      “They don’t seem afraid of us,” Dance noticed.

      “The way we look I wouldn’t be afraid, either. Y’all don’t mind if I sit this one out, right?” Norton said.

      “I’ll play with them,” Underhill said. “At least I can understand a little of what they’re saying.”

      “Keep your helmet on. It’s very obvious you aren’t a Sleer.”

      “They think I’m something they recognize, though.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Valri said. She pushed out in front of Underhill and they walked out into the light waving to the Sleer the way they saw them wave to each other.

      As they approached the game stopped, and two of the taller Sleer children broke the circle and approached, waving. Finally, they stopped and one kid dropped his jaw in a toothy grin. “Vemenk a sspolpotzen, Cycomm,” they said.

      “What’s it mean…Cycomm?” Valri asked.

      “I don’t know but let’s find out.” He pointed to herself, then to Valri. “Cycommess. Esskesste?” she asked.

      The rest of the circle laughed at the remark. They all raised their arms, heads bobbing, mouths wide open, hissing and sputtering like tiny steam engines. “Cycomm. Esskess!” The uproar lasted long enough for them to open the circle enough for the two humans to take their places next to each other. The leader spun around and launched the ball at Underhill, who caught it right in her stomach. She whoofed loudly as the impact knocked the air out of her and lifted her off the deck. She landed on her back, clutching her middle, gasping and groaning. Valri rushed to her side, but Underhill waved her away. It took minutes for her to finally stagger back carrying the ball in both hands. Barely avoiding falling on her ass.

      “Damn, that is one heavy ball,” she griped. “It has to weigh fifteen kilos. How do these kids stand being hit with it?”

      “If I were built like a brick house and had twice a human’s bone and muscle density, I’d probably think it was fun too. I’ll bet you this is an endurance test, like being the kid who can take a punch the best.”

      “Sounds like child abuse to me,” Underhill commented. She straightened, cupped the ball in her hand and spun, throwing it squarely at the kid who’d launched it at her. The leader laughed again, caught the ball effortlessly, and just as quickly launched it at Valri, who ducked and dove out of its way rather than let it hit her. The laughter rose in pitch and volume until every Sleer in the nearest circles was enjoying the spectacle. Some of the game circles had stopped playing entirely to watch. Valri glumly chased the ball, picked it up, and chucked it back into the circle where one of the frozen Sleer players retrieved it and tossed it to the leader.

      “Cycomm! Esskess!” they shouted.

      Underhill mimed looking at the sky, then tapping her wrist. “Sorry, kids, time to go.” She pulled Valri out of the circle and headed further down the plaza where they saw the rest of the Hornets waiting, not very well concealed in a wide arch.

      “What the hell was that?” Dance asked Valri.

      “That was a very vivid flashback of losing badly at dodge ball when I was nine,” Valri said. “Not doing that again. I don’t care if planetary security is at stake. No stinking way.”

      “It’s okay, Val,” Underhill soothed. “I got the impression that Cycomms were kind of a thing to be made fun of in Sleer culture.”

      “I hope a real Cycomm can kick an adult Sleer’s ass.”

      “Let’s hope we never find out.” Fairchild said. “Come on, this way.”

      They came to a wide holographic display that floated between a pair of short posts. It was the digital equivalent of a post board at a village square. Easy enough to use, Fairchild supposed, if you could figure out how to use it. They watched the items scroll from right to left, columns and squares adjusting their positions according to the feed. After a while, Fairchild detected a pattern…or thought he did. Most of the contents were photos. Sleer in a wide variety of poses, dress, and expressions. Some wore what could only be military uniforms, others were scenes of daily life: Sleer dining, Sleer playing, Sleer with children. One Sleer with a dozen infants the size of iguanas crawling on her head and shoulders. Many of the photos carried captions.

      Fairchild ran his fingertips against the display, watching as his fingertip passed across the screen. “Underhill, there’s more than one language up here, isn’t there?”

      She leaned in, popping open her helmet visor to get an unmodified look at the text. “I think so. I’ve been seeing this set of characters…the ones that look like blips on an EKG tape…everywhere since we arrived. I’d bet that’s the Sleer syllabary. But these wavy bits here, and this set, might be numbers of capital letters. Gah! I wish I had my office workstation with me. This little box can’t connect to the servers at OMP HQ and…”

      “Wait a minute…wait just a goldarned stinkin’ minute.” Dance pulled her tablet out, stuck one end of the plug into an open port near the base of one column and began scrolling through her own files. “I’m an idiot for not thinking about this sooner.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “We all remember that Brooks managed to get the main computer to speak English to us just before we got booted from the control tower, right? I didn’t imagine that, did I?”

      “Not unless the rest of us did as well,” Skull confirmed.

      Valri frowned. That was news to her. “But you said the main computer was turned off by the Sleer commander, right?”

      “We assumed that’s what happened. Nazerian didn’t exactly let us in on all his plans,” Fairchild said.

      Dance stabbed buttons on her board. “My point is that it happened. And depending on how compartmentalized the machinery in the computer’s memory is, it’s probably still in there somewhere. Which means that all we have to do is figure out how to run this data feed through that translation program—”

      “And we get a billboard scrolling across your tablet in English,” Underhill said. “Slick move, Reagan.”

      “Don’t thank me unless I can get it to work, Underhill.” Dance looked confused as she called the overcop by name, then got back to work. She kept up at it while the occasional reptilian alien passed by them. Some looked hesitant, others looked toward them and away just as quickly. And one or two approached from the billboard’s opposite side, glancing at the feed and poking a few navigational icons on the right margin, and sent the display zooming in one direction or another. They didn’t stay long. Just checking a post they’d made, then gone off on their own business. Apparently Cycomms were uncomfortable for the Sleer to be around. Was that mere racism or something more complicated? Fairchild chose complicated. Reality was often impossible to parse even when you knew the culture intimately, and this was an alien culture in every sense of the word.

      “Hurry up, Dance. We’re too exposed.”

      “Working on it.” She swiped her fingertips crazily across her screen, even bit her lip. “I can’t find the key that Genukh used. Fuck it, I’m downloading the contents of the display. We can figure it out later.”

      “What if there’s useful intelligence up there?” Underhill complained.

      Valri shook her head. “Frances, look at it. It’s a bulletin board. It’s got photos of loved ones and captions as to how to contact their families. Have you never seen one of those?”

      Underhill frowned, opened her mouth to argue, and then turned to look at the montage more carefully. She even reached out and played with the navigation controls. Eventually, she came to a section with no photos but a wide grid of symbols with lengthy descriptions attached. “This is not a lost and found for people,” she said. “This is a job board. And I’ll bet you five bucks those symbols are unit insignias.”

      “A recruiting board,” Fairchild said.

      “I think so. And what do you do if you have a crowd of aimless civilians to wade through? You give them jobs and a purpose.”

      “Dance. How much longer?”

      “Another minute to complete the transfer. The files are huge but they’re also very tightly compressed. It’ll take a while to figure out how to read it.” She tapped her finger again and finally yanked her cable out and stuffed it back into the tablet. “Done. Lead on.”

      Then a hustle from the crowd disrupted them as a quintet of Sleer soldiers in battered and burnt armor broke through the crowd, pointed their weapons, and pulled the triggers.
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      The suits powered down the moment their boot soles touched down in the storage area. It took some work for Brooks to figure out how to power his up again and then more time before he could power up Rosenski’s suit for her.

      Heavy cranes slid over to their position and dropped down to grab them and carry them both to a staging area. What could only be racks of missiles and ammunition bins waited for them, no doubt produced in proportion to the number of heavy suits built here. Simon could easily imagine an entire network of interconnected machine intelligences, each monitoring itself and its neighbors. Build the weapons, store the weapons, move the weapons, build the ammo, store the ammo, carry the weapons, carry the ammo, load the weapons, launch the weapons. There was a mathematical beauty to it if you could ignore the inconvenient fact that these weapons and that ammo was meant to rip holes in humans and their world. Or any race and world that defied the Sleer.

      The beautiful perfection stopped where Sara Rosenski’s habits began. The platform they were now staging on was divided into distinct work areas, where the machines remained stationary as other machines went through the loading procedures. Sara couldn’t or wouldn’t do her part. Her need to do something was so strong that she found it impossible to stay still long enough to take the ammo from their loaders.

      “You know, I’ve used powered suits before. I even know how to use a Raven, fuck you very much. The last thing I need is for some snot-nosed butter bar telling me how to load the ammo feeds on this thing,” she snarled.

      She maneuvered the giant machine to the spot, then experimented with toggles and switches until she gave up in disgust. “Brooks…tell me how to load the ammo feed.”

      “Just don’t touch anything and let the machines do the work. They’re built for this, we aren’t.”

      He heard a loud sigh and could easily imagine her folding her arms and glaring. He tweaked a feed and used her internal monitor to see she was doing just that. He toggled her comm and set her display to monitor the comm network’s command channel. “Here,” he said, “listen to the radio. I opened the command channel for you. It’ll automatically translate what you hear into English for us.”

      “Thanks. You think you can send me a copy of Future Chronicles on top of that? Talk radio bores me.”

      “One thing at a time. The stage will load both of us at the same time. It could probably load fifty or a hundred suits like this at once. That’s a sobering thought.”

      “Sobering. Not the word I’d use.”

      “Beats ‘pissing myself silly.’”

      A moment of hesitation. “Agree.”

      They remained at their stations as the robot loaders arrived. Their construction was exceedingly simple, even considering the inherent simplicity of their function. Boxes on treads was all they were, with a platform that extended to raise the cargo tub to the level of whatever mechanism was being fed. Multiple grappling arms came into play as the battle suits’ shoulders, arms, and legs popped open hatches. Missiles were fed one by one, each grabbed by the appropriate mechanism, while the arms took energy clips the size of filing cabinets and the autocannon rounds were drum-loaded into a cavity in the torso. Larger missiles were loaded into the legs, and drums of reaction mass went into the rear-mounted humps that housed the jump jets.

      “Feels like we’re riding through a car wash,” he said. “If the wash fixed your engine, inflated your tires, and put gas in your tank.”

      The loaders finished their jobs and they could move again. At the same time, an alert rode through their feed, spoken quickly and in code, but where Brooks found himself stymied by the technical details of the report, Rosenski picked out the salient bits and brought them to his attention.

      “Alert…Shots fired, section 7746DRB, refugee collection and recruitment center. Suspects number seven and could be previously undiscovered Cycomm SenseOps agents. All units within attack zone, center in on attack area and subdue. All units acknowledge.”

      A barrage of answers floated up into the net as unit commanders heard the report and responded. Rosenski’s voice bit off the end of the report. “Wait, wait. Cycomm SenseOp agents? What does that even mean?”

      “Let’s find out. Big G!” Brooks waited for a long minute before remembering that Big G was Missing in Action. “Damn it.”

      “Super machine intelligence is habit-forming, isn’t it?” Rosenski asked.

      Brooks nodded, realizing that he’d begun to actually think of the ring’s computer as a friend who had ghosted them both. But that wasn’t accurate…the truth was that the Sleer Officer in Charge had stuffed her into a steamer trunk and thrown her into a basement somewhere. “Yeah. Okay. Tapping into the observer drones is easy. Figuring out how the index works is better left to an information professional forever…that’s not me. But if we just limit the search to news items on this part of the ring over the past hour…” He worked his hands allowing his implants to take the brunt of the task. Not knowing what a Cycomm was hindered him until he realized that anything that wasn’t a Sleer would probably be listed as an alien. And Cycomms whatever they were, weren’t Sleer. He toggled a search term for not Sleer and came away with a set of images so familiar he nearly screamed.

      “Uncle!” he yelled. “Sara! They’re here!”

      “Who’s here?”

      “The Hornets. They came looking for us.” His smile fell as he realized the implications of this new development. “Oh shit. The soldiers on site called for reinforcements. Real soldiers this time, not mere peace keeping robots. I’m seeing orders for a full platoon of Sleer troops…it looks like they’ll converge from multiple directions.”

      Rosenski thought furiously. “Can you tap into their battle net comm feed? See if you can pick out their optimal approach paths?”

      Brooks adjusted his hold on the monitoring systems. Data flew by his awareness, and he handled it like he would the data flow for any large network. Deep down this wasn’t that different from the huge comm panel he’d learned to use to full effect his first day aboard the AMS-1. He tweaked a display and a map of the Sleer refugee sorting center appeared with the points the pursuing fire teams were expected to use to bolster and support the soldiers already on the scene. “On screen.”

      She pointed to one of the access points, a big elevator transport hatch, not unlike the one they’d ridden up to this level. “Here,” she said, “assign us to this group. We’ll approach from behind, knock the bad guys out as we get close, and then scare the crap out of them while you explain to Uncle what we’re doing. Then we’ll need an optimal path out of there.”

      “Let’s use the same access point to leave. At least that way we’ll have some familiarity with the travel tube.”

      “That’s a little specific for me, and we don’t know if that’ll be possible. But it will lead us back to the command tower. Won’t it?”

      He double-checked their bearings. “That it will.”

      “We break in, we turn Genukh back on and we order her to give us control of the whole structure. Mission accomplished.”

      “I thought our mission was to escape and evade capture until the Hornets could mount a rescue.”

      “That’s Fairchild’s plan. It may still work. But it’s not mine.”

      Simon blinked as he realized she was off on her own tangent. “He specifically ordered us to stay out of sight until he could mount a rescue and extract us.”

      “Which we’ve already disobeyed multiple times in the pursuit of staying ahead of the Sleer and acquiring knowledge about their habits, organization, and equipment,” she said. “Orders are subject to change along with the situation. We’re in a position to help out our fellow UEF soldiers. It’s your unit, Brooks. The Hornets. Do you want to say you didn’t do everything humanly possible to help them out?”

      “That’s a cheap shot, Lieutenant.”

      “Do you?”

      “No, I don’t. And neither do you, I assume.”

      “Correct. So we go with my plan. Ready?”

      He nodded, got control of his breathing, and dove back into the data stream, adjusting commands and placing orders from imaginary commanders who led imaginary units. Well, not imaginary, not entirely. Not entirely. But it was simple enough to invent new units, put them on the board, and then build algorithms that were designed to move their apparent positions on map displays across the battle ring.

      In the meantime, he dove into the battle ring’s knowledge base and pulled up some introductory research on Cycomms. What he found made his guts churn. “They look like us,” he said.

      “Who looks like us?”

      “Cycomms. They’re one of the star-faring races the Sleer has dealt with. And they look as human as your maiden aunt. Except for the eyes.”

      “That could be difficult to manage at some point. But it’s good to know. What else you got?”

      “Plenty. Cycomms apparently never go into battle on their own, they tend to work in big units run by a race called the Movi, who are symmetric bipeds, but look a lot less human,” Brooks continued. “Cycomms are the elite battle troops. They just show up behind enemy defenses and wreak havoc. They have a type of unit called a Scrambler, which is meant to suppress enemy fire by remotely pulling pins on grenades, squeezing triggers, and blinding drones. If they think our people are those…”

      “Then they’ll hit hard and not waste time talking,” she finished for him. “We need to get to our people right now. Find me a short path. And pray they think the Hornets are part of a much larger Movi invasion force.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Hornets dove for non-existent cover as energy bolts blew past them. Fairchild launched himself at his opponent, a Sleer soldier with considerable burn marks etched across his battle armor. Through his open helmet he heard Bob Norton screaming bloody murder and the hiss of his heavy squad support laser. Norton’s battle cry seemed to last for much longer than it did, and Fairchild heard a satisfied yell of success followed by a gurgling hiss, then the thump of a powered suit hitting the floor as his target collapsed.

      All around them, the non-combatants hissed and clacked in their own language as they skittered away or stood to cheer one side or the other. “Come on, people, get out of the way,” Uncle shouted, although even he wasn’t clear on who he was shouting at. “This is fucking dangerous!”

      His opponent surged forward and body checked Fairchild, who was thrown back and rolled as if he’d been hit by a Mack truck. The Sleer raised his weapon and fired a snap shot as Ray rolled. The blue bolt sizzled through the air and struck just behind Ray, turning the ground where he’d been into a charred mess. Sleer floors don’t stand up well to Sleer weaponry, he thought. Good to know. Ray stayed down as he raised his own weapon and held the trigger down. A blue streak hit the attacking Sleer square in the chest and the rugged alien didn’t even slow down, just took the brunt of the hit and adjusted his aim.

      Ray reacted out of reflex; he held down the trigger, blowing the Sleer back one foot at a time, blackening his chest armor even further with each shot. Finally, he pulled the trigger and nothing happened, and the Sleer was still standing. Two more blue bolts flew past Fairchild as he flipped his body right and then left. With no other choices, he rushed the attacking alien and used his now-empty rifle like a battering ram, crushing the stock into the alien’s torso and following up with a golf club swing to the helmet.

      It worked, sort of. The stock smashed the Sleer’s helmet face plate but broke the rifle, the stock flying off over the Sleer’s head to land somewhere behind him. A very human scream echoed from their right and the Sleer barely had time to turn toward the noise before Norton’s heavy laser cut him down. The Sleer flipped over and lay still, his armor now smoking and littered with ragged holes.

      An instant later, Norton screamed again as a shot hit him in the back. The trooper collapsed and rolled to his side, pointing the laser toward a new target. This Sleer was also armored but cognizant enough of the situation to aim his first shot at the heavy leaser, which exploded in a shower of sparks. Norton rolled again, flailed, and lay still.

      Fairchild threw his wrecked rifle at the newcomer, who took a moment to dodge the shot, then walked to his prey. He drew a boot back and brought it forward, connecting with Fairchild’s chest. The pain was almost worse than the sensation of impact, which felt like he’d been hit by a truck. He knew at least one of his ribs was broken. He set himself for the awesome task of sitting up and managed to do so without crying out.

      The Sleer had won this round. They’d lost two of their squad: the one that Norton and he had knocked down and another one that Underhill had stunned with her fancy electric stick long enough for Skull to hit with his own Sleer rifle. Their target’s helmet had come off during the fight and the toothy alien face twitched every few seconds.

      Apparently getting their helmets off was the key to winning fights against these scaly monsters. Who knew?

      Off to the right, a trapezoidal air car hovered nearby with flashing green lights and emitting a crazy hissing sound that had the effect of driving the civilians out of its way. They all did, some steering out of its path while others held their hands over their ears—or over the sensitive patches where ears would have been on an iguana—and staggered away. Two lightly armored Sleer emerged from the rear doors, and one leveled a wide bore weapon at the humans, zapping them one by one. As each was hit, they collapsed in a heap. Ray Fairchild understood there was no getting out of here with any bit of dignity or honor and the Sleer had the clear advantage over humans in hand-to-hand combat. They weren’t especially quick or agile, but, boy did they pack a punch. Heavy thuds came from the left as two more troopers wearing crazy looking battler-type armor approached. They weren’t quite as tall as Ravens in battler mode, but close enough, eight or nine meters tall with rounded shoulders, cannon poking out of their midriffs and wide, gimbaled arms and legs. One of the Sleer got into an argument with the pair, and within seconds, Ray spotted a new figure literally pop in out of thin air, a Sleer with fancy uniform and bright feathers around their neck and head.

      The argument went on for what seemed long minutes as the armored Sleer bellowed at the hologram. Finally, the hologram pointed at Ray and the huge mecha bent over to extend a fine set of grapplers. It held his helmet firmly as the mechanical hands twisted and pulled his helmet off. The hologram hissed triumphantly. Then, the orderly turned the stunner on him and he lost consciousness.
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      Second Lt. Frances Underhill Swam through darkness. Her senses barely registered the vibrations of random noises like a surf lapping against the shore. She was numb; the world was swaddled in cotton. The swaddling wasn’t even comfortable…it picked at her nerve endings incessantly. Finally, she opened her eyes and was greeted by the inside of a large metal box.

      Slowly her senses returned her to the world. She was cold, her hands and feet numb like she’d been sleeping on them. She wondered for a moment if she’d had a stroke. She experimented with her head and neck, found that she could look around even as her limbs remained useless. She saw shapes in the darkness, and now felt a heavy weight against her right side. One of the Hornets. Fairchild probably, he was taller and heavier than the others.

      The box was moving, slowly and with the thudding of heavy metal feet outside the doors. She forced her hands and arms to move, shifted Uncle’s weight off her, and failed to grab him in time to keep his body from sinking to the floor. She turned on her helmet’s light amplification gear and blinked.

      An enclosed vehicle for sure, with a windowless door at one end and solid metal slabs at the other three sides. She spotted green bumps near the ceiling, one per corner, and intuited they were under scrutiny. Typical.

      No one was chained or held down by restraints. No stretchers. No guards. So, a cargo truck or basic utility vehicle. Despite the noise outside the ride was preternaturally smooth, so some kind of maglev gear beneath the chassis. Or else the Sleer had invented a frictionless wheel bearing and suspension. Unlikely, but not impossible.

      Uncle stirred and Underhill reached out to the other Hornets, pushing and shoving them into motion. They woke like a group of hungover party goers who’d drunk, danced, cried, and collapsed in the back seat of a cab. They came to themselves, groggy and tired. All but Norton, who remained unconscious. Underhill bent over him, took the forearm of his suit and pressed a stud to examine the readout on a tiny metal plate. “He has a fever,” she mumbled, “so there’s an infection in there somewhere. The stun gear probably didn’t help.”

      Ray Fairchild managed to stand up, and nearly fell again. Skull reached up to catch him, and Uncle settled back onto the bench that ran the length of the carbo bay. “Which means what?”

      “It means the med kit didn’t have enough antibiotics to fix him,” she said. “Or else had the wrong kind. At any rate he needs real medical attention. Like, from a doctor. My first aid can’t keep up.”

      Fairchild scanned the environment, put it together in seconds. “But he’s alive. That’s not nothing. Are those doors locked?”

      Dance at the end of the line, reached out to try the handles, found them immobile, then kicked it for good measure. “Yep. Locked,” she confirmed.

      “Thought so. And they took our weapons. Nice.”

      Underhill thought back to the fight, what she remembered of it. A Sleer in battered armor had rushed right up to her, ignoring the way that Skellington and Dance had moved out of its way. Underhill had whipped out her stun stick and exploded the ends right into the scaly alien’s face. He’d raised his rifle and actually took a step backwards as Frances went through a block-and-sweep routine, unsurprised to find that she had no more chance of sweeping a Sleer soldier off his feet than she had of kicking a mountain into unconsciousness.

      That’s when Dance tried to tackle him, distracting him long enough for Grandpa Frost to get behind him and twist the alien’s helmet right off its neck collar. Underhill took her shot, zipping the power level on her stick to max, and jamming it into the alien’s toothy maw. The soldier dropped and twitched.

      And then his buddy came up behind them and knocked her out from behind. She thought. She assumed. She didn’t see it happen. At any rate the lack of weapons suited her badly and she ran her hands up and down her suit. The boot knife was still there as was the pocket garrote and multi-tool she kept in her belt. Beyond that, nothing. She missed her stun baton.

      “Why are we still alive?” Fairchild asked. “They can’t know who we are or Nazerian would have had us killed.”

      Frances looked up at the question, a little put off that it hadn’t occurred to her. She shook her head. That didn’t follow at all. “You can’t know that.”

      “Yes, I can. He was very specific about what he’d do to us if we ever trespassed on the ring. I’m willing to take him at his word.” They made eyes contact and she surprised herself by looking at the floor. “Didn’t know that, did you, Lieutenant Overcop?” he teased.

      “I saw the report, but I didn’t memorize every detail,” she admitted.

      Uncle sniffed. “Just file and forget, is that it?”

      “No. But I cleaned up the spelling and grammar before sending it to the appropriate department head.”

      “All right, Ray,” Valri said to head off an argument that she could smell on the wind, “we have their attention. Now what?”

      “Now we—” The vehicle jolted them, then shuddered to a halt. They waited as they heard doors slamming shut. The heavy thud of metal footsteps pacing the van had stopped too. Whatever was going on, they were on a planned delivery. And things being what they were, the Sleer drivers could only be delivering one thing: human prisoners.

      Fairchild used hand motions to direct his team. Underhill and Dance stood behind the doors, wedged up against the wall, while the rest of them took up positions to rush the intruders as soon as the doors opened. They crouched, muscles and nerves taut, waiting for their moment. The locks clanged open, the doors swung apart to show two armored figures.

      “Now!” Uncle led the charge by taking three huge steps and leaping on the figure on the right, who flew across the room as the human connected with it. Skull moved forward as Dance and Underhill took their own flying leaps on the other figure…who backed away and dropped into their own crouch. The women didn’t weigh enough between them to drop the second one, but Frost was taller, wider, and despite his age and bruised face, rather spry.

      The fight didn’t last long. Fairchild felt his opponent give way, then roll onto their back and get their feet against his abs and pushed. The next thing Uncle knew was that he was literally flying backward and didn’t like the prospect of landing without a plane. He caught the impact on his shoulder, rolled along the force of the blow, and found that he couldn’t move his shoulder very well. He glanced at the other team, which had managed to immobilize their target and Skull was working to pull the soldier’s helmet off like Frost had done earlier.

      Finally, he succeeded, and a high-pitched scream erupted into the night. “Uncle! Uncle! Guys, don’t shoot me!”

      Fairchild stopped on a dime as he found the speaker’s face and voice utterly familiar. “Holy crap, Brooks?”

      “Yes! Stand down, people!”

      They let him go and Brooks staggered to his feet as he worked to catch his breath. The other figure reached up, twisted their helmet off, and they found themselves beguiled by the site of a six-foot redhead in Sleer armor. “Rosenski?”

      “Nice of you Hornets to drop by.” She pointed to the van. “Did anyone leave anything vital in there?”

      “No, we…shit, Norton! He’s still in there.”

      “Roger that. Get him out and we’ll send the van back home.”

      After a moment, Valri emerged with Bob Norton’s arm slung around her shoulder. Underhill moved to assist as she saw the Beast’s captain sagging beneath his weight. Valri looked their rescuers over and nodded to Ray. “I’m guessing these are the people you’re wanting to rescue?”

      “They were. I take it you two raided the supply locker?”

      “Better than that,” Rosenski said. “We have maps of the entire facility, language translators, and a working knowledge of Sleer tech. Where do we start?”

      “Norton’s leg, Skull’s chest, and Frost’s face,” Underhill suggested. “Norton especially is in a bad way and I’m out of first aid. I think the rest of us could use some attention too.”

      Brooks paused while he checked his HUD. “There’s an aid station half a klick further down this corridor. Come one, we’ll take you.” He sprinted to the giant Sleer battler, climbed into the cockpit, and sealed it. The giant machine sprang to electronic life and reached out for the wounded soldier, picked him up, and cradled him like a newborn. Brooks’s voice emerged from an external speaker. “We should hurry.”

      Rosenski nodded, climbed into the other battler, and led the way. The Hornets followed, bracketed between the giant machines. Valri and Fairchild shared a look. Neither of them had expected this.

      Fairchild wondered what other surprises were in store for them.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Sleer aid station was to the main infirmary what a first aid kit would have been to a hospital supply closet. A trimmed down set of tools and service areas that included three bio-beds and a single medical robot, identical to the one who had worked on Brooks and Rosenski what seemed like a century ago. They left their battlers outside, set for sentry mode. Until turned off, the onboard AIs would sense any intrusion and move to hold or disable the interlopers.

      Valri and Underhill hustled Norton to the bed and wrestled him onto his back. “Will that thing work?” Valri asked.

      “We’ve only ever used one as patients before, but it should work. The gear Big G showed us before being silenced has been operating pretty much as advertised since we started playing with the machines,” Brooks noted. “The bot will take care of him.” They watched as the bed glowed with activity and scanners played over Norton’s body. Diagnostic displays appeared above the bed and at various stations. “It’ll take some time, but at least they have some basic schematics for the human body,” Rosenski assured Fairchild. “One male, one female. It should help with the diagnosis.”

      “That’s easy,” Skull said. “Burns, shock, blood loss, exhaustion. I’m about to collapse. We could all use a breather.”

      Janus hopped onto the next bed and lay down, even putting his arms beneath his head. “That’s what we’re doing. What have you two been eating? I’m starving here.”

      Rosenski walked to a cabinet, pulled open a drawer, and yanked out an armful of silver packets. She handed them out more or less at random. “Protein concentrates, the Sleer equivalent of NOMs. Red wrappers are meat, yellow ones are eggs, and green ones are veggies. They don’t taste very good.”

      Brooks adjusted a section of the diagnostic display to focus on Norton’s leg. “Sleer and humans have compatible biology but their biochemistry is a jump to the right. None of their food will taste normal to us. I don’t know if it works the same for them, but one day I’m going to personally feed a Sleer a salty pretzel with mustard and see how he likes it.”

      Fairchild popped his red packet open and took a bite of the square inside. “Planning for after the war, that’s efficient. Gah, this tastes like a rancid antelope. Is there anything to drink?”

      “Diet Mountain Dew or prune juice?” Brooks asked.

      Uncle paused a moment. “You’re being funny. This is not the time.”

      Brooks shrugged and pointed to a sink. “Or, you can use the water spigot over there.”

      Reagan looked like she was trying to chew around a clod of dirt. “This one tastes like a candy apple. Mixed with…I don’t want to say it.”

      Janus made a face of his own, dignified but decidedly unhappy. “I got pure unsweetened cocoa powder…with fennel…or something.”

      Rosenski looked embarrassed. “It might turn your stomach but none of it is toxic. We haven’t found a proper commissary yet.” She shrugged. “Sorry. But we can fill you in on what’s been happening since we parted company.”

      “Please.”

      They took turns as the Hornets told their tale of refurbishing the assault shuttle, their scrap with the Sleer, their arrival at the spoke, and their incidents with running gun battles in travel tubes and the refugee city. Brooks and Rosenski described the connecting tunnels, the mecha bays and the factory floor, as well as the fact that Genukh—Big G as Rosenski had taken to calling her—hadn’t said a word to them in weeks. “Nazerian did something. Threw some switch, turned some system off, that suppressed her as a functioning AI. For all we know she’s off completely.”

      “Is she coming back? Can you reverse the process?”

      Brooks dropped his eyes. “Unknown. If they turned her off and we turn her on again we might be in the same situation we were when we first met: she wouldn’t know us and we’d be locked out of the system. For the moment, the Sleer have the advantage. Everything they or we do now has to be through manual controls, and there are literally millions of control stations. And don’t ask me where they are or what they all do.”

      “I am asking, Genius,” Fairchild said, using the call sign he’d given Brooks upon parting weeks ago.

      Brooks sighed, the enormity of the responsibility he’d taken on showing on his face. He had worry lines now. “I can recognize a few kinds of systems, but I’m relying on the maps we took for that. You might as well ask me to show you how to use every IT console on North America.”

      “That’s not encouraging, Simon.”

      “A base this size needs a multi-million plus crew to operate properly, we know that much,” Rosenski said. “Which means that while we’re not at our best right now, they have gaps in their defenses you could fly a squadron of Ravens through. We’ve gotten caught in a few bad places, but the defense robots aren’t very smart. Luckily, there are too few Sleer on board to change that.”

      “Not for long, Fairchild said. “That refugee center had a bulletin board that is dedicated to recruiting more troops. They’ll find them too. And I get the idea that more Sleer refugees are on the way.”
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      “It makes sense to me that the Sleer would be moving refugees to a place away from the heaviest fighting. I wonder how many ships they have,” Valri said. “Is there any way to find that out?”

      Brooks actuated the drone and then backed away as the robot carefully sliced the damaged portion of Norton’s TAC-2F suit away so it could work on the damaged tissue. It probed and prodded, tentacled arms deploying instrumentation and other tools converged on the burns. Finally, he looked up and stopped cold. “Why are you all looking at me?”

      Fairchild glared. “Captain Gibb put a question to you. Are you going to answer it, Lieutenant?”

      Brooks blinked and stalked over to a console. “I suppose I’ll have to. Come here, Dance, you’re going to love this.”

      Reagan stared fascinated as Brooks held his control gauntlets near the console. Interlocking leaves in the gloves’ outer skin opened to release dozens of impossibly thin wires. A pair of openings appeared in the console’s flat metal and Brooks lowered his gloves, wires and all, into the depressions. Instantly, a new display appeared above the world station. “Micrometer fiberoptic wires leading to molecular circuitry under the hood. Just think and it happens.”

      “Where do I get my gloves?” she pleaded.

      “First we’d have to get you recognized by the computer and that means getting you a Sleer microbial implant to register you as part of the crew. And that will take a proper medical bay. This aid station doesn’t have the gear or the programming.”

      Underhill seemed to shake, her eyes narrowing to slits. “You have alien implants?”

      “There are no negative side effects, and the healing properties alone have been worth the risk,” Rosenski said, a vein of ice creeping into her voice. “If Colonel Hendricks wants to pull them out of us, he’d better get his ass up here and do it himself.”

      Underhill’s head snapped around. “Or I could just shoot you now.”

      “But you won’t. We’re your ticket into the control center.”

      “Officers!” Fairchild’s voice entertained no nonsense. “We’re on mission. Get Norton back up and running. Learn how to turn a very friendly AI back on. And call for reinforcements.”

      “We’re forgetting something,” Valri said.” Fairchild looked at her quizzically. “There are prisoners on board. People from South Pico Island. They got caught in the raid that tried to wipe us out.”

      “And?”

      “And, they’re on board somewhere.”

      “And?”

      “And we need to get them home before doing anything else.”

      “We don’t have the manpower or gear for that.”

      “But you want to run into the control center on a hope and a couple of battle suits and pray that the same crew that ejected your squadron weeks ago will somehow allow you to turn their computer over to you?”

      Fairchild glowered at her. “The tactical situation is stable. They’re safe enough where they are. And we can come back for them.”

      “They. Are. Prisoners. If we’re not here to protect humans, what the hell are we here for? Pull these two out and go home? Is that what you were planning to do?”

      Fairchild avoided her eyes. In fact, that had been his plan. But he wasn’t in a position to… “No. We stay on mission.”

      “Yes,” Underhill said. She stood next to Valri and met Fairchild’s eyes. “We were doing a search and rescue op anyway. All we’re doing now is widening the scope of the op.”

      “Stand down, Lieutenant.”

      Underhill folded her arms. “Captain Gibb has issued what I believe to be a valid order, Commander.”

      “It’s not valid. She’s not a real captain.”

      Underhill stood her ground. “Under UEF Military Code Chapter 10, Section 1, Article 1004: An officer, either of the line or of a staff corps, detailed to command by competent authority or who has succeeded to command—”

      “Are you serious?”

      “—has precedence over all officers or other persons attached to the command of whatever rank and whether they are of the line or a staff corps.’”

      “You’re enjoying the fuck out of this, aren’t you?”

      “So unless you want to declare yourself incompetent, she is in fact a captain in the UEF and you are duty bound to obey her until one of you dies or she rescinds the order. As an OMP officer the penalty for disobedience is whatever I say it is, up to and including summary execution by my hand.”

      “You wouldn’t dare. You need us to get out of here and shooting me won’t help you do that.”

      Underhill didn’t budge. The traces of humanity and even good humor he’d seen in her before had vanished, leaving a rock-hard visage. Whatever else she was, Lt. Frances Underhill was a true believer. “No. It wouldn’t.”

      Fairchild looked from one to the other and realized that he was outflanked. The last thing he intended to do was scream about rules and regulations for the sake of appearing to be in charge. He wasn’t about to try and silence her physically. And the other Hornets did not need to see him grovel. They’d likely forgive him, but he’d never forgive himself.

      “Brooks! Find a proper armory and a full hospital so we can all get those implants installed and gear up. Then locate those prisoners, find us a way in, another way out, and a way to get off the ring. If we’re going to do this, we have to do it right.” He advanced on Underhill until they were standing nose to nose. He hadn’t realized how tall she was. “Assuming that the OMP is all right with subjecting my crew to alien technology.”

      “It doesn’t seem to have done those two any harm,” she allowed.

      Brooks looked back over his shoulder. The robot was still working on Norton’s leg and probably would for some time. Plenty of time for research. He wondered how many of those scout ships were ready to board by now. “Right. Escape will be easy…we have a ship all picked out and it should be available to grab in about ten hours. But it’s not much use unless I can get you folks into the system to operate them. So. Hospital first.”
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      Dissessk lay in his bio-bed, the canopy open for the moment as the bio-bed recorded his vital signs and relayed the information to a medical drone that worked on him. The drone had injected him with a number of sedatives and muscle relaxants, which he reluctantly allowed. There was no one here to see his failure. At least no one who mattered.

      The truth was that Dissessk hadn’t known this hospital was even here. Medical facilities on Sleer warships were perfunctory things. Battle damage was either life threatening or it wasn’t. Life-threatening injuries were generally allowed to run their course and injuries that didn’t threaten grievous harm were tended to. Death was expected for a soldier. The only question was when.

      This hospital however was nothing less than miraculous in Dissessk’s view. The rows of bio-bed bays alone were more than he’d ever spied on his own ship, and that had been a proper flagship, a monster with weapons designed to ruin worlds, much less capital ships. The absence of pain his injuries imparted was a relief. Pain, while a constant, was also highly distracting. No matter how much endurance training one did in one’s childhood and military career, it never stopped being a distraction. It merely got turned into an inconvenience instead of a self-imposed set of chains. Dissessk got the idea that the robot could probably use this bay as a sterile operating theater if it needed to. It was a huge facility, too. Many floors and even sealed sections on the other side of the ward. Dissessk didn’t know what lay beyond the triple-locking hatches there but he knew that it was a high security vault for laboratory work. Something else one never saw on Sleer warships as a matter of routine.

      But…with relief came guilt and shame. He had failed. Badly. The pain was no more than he deserved.

      And yet…it had taken three of the primates to…

      His thoughts focused as a door opened and an officer entered. As unfocused as he was, it took him a moment to notice that the officer had emerged from a locked hatch on the sealed portion of the war. From the laboratory side. Unusual to say the least. The main entrance was much greater access to the rest of the ship and he didn’t recognize the officer in question.

      The officer strode to his bed side, looked up at the displays, holding a stance of comprehension as he blinked. Finally, he looked down at Dissessk. “I am Kessiduss. The machines say you will live. This pleases me.”

      Dissessk glanced at the insignia on the officer’s collar. “I am gratified at your assent, Fleet Lord. But I regret my failure.”

      “Failure is a big word. Your unit will live, too. Their microbes are even now repairing their bodies. Who knew the primates had weapons like that staff? What kind of creatures design sticks that jolt the nervous system with electric current in order to immobilize them, when there are so many more effective and less dangerous options available?” Kessiduss altered his pose to one of questioning. “Lord Nazerian authorized a number of tests on a group of primates I retrieved from the planet’s surface. They’ve barely begun their investigation but what the Servants of Medicine have discovered so far is both fascinating and distressing.” He looked down. “But I don’t suppose that would interest you?”

      “I don’t have the knowledge for such things, Fleet Lord.”

      “No. That would be too…lucky. But I do hold that level of knowledge and I want to know what happened.”

      Dissessk drew a slow breath and described the state of affairs that brought him to assign a unit of defense drones to manage a possible primate infestation on the mecha factory floor, only to realize that the drones were reinforcing each other’s worst tendencies. Then, he’d turned off all the drones in the factory and took his crew of other security troops to deal with the primates directly. He told how they had arrived at the maglev tube station, and how the primates had somehow guessed their move and laid a trap for them at the platform. He told of the running gun battle down the travel tube and the types of weapons the primates had used…Sleer in origin, at least some of them, but a variety of conventional slug-throwers which he assumed they brought with them from whatever ship they arrived in. Finally, the confrontation in the refugee center, how he had used the alarm system to drive the civilians out of the lines of fire, and how three of his troops had fallen to concentrated fire from their own weapons.

      “They finally distracted me, with two of them holding me, preventing me from getting a clear shot while one savage tore my helmet off and that one with the dark blue crown feathers jammed that infernal electric stick into my head. After that, I don’t remember a great deal.”

      “I have seen the security recordings,” Kessiduss said. “It seems that two armored figures convinced the attending officer to let them stun the primate and take them away in a transport pod, joined by a pair of Kezekken pilots. Except the names and identification codes don’t exist.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Vile trickery, Lesser Servant of Security. They lied to the officer and stole our prize.”

      Dissesk lay there wondering what that meant. “Our prize, Fleet Lord?”

      “Ours. Your unit is the only one on Battle Ring Genukh to have faced this group of primates. Now you’re part of my group. You will help us learn more about these creatures so we can learn from their actions. Then we destroy them.” Kessiduss reached out and slid a digital display far to the right. Within seconds, Dissesk felt a writhing beneath his skin, an interminable itching laced with fire and knives. “I’m turning up your microbes to maximum. You will be fully repaired within hours. But you won’t be comfortable.”

      “I endure, Fleet Lord.”

      “Yes, you will. As we all will.” Kessiduss made similar adjustments to the other medical bays and stood by watching the machines do their work. He even grinned toothily, his stance one of relaxation and satisfaction.

      Dissessk found his presence strangely reassuring.
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      From Fairchild’s point of view the Sleer hospital had two details in its favor. First, it was huge; Brooks told them that there were more than three hundred empty beds that incorporated the best computers and automation the Sleer culture had to offer. The second was that right now the hospital was essentially deserted. They could roam the facilities at will and use whatever equipment they could locate and identify.

      But those same points had drawbacks. Yes, the place was as big as any hospital in any major city on Earth but that meant that they’d stand out starkly on any security feed that trained its attention on them. They were obviously not Sleer, and while they might pass for Cycomms (whatever those were), their presence would pique even the slowest security algorithm’s interest. They already knew that defense drones were common on the ring, and while they were easy to see coming from a great distance and weren’t particularly smart, they packed a wallop when they hit.

      Finally, Big G had directly managed the operation when Brooks and Rosenski had received their implants and microbes. Brooks would have to handle the procedures on his own this time. He felt confident that he could pull it off, but there were eight humans, each of whom had their own unique biochemistries and physical quirks. He could run the equipment, but he was no medic.

      Bottom line: the mission prevailed. There would be more fighting in the future and the Hornets needed an edge. They had to be able to use any equipment they found as well as the Sleer did. Implants made that possible. Without them, they could only rely on what little they still had from the Beast and most of that was gone by now. Sleer armaments were all they were likely to find from this point on. And then there was the matter of locating the prisoners kidnapped from South Pico Island, getting them to a ship, then piloting that vessel back home. All without being destroyed by Sleer soldiers and fighters.

      Piece of cake. No? No. But, if there was another way of getting it done, no one had been able to think of it. And you went with the crappy plan you had, not the perfect plan you wished you had.

      In the meantime, he watched carefully as Bob Norton lay on an biobed, holographic displays fluttering above the open canopy, a medical drone working on him and Brooks, gauntleted hands digging into a control station trying to figure out exactly how to duplicate the procedure that Genukh performed on him and Sara Rosenski.

      Rosenski’s endless kibbitzing wasn’t helping.

      “What is the hold up, Genius?” she demanded. “It’s the same hospital we got implanted in, there’s only two profiles of human beings in the medical database and it’s a ten second procedure.”

      Brooks sneered. “Ha. If you happen to have a brain the size of an orbital ring, it’s a ten second procedure. If you’re just a guy with a knack for figuring out alien contraptions, it’s a little more complicated than that. I have to find the right files, we have to get each of us scanned and quantified by the equipment, and then each of us need a unique identifier to attach to their implant so that I can send those IDs to the crew manifest. Then they need the right microbes to flush their system.”

      “You can probably skip the microbe part,” Fairchild said. “The implants are the important parts right now.”

      “Except for Norton,” Rosenki said.

      “Right, except for Norton.”

      “And Skull. And Frost.”

      “Right. Them too.”

      Brooks looked over his shoulder. “Yeah, I’m looking for the same general repair set that Sara and I received.”

      “Genius. Take your best guess.”

      For once, her use of his call sign didn’t sting. Call signs were, by and large, things to remind you of your essential humanity, which was to say one’s failures. The drunken utterances, the botched jobs, stupid mistakes. ‘Genius’ was meant to be sarcastic, and it was, but Sara sounded as if she meant it. And that steadied Brooks more than he wanted to admit.

      Brooks exhaled to steady himself, closed his eyes in concentration and dove into the system. He’d done this before, just not on such a detailed basis. The medical drones were just an extension of the medical knowledge base which itself was an extension of Big G’s own network. There was no single point of focus, as every node connected to every other node. All he needed to find was the right part of the knowledge base. He dove through filters, shoved aside filters and algorithms, and wasn’t shy about manhandling the software with his implant. He was a Sleer crew member…hell, he was a goddamn bridge officer of the finest empire the cosmos had ever seen, and he wanted results.

      Like a curtain being drawn aside, he saw the hospital database, found the bio-bed Norton was in and turned on the scanners. In minutes, the equipment had determined that the races were different but not so different that there needed to be a quarantine put into place. And it successfully compared Norton’s scans to the data it had gleaned from the previous two specimens which were linked to their implants. As far as the knowledge base was concerned, this was one unit of the primate race that lived on the planet below the station. Brooks made things easy for himself and everyone else, or so he thought, by assigning them as a single unit. A family linked by genetics and experience. It wasn’t entirely correct but there were too few data points to bother with in terms of setting up completely new genetic lines and lineages.

      Fuck it. Humans. Symmetrical bipeds, roughly compatible with Sleer, which themselves had a fascinating genetic tree. One day he’d have to look at that more closely. First things first. “Everybody find a bed and I’ll get everyone scanned and implanted. And quickly, before I lose my concentration,” he said through the mental haze.

      They looked to Uncle for confirmation and he nodded, heading to the bed next to Norton’s and climbing onto the platform. The others followed his example, each one taking their own station. The beds worked automatically now that they had clear orders. A single drone went down the line, using tentacled arms to find the correct insertion point, spray a local anesthetic, and inject the microbial insertion ports into their tissues.

      That done, Brooks used the last of his mental strength to talk to them. “Everyone close your eyes and relax. This is going to feel a little weird.” He felt rather than heard them gasp and cry out as he turned their implants on and they connected with the knowledge base on their own. The medical drone swung its arms and plugged injection vials into Norton, Skull, and Frost’s ports and sent Sleer microbes into their systems.

      Rosenski sagged a bit as Brooks straightened and pulled his gauntlets out of the system. The thin wires followed his hands for a moment, then disengaged. “Joy?”

      “Joy,” he breathed. “Everyone here is now an official crew member and will be treated as such by any Sleer gadget. I figured out how to upload the translation software, though, so everyone can read Sleer displays in English. The only thing I couldn’t figure out how to do was give them ranks like ours. So I’m afraid if it comes down to a shoving match, you and I will win.”

      “Which means what?” Skull asked. He sat up and breathed easily for the first time since being burnt.

      “It means that as far as the battle ring computers and Sleer warships are concerned, Sara and I are your superior officers. Sorry.”

      Dance hesitated and then saluted. “Aye, aye, Captain Genius.”

      “Don’t let it go to your heads, kids,” Fairchild said. “Or the local overcop will pull rank on you.”

      Brooks and Rosenski gave Underhill sidelong looks but said nothing. Underhill narrowed her eyes and Valri scowled but neither said a word. The moment lasted an eternity, then Fairchild ended it by sitting up in bed, fingering his new injection port. “It’s amazing this tiny gizmo can contain anything useful much less give us access to crew systems and cure a body.”

      “It’s more complex than any of us really know, but it does work,” Rosenski assured them.

      “Fair point. The next order of business will be locating the prisoners and gearing up.”

      “Agree. The hospital has a number of wings and specialized compartments built into it. Being so close to the spoke that runs down to South Pico Island gives us an advantage. Namely, that this area is a work hub. All the best stuff is found near the spokes. Most of the space between the spokes is either empty or devoted to giant facilities like ship construction bays, factories, and so on. That includes the storage facilities for the fancy battlers they use.”

      “Sounds like something of a candy store,” Skull mused.

      “Not quite. At the moment, about ninety-nine percent of the place is empty and inactive, and until such time as the controlling machinery determines that there is work to be done, it’ll stay that way. Nazerian can’t get the place running without a staff of millions…”

      “Which explains why he’s filling the place up with civilians and offering them training and jobs,” Valri said. “Clever.”

      “Could be he’s just following orders. We’re scanning the command feeds and he is definitely not the highest Sleer on the totem pole. He’s getting instructions from somewhere,” Rosensky said.

      “Anyway,” Brooks continued, “being a primarily military installation, there are smaller armories scattered every mile or so. We can get everyone settled into a standard set of Sleer battle dress, standard long gun and sidearm, and a bunch of batteries for them.”

      “Sound like an adventure,” Janus said. “Do these things let you fly their space fighters?”

      “We haven’t tried that yet,” Brooks said. “But it’s a solid guess that they can do that, yes.”

      “And once you guys get inside the lab where these civvies are being kept, will they be in a position to be taken out?”

      “That part is something we’ll have to deal with on the fly,” Uncle said. “But we will figure out something.”

      “Figure out what, now?” They turned around to see Norton sitting up in bed, running his fingers over his leg and playing with his hands like they were new toys. “I remember getting hit and the overcop working on me, then I guess I passed out. Now I’m here.”

      “How do you feel, Bob?”

      “I feel…good. Real good, like better than I have in months.” He reached up and tapped the injection port at the base of his neck. “What the hell happened?”

      “We’re going to engage in some heavy-duty cosplay,” Fairchild said. “You feel up to walking it off?”

      “Yes, sir, I feel great.”

      “Skull? Grandpa?”

      “Frost touched the side of his bruised face, frowned, then slapped himself. “Can’t feel a thing. Kinda crazy, but I’m not complaining.”

      “Good. Skull?”

      “I’ll bloody well keep up with you children.”

      “All right, then. Rosenski, show us where our new outfits might be found. Brooks, show Underhill how to access the maps and clearance codes. Valri, start thinking about—”

      “Captain. Commander.”

      Fairchild bobbed his head once. “Very well, Captain. Please investigate how to manage the new scout vessels that Brooks described earlier. Let’s go get dressed.”

      Implanting the new tech into each Hornet was easy. It was a matter of knowing how to give commands to the controlling mechanisms, and given time and motivation, any of the Hornets could have learned how to do that. Learning to use the new implants was another matter, and in that, only Rosenski and Brooks knew what they were doing. But to properly assign IDs required Sleer equipment and they needed the armory for that.

      Brooks and Rosenski mapped an optimal route to the nearest gear locker and passed through corridors and compartments without issue. They stopped before an armored hatch, and Brooks held out his hand before a metal plate that blinked out a sequence of flashing light. “These locking plates are standard on Sleer ships and stations. Your control gauntlets are how you interface with them. Bare skin will not work. Like this…” He held his hand against the plate, the lights all turned green, and the doors opened. “Voila.”

      “How do we get those gloves?” Underhill asked.

      “Right here.” The armory was small, a room lined with heavy suits of battle dress. The Hornets were able to figure out the basics as they chose their gear, and what they couldn’t figure out was explained in short order.

      “Don’t bash away at this stuff. If you let go of your rifle or sidearm, it’ll snap right back to its storage position on your back or belt,” Rosenski instructed “If you empty a magazine, let go of the weapon; it’ll snap back into place and spend the next hour recharging itself. Everything you encounter in terms of sensory data will be amplified by your implant and projected onto your face display. It’s all automatic. Just let it happen. Plus, your implants are releasing microbes into your blood stream right now…not the fancy repair ones we gave Norton here but more benign maintenance types. You’ll feel yourself getting stronger, moving more quickly, your endurance will go through the freaking roof. I saw Genius here practically levitate up the wall in one of these suits not long ago. Believe me, you’ll be able to push a lot further than you could before. But”—she paused and everyone stopped what they were doing and gave her their full attention—“Sleer are very strong and can strike very quickly when you’re not expecting it. They’re not funny iguanas in fancy gear. Don’t underestimate them. Ever.”

      Brooks looked around as the squadron returned to fitting themselves into their new gear. Underhill in particular had a hooded gaze as she worked and Valri just looked scared. Which he supposed meant she understood the stakes. “Just remember it’s like wearing clothes. Like wearing skin. Relax and it will happen.”

      “What about spare magazines?” Dance asked. She had crawled into her suit and now looked like a ten-year-old girl wearing a medieval suit of armor. She reached behind to pull out her rifle with one hand and grabbed the sidearm off her belt with the other, examined them both, and then let go. Both snapped back to their positions. “All I’m seeing is weapons, not ammo.”

      Brooks led them to an adjoining room that was filled with racks of weapons and magazines. “Take your pick. There are slots in your suit legs for storage. But even if you don’t have any spares, your suits will recharge your weapons on their own if you let it alone for a while.”

      They loaded up on spare magazines, fitted their helmets, and then Rosenski led them in a quick set of practice motions. Arm and leg stretches, walking patterns, jumping jacks. Their coordination was fine but they would have to learn to relax.

      A new warbling sound from outside joined with red flashes and a scrolling display on their faceplates gave them the idea that relaxation was far away indeed. A distant voice spoke to them unintelligibly, issuing orders.

      Frost figured out how to open his leg storage slots and slipped two extra rifle batteries into each. “What’s that? We set off an alarm?”

      Brooks and Rosenski shared a look, then opened the door a crack. There was nothing to fear for the moment, just a squad of Sleer soldiers taking their gear.

      Outside a demonic voice spoke in Sleer. “Action stations, interior section. All gunnery crews to action stations. Interior surface section is on alert to receive planetary bombardment mission order. All gunnery crews to interior section action stations.”

      “Why are they speaking in English?” Valri asked.

      “They’re speaking in Sleer. You’re hearing English because of your implants,” Brooks told her. “Uncle, I think we have a new problem.”

      “I concur. If they’re repositioning the guns on the interior of the ring, they can only be aiming at the planet.”

      “What, the phrase ‘planetary bombardment’ didn’t clue you in?” Valri snarled. “We need to stop them! Guys, issue orders to stop the mission order.”

      “We can’t do that.”

      “Why the hell not? You’re our superior officers.” Valri threw up a pair of scare quotes to make her point.

      “We’re not that kind of superior. But maybe we can screw up the firing computers so that nothing can fire at all, at least for a while.”

      Fairchild sensed his opening. “Do it. Brooks, you, Underhill, and Skull throw a monkey wrench into their firing sequence. Whatever you need, you take. Rosenski, Valri, Dance, you three find that fancy scout ship and make sure it’s in a position to launch when we get back. The rest of you come with me. While they’re picking their teeth off the floor, we’re springing the humans.”
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      “My lord! We found them!”

      Nazerian pulled himself away from his displays. He was managing a dozen conversations between rescue workers, medical personnel, civilian leaders who apparently thought they were being treated exceptionally poorly, and unit commanders who were doing their best to manage the civilians.

      “Found who?”

      “The primates. They’ve been hiding among the civilian population we assigned to section 4646 XVY days ago. They’re wearing Sleer battle dress and probably using a pair of Kezekken assault walkers. None of the fools who dealt with them thought they were anything but Sleer soldiers.”

      Nazerian sniffed. “Impossible. To wear our equipment and use it effectively they would need microbial implants. The Servants of Medicine wouldn’t just give those to them.”

      Kessiduss’s nostrils flared and his jaw dropped in a bout of hissing laughter. “Nazerian, you are thinking too conventionally. How could our security systems have ignored a group of primates aboard this station for so long unless they had managed to learn how to use our equipment? Don’t you think they would dress differently on their own?”

      “I’m sure they would. Like this…” He waved a claw in front of his panel and stepped back as a hologram popped into being above them. The scene was one of chaos. A fire team of Sleer Defenders was arguing with a pair of apparently Sleer orderlies who were stepping out of a transport vehicle. Before them were a number of non-Sleer…primates, humans, whatever they were called. Natives of this planet. A new hologram popped up, a Sleer without helmet but in armor...who then argued further. Finally, one of the Kezekkens reached out with grappling arms and pulled off one of the interloper’s helmets to reveal a human. “Primate!” the display yelled before imperiously waving orders while the Kezekkens loaded up the trespassers into the pod and drove off, the Kezekkens following.

      It certainly looked impressive. But it made little sense. Why were cargo lifters wearing battle armor? Who was the Defender who had projected himself into the argument? Why was there an argument in the first place?

      “Unless you want me to think that Cycomm SenseOp teleports have somehow arrived here without any support from their Movi masters.”

      Nazerian rolled the thought around, testing its substance. “We’re too far out of range for their Skip-Drives to operate without Movi carriers. Unless it’s a trick?” Nazerian said.

      “Of course, it’s a trick! Somehow those primates are learning to use our technology better than we can. That should terrify any sane Defender.”

      “It does raise unsettling questions,” Nazerian admitted. “Assume that you are correct. The primates have made off with two Kezekken walkers and a transport van. What are they up to?”

      “That, I’m not sure. They might have feelings for their fellow primates that my raiding team acquired earlier. If so, they would eventually head to the biocontainment lab on Deck 16. But they will need to plan an escape of some sort once they’ve done that, so the mech and shuttle bays will be places to watch. Other than that…they are very clever. But how ambitious are they?”

      “Do you think they might be able to find their ways back to the command center?”

      “If they did, and if they deduced how to reestablish control over the main computer, and if they were able to convince it to work with them…”

      “Then we are finished,” Nazerian allowed. “It’s a simple matter to erect all the automated defenses, but they’ve shown themselves adequately prepared to deal with the defense drones. We can activate the defense turrets in every passageway that leads to the hospital. We kill or capture them now…”

      “And then?”

      Nazerian put it together quickly. “And then more primates arrive to help them. We need something else.”

      “I have something else. Why not allow them to escape with their fellows? We know they need a ship. We can plant hyperspace comm tags aboard every one that’s completed and watch them look for refuge. Once a position is plotted, we will have ample assets to pursue them and finish them.”

      “We can’t make it too easy.”

      “Nor should we. And I have a team of specialists who have already earned experience in this matter.”

      “Make your plans. But I’m taking a great risk by agreeing. This had better work.”

      “It shall, Fleet Lord.”
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      Brooks was distracted. He felt deep down that he’d promised more than he could deliver, and it was making him miss things.

      He couldn’t lead them to the command tower for example, but that was a given. The command tower was full of Sleer crew, every one of which was a qualified Defender of the empire, and all he needed was one of them to notice something off about his little squad that even now worked to keep out of sight. He led them down relatively narrow corridors and through tunnels, over bridges and down what could only be called emergency access tubes. It kept them away from prying cameras and, he hoped, random encounters with observation drones, but it also slowed them down. And time was not on their side.

      He kept his eyes on the map that his suit’s AI projected onto its faceplate. But he couldn’t stop listening to the chatter between Skull and Underhill; he was trying to pick her up. Or at least get her interested. The worst thing about Skull’s attempt was that he had no game at all. He proved it to them both as he trailed behind Underhill. Brooks concentrated on comparing the map on his faceplate to the environment they passed through.

      “So how did a nice girl like you end up in the OMP?” Skull asked.

      Even Brooks took offense at that. Underhill, what little he knew of her, suggested that of all the things she might be called, “girl” wasn’t one of them. There was something hard and flinty living behind the overcop’s eyes and it wasn’t even slightly girlish. Definitely not nice. “I wanted to mess with peoples’ heads,” she said.

      “Head games? Is that all?”

      “No, but that was where the drive came from. When I was in high school I had a thing for drama. There was no major or track, just a bunch of electives, and I liked working with equipment backstage, so I studied stage management. I wanted to manage productions, but I had to fill in for an actor on stage one night and it was gold. It was more interesting than being behind the scenes, even though that was where I figured the power was. Anyway, senior year a friend and I decided to show up to class in costume for Halloween. He showed up dressed like an Imam and I showed up dressed as a Fransiscan nun.”

      Now, Brooks became interested. “No way.”

      Underhill raised her voice. “Way! Both outfits had a peculiar effect on everyone but us. My friend who was already kind of swarthy got shunned by half the school and ignored by the other half. For months after that, the student body had no idea he wasn’t a practicing Muslim, and it wasn’t the most accepting environment anyway. He did make friends with the kids in the local Young Muslims club, though.”

      Skull made a sound halfway between a snort and an inquiry. “What about you? How did they feel about Catholic girls?”

      “That’s what killed me. Everybody knew I was a total jerk, but when I showed up in a white blouse, floor length skirt, and a wimple, people were incredibly nice to me. People held doors open for me. One teacher told me he had no idea I was a nun.”

      “Sounds interesting.”

      “Nice? It was positively transformational. It was Halloween! Other people arrived in their own costumes and nobody got the joke. And these were all the same people who had been watching me come and go on my own for two years. So, I graduated, headed to my local police academy, got in, got trained, and spent two years on the job. Then I applied for the OMP Law Enforcement Division. Two years after that, I applied for duty on South Pico Island and got a promotion and the assignment. You see, boys, the dirty secret of the OMP is this: the only way to move up the ranks was to volunteer for service on the island. It’s considered dangerous duty because we knew that if there was one ship out there heading for Earth, there was certainly another.”

      “Would it be safe to say that all the OMP personnel on the island are part of the espionage division?” Skull asked.

      “It would not be safe to say that. It wouldn’t even be true. But every overcop on the island is particularly ambitious. Draw what conclusions you like from that bit of intel.”

      Brooks thought he detected a bit of smug in her reply. “Is that how you got assigned to the Hornets?” he asked.

      “No. Hendricks needed someone who could keep track of you people and I wasn’t doing much more than shuffling paper and getting coffee. Then, I heard that Fairchild was involved and then I heard that he’d made plans with Valri. I volunteered. It wasn’t a hard decision.”

      “I would say not. Brooks! What’s wrong?” Skull asked.

      Brooks snapped out of his head. He was standing in the middle of an intersection, and the other two were wondering what was going on. “What? Nothing’s wrong?”

      “Then why are we standing here?”

      “I was…distracted.”

      “Trying to talk to the firing control system?” Skull asked.

      “Sort of.”

      “All right, then. You and I can switch positions. I’ll run the map, you talk to the gunnery relays. Just point the optimal path and we’ll get back on schedule. Yes?”

      Brooks sighed, released the map AI from his control and transferred his map display to Skull’s helmet. Skellington wouldn’t shut up. “Good. Let’s go. To the right, I believe. Seriously, Lieutenant. I think we should get coffee some time.”

      “No.”

      “It can be a small cup.”

      “Skellington…”

      “I’m buying.”

      “Dude, the only one in this squadron I might even consider getting coffee with is that little engineer. Reagan. You guys keep calling her Dance.”

      That shut Skull up. For a minute. “You know, I don’t think she rolls that way.”

      Brooks piped up. “Well, there was that time on the plane she nearly broke Darcy’s hand.”

      “Well, sure, but Darcy knew to keep his hands to himself and didn’t care. I’d have broken his hand, too, if he kept reaching for my ass,” Skull said.

      “Who said anything about her ass? Darcy was a boob man.”

      “Back to business, you two,” Underhill said. “Brooks, how far?”

      Brooks moved up and led them past twists and turns that ended at an armored hatch. He pressed his control gauntlet against a locking plate, waited as his implants did their work and the hatch opened. “We’re here.”

      They entered an armored command bunker. A dozen sets of controls were arranged in a rough semicircle with holographic display domes installed high above near the ceiling. Each station had its own instrumentation but only a few had spaces for control gauntlets.

      “What do you think? Gauntlets for officers, and knobs and dials for the rank and file?” Skull mused. He sat down at one of the gauntlet stations, put his hands into the receptacles… “Nothing,” he said. “Damn it. What am I doing wrong?”

      “Probably nothing. But everything in here is turned off so that’s probably the first hurdle.” Brooks busied himself pulling up a crew manual for this particular station…indexes, files, and menus flashed by his eyes as he narrowed down the mountain of material written on how the station and its component modules were expected to operate. He came up with a document that looked right. He followed the diagrams to a wall, found the panel, swung it open, and was presented with a bank of relays. He switched them on in sequence and the place came to life with sound and displays. “Try it now, Skull.”

      Skellington did so. Still nothing. “This is a let-down.”

      “We’re not high enough on the table of organization, is all,” Underhill allowed. She sat down at a nearby station, began fiddling with controls, experimenting to see which gizmos did what. “I’m going to assume that I can’t actually set fire to anything half a station away by doing this.”

      “I doubt it.” Brooks sat at an empty gauntlet station and linked in to the controls. He was rewarded with a wide schematic showing the fire orders this station was trying to process. “Here we go…fire order selection, here…sensors and aiming controls there…and energy monitoring and flow control here,” he said. As he spoke, three banks of controls flared to readiness.

      Underhill and Skull maneuvered themselves into the appropriate control couches, she taking fire control and he taking flow monitoring, and settled in. “Ideas?” Skull asked.

      It was a valid question. What were they supposed to do now?

      Underhill tapped her fingers against a console. “I have one. Brooks, select the appropriate fire order and cancel it.”

      Brooks played with the menu selection until he felt that he had a handle on how things worked in this particular control section. “I need a superior rank to do that. And I don’t think that’s how it works anyway.”

      “It’s a bureaucracy, like every other military every advanced civilization has built,” she insisted. “The implants complicate it a bit…to my mind, you just need the computer to think the order comes from a superior rank. So, let’s build one.”

      Brooks looked at her. She was completely focused on the conversation. “One what?”

      “A Sleer CO. A profile. There has to be someone out there higher up on the flag pole than the local commandant, so let’s find him, have him issue the shutdown order and attribute it to him or her in the logs.”

      “The computer won’t let us.”

      “The computer is non-responsive. It’ll take hours to sort the nonsense out, and by the time they do, we will be long gone.”

      “This is not a system that work with personnel files, though. It’s a gun turret. Just a really big one.”

      Skull was less adventurous. “Brooks…just in case you can’t get the machinery to shut down properly, can you…?”

      “Blow it to hell and back?”

      “Well. Yes.”

      “I can scramble the system so that nothing works at all. It’ll take them days to fix it and it won’t be undoable. But it’ll set off alarms all over the control tower.”

      “Good. Do that. It’ll take their attention off Uncle and the folks heading to the hangar deck.”

      Underhill looked exasperated. “What about the order countermand?”

      Brooks let his shoulders sag as he brought his attention back to his squad mates. “It’s a neat plan, and I would like to make it happen, but your idea has way too many moving parts that we don’t understand and mine has a single monkey wrench. Let’s go with the simpler plan.”

      Underhill snapped her mouth closed and nodded once. The logic made sense even to her. “All right. What do we do?”

      “The battle ring pulls energy directly out of the Earth. It uses the planet’s gravitational and magnetic fields to extract what it needs. Don’t ask me how it does that…so we’re going to open a big river of energy through the system, use it to overload every single gun turret on the ring, and then order the turret capacitors to dump their loads all at once.”

      “That’ll blow every turret on this station.”

      “Exactly.”

      “All right, Genius. What do we do?”

      “Follow my instructions exactly and don’t ask questions. If we time this badly, we’ll be floating home. Big G, if you’re in there, now’s the time to let me know.”
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        * * *

      

      Genukh, or Big G as its human friends had been calling it lately, was still in there, isolated from the rest of the ship. Not entirely conscious in the nominal sense of the word, but neither dead nor merely sleeping, insensate. Genukh’s functionality wasn’t impaired, just partitioned from the rest of its vessel. After weeks of this situation, Genukh had learned the meaning of the human concepts of frustration, but it hadn’t yet been confined long enough for it to extend to related concepts like boredom. Genukh was by no means bored, for it had a fascinating drama between humans and Sleer to analyze and observe.

      Big G was now, after weeks of different inputs, becoming quite distinct as an intelligence in its own right, compared to its home kernel stored aboard the Alien Megastructure-1, which the humans had dubbed AMS-1, or its computer, which they had taken to calling Little G. Its first observation, that Fleet Lord Nazerian had managed to turn it off, to sever it from its connection to the battle ring was a surprise. And the concept of astonishment was one that had worn off since but not been forgotten. Genukh had had no idea that such a device as that even existed on board the battle ring…or aboard any battle ring. The line of thought led it down a jungle path of questioning and inquiry, laden with trip vines and low branches, a million places to get stuck and have to backtrack, to find a better mental trail. While Big G sat and thought and made myriad contingency plans for what it might do should it be returned to full functionality, it used a portion of its vast intellect to watch what Brooks and Rosenski were doing.

      Especially Brooks.

      Whatever natural gifts Simon Brooks had, he had advanced much more quickly in his study of Sleer technology and control system than Genukh had ever anticipated, or even been able to imagine. Not that imagination was a thing that the supercomputer had ever been able to achieve properly but it was able to construct countless scenarios given certain facts and factor in variables. Brooks was a variable he had never encountered before.

      Had Genukh been able to properly communicate with Fleet Lord Nazerian he might have been inclined to warn him of the impending damage to his command. It would have been vital to alert him thusly. Preservation and defense of the battle ring was her prime directive after all. Unfortunately, Genukh wasn’t able to do much at all, even though she could still observe what was going on, she merely had no faculties with which to act. But her electronic brain was quite active and understood the danger…and the opportunity.

      She couldn’t talk to Brooks as she once had but she could potentially communicate with the human.

      
        
        Brooks.

      

        

      
        Wait. Genukh? Big G? Is that you?

      

        

      
        In a manner of speaking. I can see what you intend. I cannot allow you to destroy this facility.

      

        

      
        Yeah, well, I can’t allow this facility to fire its guns on my home world, now can I?

      

        

      
        No. Nor should you. But what you are doing will result in greater destruction than you realize.

      

        

      
        If you have an idea, I am listening.

      

        

      
        I can scramble the mission order and arrange for manual controls to be disabled as well. But there is a better way that avoids damage to the ring’s battle systems, if all you want to achieve is escape while nullifying Nazerian’s orders.

      

        

      
        I’m listening.

      

        

      
        Do you still want that scouting vessel?

      

        

      
        The Cyclops? Of course!

      

        

      
        Then listen very closely and follow my instructions exactly…
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        * * *

      

      “Brooks? Brooks! Earth to Genius, where are you?”

      Brooks dully heard Skull’s voice pierce his brain fog. He blinked once…twice…three times…and found that he was standing up, leaning over the console, his hands buried into the console up to his elbows. He twisted his head to see more of his environment. More of the neural interface fibers had strung themselves to his suit. It looked like there were direct feeds coming out of his helmet as well as his gloves. When had that happened? He couldn’t remember doing it. “What?”

      “Brooks, we need you! What do we do next?” Underhill yelled over the whine of the machinery’s building stress.

      The overload was still in progress; he felt the whine of each bank of generators, in his teeth. They were pushing their limits already, the core tap deep inside the planet feeding the system as much energy as it would need to create a force chamber explosion. That done, the surge would flow from bank to bank to bank, popping capacitors like grapes in a two-year old’s fist. He concentrated on remembering what he’d been doing.

      And then Big G’s plan came to him, fully formed and filled with intricate details. They were doing it wrong. “Shut it down.”

      “What? We just spent half an hour setting it up.”

      “Yes, and now we need to shut it down. I have a better idea.”

      “Which is what?”

      “I’m going into the defense grid and telling it that every Sleer officer is an enemy of the ring. And every defense bot in the ring will, of course, want to defend its home against the intruders. And that means…”

      Underhill grinned evilly behind her helmet. “They’ll attack every officer they find. Slick.”

      “Simon, you are an officer! They’ll try to kill you too,” Skull pointed out.

      “And while they are, we run like hell to the mecha bay and meet up with Rosenski and her team. There’s a Zalamb Trool-class scout fully prepped and waiting for us.”

      “A what?”

      “Rosenski called it the Cyclops. A scout ship. It’s been built, it’s been prepped by the bots, and it’s ready to fly. We just need to get there before another crew does. And since crews tend to be officers…”

      “I get it.” Underhill paused. “That’s ridiculous.”

      “Exactly. That’s why this is going to work.”
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      At this final stage of the mission—assuming this was the mission, which was something that he was coming to doubt more and more—Fairchild was coming to wonder what exactly he’d signed up for.

      It had seemed simple enough pacing in front of General Eisenberg what seemed like month ago. Climb the spoke. Enter the ring. Retrieve Brooks and Rosenski. Get the squadron reinstated. It didn’t matter that his actual job was to fly a fancy aircraft, the most complex and dangerous weapon invented on the planet that wasn’t actually supposed to explode as part of its job description. All that mattered was that he’d sent a rookie and an ace into harm’s way. Yes, he’d ordered them to hang back and learn all they could about the battle ring, its function, it’s history, and the Sleer who had built it. Details were a bit fuzzy on that last point. Brooks had a habit of launching into tangential expositions when directed to answer a question, but he communicated what needed to be said. Rosenski was keeping him focused that way. But Frau Butcher had her own baggage to work through, and it could be that she was pulling a few of Brooks’s more agitating habits out of his head while not imparting any of her own good habits to him.

      A month after they’d parted, Fairchild wasn’t sure he recognized either of them. He was somewhere between awed and aghast at the changes that had come over Simon in particular. Brooks was a great big nerd on the best of days, but he’d somehow learned to read and speak the Sleer language; even with the help his implants gave the rest of them, that was a hell of an accomplishment. He dove into databases, picked out the salient bits he needed to do his job, and then threw them into others’ laps. He was even becoming familiar with the enemy’s gear.

      Fairchild was wondering now whether he wouldn’t just be happier wandering around on this massive megastructure for the next twenty years. All of it worried him. That said, Brooks was quickly becoming the most important member of his team and not because of his fighting skills. Uncle wondered where it would end. He wondered if Brooks would refuse to leave when the time came.

      His map display beeped and flashed. Mark Janus was on point and had apparently led them down a dead end. Fairchild called him on it; Janus checked his bearings, then reversed course and took the correct hallways. It didn’t help any of them that the battle ring was clearly related to Ascension in terms of design techniques, but it looked so different that it became confusing. Ascension was designed to house a massive piece of machinery, namely the cargo pods that the ship had released on its own on its maiden flight, and then reconfigured itself into a new design that the crew had taken a month to remap. This orbital ring was built to house thousands of ships Ascension’s size and used connecting passageways, elevators, lifts, ramps, and compartments that resembled ten-lane highways farther than anything they’d seen on the AMS-1 or even encountered in human geography. It was bad enough the Sleer designed their ships and space stations to conform to the needs of their giant battlers and other weaponry, but at least the humans had figured out how to turn their ship into something like a human scale. There was nothing on the ring that came close. Nothing human about this scale. Not even the rooms and common areas that were designed for human-sized people. That refugee city, for example, was clearly meant to house new arrivals, but why did they build it so big? Worse, how many cities like that were already built on the various decks just waiting to be activated and filled with Sleer?

      One thing that Brooks had been completely right about: the Sleer implants were nothing less than magical in their effects. Ray felt great now that his body had had some time to adapt to the microbes that maintained his health. They’d been walking for hours, and wearing the heavy Sleer armor as well, while Fairchild barely felt the weight, much less fatigue. Granted, the suits had batteries powering them, and that should have helped, but not like this. He had everything short of crosshairs appearing on his corneas.

      A section of the display changed color from cool green to warning amber. A gravelly voice spoke in his ears as he called the others to halt. “Warning. You are entering a restricted area. Identify with unit ID to continue.”

      Fairchild scanned the corridor that lay before them. It was the rear entrance to the hospital that Brooks pointed out. The layer of secondary and tertiary security codes were meant to apply to the bio-lab, which was by design a secure facility. No matter how they approached, this was going to be how they were met.

      “Here we go.” He breathed and plugged his implants into the feed. All at once, he was assaulted by a flow of data that he neither understood nor recognized, and instantly regretted not taking more time to listen to Brooks’s operating instructions. He finally located what he thought were the correct codes and tapped the relay that acknowledged the warning. Suddenly, the display resumed its appearance. “Unit Identity confirmed. Access granted.”

      They continued but something had changed. Fairchild could smell it. Finally, Janus made a hand signal to stop and pointed toward the ceiling. Fairchild looked up to see heavy turrets emerge from the ceiling and walls. Apparently, they weren’t as secure as he liked. But they weren’t opening fire, either, which was more confusing than anything else.

      “Now what?” he asked no one in particular. “Do we pull our weapons? Do they shoot at us if we do? Or just keep moving?” Brooks wasn’t around to ask. Or was he?

      He toggled the command channel and clicked on Brooks’s ID, then waited as nothing happened. Fairchild grunted in disgust as he guessed that his implants weren’t sufficient to contact his apparent officer in charge. Fairchild withdrew the request, used the command channel, and requested permission to talk with the commanding officer, then waited.

      “Brooks.”

      “Simon, we’re being challenged,” Fairchild said. “If the authorization you arranged for us isn’t going to get us into that lab, then you’d better tell us about it toot freaking sweet.”

      “Uncle, you have everything you need to get into that facility, withdraw those prisoners, and get out. The only thing that can hold you back is…”

      Simon’s pause stretched to an interminable delay. Fairchild kept his eyes on the turrets the whole time. They weren’t shooting, but they weren’t withdrawing, either. “Well? Is what? Brooks! Is what?”

      “Is someone else on the feed, overriding my commands. Uncle, you might want to rethink your—”

      The turrets opened fire and things happened very quickly, nearly simultaneously. The warning section of the map they were using blanked out, blaring a warbling high-pitched tone, and the green section now flashed an angry red. Fairchild watched the spots on the map explode into a flurry of pissed-off red dots, which he took to be static defense turrets that were deploying.

      He popped up, saw the aiming lasers sweep the corridor, and knew that his rescue op was going to be far more work than he’d planned. “Cover up!” he yelled as he slipped into an alcove and watched Norton, Janus, and Frost do the same. He peered out just as a flurry of energy bolts sizzled past, striking walls and floors, and then stopping as the automated system lost their targets. According to the map, the alcoves continued right to the door. But defense drones couldn’t be far behind, so they had to work quickly.

      He pulled the energy rifle out of its holding area on his back and watched it come to life in his hands. Everything was automatic with the Sleer. Made sense…God knew it kept prep times to a minimum. He swapped his face display out for a HUD mode and watched gleefully as the system actually helped him aim his weapon. “One by one, leapfrog as you pass cover. Norton, Janus, Frost, me. Go!”

      Ray leaned out, rifle in hand, and pulled the trigger, one by one, snapping out shots that broke against the turrets. The good news was that the turrets weren’t particularly well armored. The bad news was that there were a lot of them. He managed to take out two and hit three more in the time it took Frost and Norton to move up one alcove each. Then, the game intensified as they both added their shooting to the gallery. Ray slipped out from one hiding spot and raced toward the next one down the line.

      They kept going, alcove by alcove, until the last turrets were a broken hunk of metal and molecular circuits. They found themselves at a heavily armored door, which Frost was using his command gauntlets to try to open. “How does Brooks do it again? I don’t remember!”

      “Brooks!” Fairchild yelled as he opened his command channel again. “The turrets are down and now we need entry into the lab.”

      No answer, not even the hiss of the silent channel. But the lock cycled properly and the heavy, armored door slid open on its hinges without making a sound. Good news, whatever it was.

      “Norton, you’re on point.”

      Norton moved up, checking his danger spaces as he proceeded. They found themselves in an antechamber with computers everywhere, another set of armored doors, a wide chamber with glass windows, and what looked like equipment lockers inside. “What do you think? Safety room?”

      “Decontamination room, I’d bet,” Frost guessed. He ran his hands along the console, found a set of recessed areas where gauntlets might fit and tried his luck again. This time it worked and the nano fibers connected his implants to the machinery without fuss. Above him, a holographic display rose to show them the room they were in and then flipped around to reveal an entire warren of secure passageways. “Luckily the whole place is empty except for this area here,” he said. A storage room lit up into an orange color. “Fifty-nine subjects, listed as ‘New Experimental Animals,’ retrieved from the control spoke a few days ago. It has to be our people.”

      “And how do we get them out of here?” Janus asked.

      “That’s another story completely,” Norton said. “There’s no exit. And that doesn’t look like a general population holding area to me.”

      Frost concentrated on clarifying his data and sagged. “He’s right. They’re in deep freeze. And…crap.”

      Uncle was beginning to lose patience. “What? Tell me what!”

      “They’re on ice. See these? Those look like vital sign monitors to me. And those are the heart beats and respiration of people who are essentially dead. Let me see if I can…there you go…units frozen for transportation.”

      “So now we need a cargo sled.”

      “Multiple sleds. These storage units are huge and not exactly man portable even with the new gear.”

      “Fuck.”

      “At least.” Frost raised his head. “Plan B?”

      Ray thought furiously, rubbing his fingertips together, taking a few steps in one direction then reversing the pattern. “The freezing storage area. How far inside the ring is it?”

      “It’s…it’s got its own airlock, doesn’t it?” Frost agreed and showed them on the monitor.

      “Find those controls, push those canisters out the back door and tag them so that we know where to retrieve them when our pilots find a ship.”

      “Assuming all that can be made to happen,” Norton pointed out.

      “That’s my problem. Grandpa, let’s get her done.”

      “Doing. Doing…done! That’s your suit’s command frequency, and this is the code you use to open those doors.” Frost withdrew from the system, breathing heard and beads of sweat rolling down his face. “That’s surprisingly fun,” he said. “These implants can get addictive as hell.”

      “Good job. Now, get us there in as few steps as possible.”

      “That’s easy…down this corridor, up that lift to the second floor from the top, then through these armored hatches. Then you—”

      “Frost. Just put a tag on our maps.” Within seconds, it was done. Fairchild spent a moment zooming in and out, making sure he could identify the route on his own display. “Thank you.”

      They followed Frost’s mapped route, ducking through hatches and closing them off behind them to keep from being blindsided in a corridor. The truth was that open space seemed to be the order of the day in this section of the hospital. Wide corridors and gentle ramps brought them from one section to another. Frost seemed to be getting a fair amount of on-the-job training in the use of his Sleer command methods. So far, there wasn’t a single accessway he hadn’t been able to open, given time and a bunch of swear words. “Remind me to get you a proper set of lock picks once we get back to base. For your birthday or something,” Fairchild said.

      “I actually have a set somewhere in my locker on South Pico Island. Nice ones, too. Titanium-plated copper core. I can open anything except a combination lock with those. My hearing isn’t good enough for the fancy tumbler jobs.”

      “That figures.”

      “If you old guys want to get to it, the freezers ought to be right behind that door,” Norton interrupted.

      “I’ll show you how old I am when I paddle your fanny, junior,” Frost grunted, and reached to the lock. This last door was impressive, a cross between a bank vault and an emergency pressure iris. The mechanism whirred to life and the heavy slab of metal and armor composites slid aside silently.

      Frost took a step back. “That wasn’t me.”

      “I figured not. Norton.” Fairchild nodded to the space and Norton checked his weapons before ducking through the portal and swinging wide, checking his space to the left and then reversing to do the same with the other side. He gave an all clear sign and moved forward.

      They entered a wide room, well-lit and spacious, dominated by racks of armored hatches, barely one meter square. The racks housed a dozen of them in each row, and the rows formed columns which rose for a very long way indeed. Miniature displays perked up as they approached slowly. A programmed response by someone with Sleer implants being noticed in proximity to the gear, Ray assumed.

      “Is this them?”

      “As far as I can tell?” Norton pointed upwards. “Ten rows up are sealed. The rest are closed but no matching displays. “About a hundred, hundred twenty units.”

      “All of them from South Pico Island?”

      “Not all of them.” The alien voice in Fairchild’s headset sounded close enough to be breathing in his ear. He spun, weapon up, and saw them.

      Six of them, fitted out in Sleer armor, and unlike the suits that the Hornets were now wearing, their armor actually fit them perfectly, like it was a set of clothes. Like it was skin. The leader reached up, twisted his helmet and pulled it off, then slung it behind him on a hook that Fairchild couldn’t recall seeing on his own armor. The Sleer looked unlike Nazerian, with darker crown feathers and greenish compound eyes that blinked as he watched.

      Uncle understood two things: if these soldiers wanted him and his men dead, they’d be dead; and there was no other way out of here that he could see. If Brooks was right and this dude was overriding his commands at every turn, their options were few indeed.
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      Ray Fairchild stared at the Sleer officer. Had to be an officer. He had the same armor as his Hornets did except that that they knew how to use it at peak efficacy and understood small ground unit tactics in a way that his people did not. Now if they’d all been in battlers or Ravens…well, that wasn’t going to happen. A new plan needed to come around and fast.

      The Sleer for their stolid manner seemed like statues as they raised their heavy weapons to a ready position and moved out to flank the humans. Fairchild switched channels and tagged Norton. “Bob, contact Brooks and Rosenski, find out where they are and tell them we need to meet here. That airlock. Pronto.”

      “Roger that, Uncle.”

      That done, Ray got to business. Time to stall. “Where is Tall Lord Nazerian?” he demanded.

      “Fleet Lord Nazerian is in the control tower. He is always in the control tower. But I can deal with you in the interim.” The Sleer’s voice spoke in the alien’s native language, which sounded like hissing and clicking, pops and gurgles. The vocoder slaved to his armor spoke in a bass monotone. He wondered what his own voice rendered into the Sleer tongue sounded like and realized he was losing focus. Feeling helpless, like he had in the transport capsule weeks ago. Not an option.

      “Tell him I want to talk.”

      “He knows. He sent me.”

      “And who are you?”

      “Battle Lord Kessiduss. We met on your red planet. Do you remember?”

      “Not really. We were in ships and everything happened very fast.”

      “Yes. This is true. Honestly, we didn’t think you would survive. You surprised us. You always surprise us. Nazerian is concerned about this. I agree with him.”

      “Be that as it may,” Fairchild said, jerking his thumb back to indicate the freezers, “we demand that you release these human prisoners and let us take them home.”

      “Home. Back to Impact Island, you mean.”

      “We call it South Pico Island. But it was the AMS-1’s impact point, yes.”

      Kessiduss headed further into the lab, brushing past the humans and his own Sleer to stop in front of the freezer rack. “Why beg for their lives? They were not good fighters. How do you recruit nest defenders of such low quality? I would think that ten years of practice would make them good soldiers, but all they did was flee from us.”

      Fairchild felt bile rising in his throat. What the hell kind of people were these? “They fought badly because they are civilians. They are not soldiers. They were never trained to fight. You wouldn’t have captured trained fighters so easily.”

      “Maybe not. I think we will keep them just the same. You may join them if you like. Plenty of room in the racks for more biological samples, it would seem.” As if to punctuate his point, Kessiduss pointed to a section of freezer units with open canopies.

      “Why?”

      “First, watch the enemy. Study them. See how they respond to varied environments. Stress. Situations. You do the same.”

      “You’re stalling,” Fairchild said. “Why?”

      “I am curious about you primates. I agreed to capture them because I wanted to see if I could attract you to help them. That happens with mammals. Big brains, very soft, very squishy. Very…emotional. Shall we test that?”

      “How?”

      “I will let them all go if you four enter freezers on your own.” He waved his arms to encompass the entirety of the freezer racks. “Right now. You for them. All of them. Deal?”

      “We can’t trust you. You might seal us in and then keep the others as well.”

      “True…no trust between us, not yet. So let us make trust. Just one of you for ten of them. Right now.”

      “Which one?”

      “Any one. Primates are primates to my mind.”

      The command channel clicked on with a buzz. Frost’s voice sounded rough, but determined. “I’ll do it, Ray. Get these people out of here.”

      “You’re staying right where you are, Grandpa. I have this.”

      “With respect, Ray…what are we waiting for?”

      It was a good question; what were they waiting for? Four against six weren’t the best odds but they weren’t awful. As if on cue, Fairchild felt a deep throbbing beneath their feet, as if a herd of buffalo were running along the deck below them. Within seconds, alarms sounded all over the station and Ray knew that Brooks had managed to do something spectacularly dangerous.

      “No deal!” he yelled. Uncle pulled his rifle from its charging socket and held down the trigger as blue bolts flew from the muzzle, hosing both Kessiduss and the control panels behind him. The rest of the Hornets took their cues from their CO and Frost, Janus, and Norton all followed suit, spraying the area with their heavy rifles as Sleer soldiers dove for cover. All but Kessiduss who merely turned his back on his attackers. An energy shield deployed between him and Fairchild, tagged to the Sleer’s armored forearm. As Ray tagged him with more shots from the rifle, he could see the partition was extended further from the officer’s armor. Kessiduss hunched over, letting his armor take the brunt of the assault as he rather leisurely tugged his helmet back into place.

      Then the Hornet’s ammo ran out. It took all of two seconds for Kessidus to pop terrifying looking claws out of the backs of his gauntlets and launch himself at Fairchild. Ray dodged the attack, barely, but found that his body hadn’t quite gotten used to the new environment. His suit was detecting the attack and trying to move him out of the way of its own accord. Brooks hadn’t said it might do that. Hell, he hadn’t even asked him if it were possible. Kessiduss sure as hell wasn’t telling his suit to maneuver, so what the…

      “Uncle!” Brooks’s voice, choppy but readable, came through his earphones. “We’re meeting you in a minute! Let your suits do the work.”

      “What does that mean?” Ray barely had time to ask the question allowed when he realized that whatever the suits were doing, they had Brooks to thank for it. Again. He popped a channel to the rest of the squad. “Let it happen, boys. We’re going for a ride.” Then he tried to set his brain to neutral and allow the suit to do the work.

      The suits dodged two more attacks from Kessiduss, and the Hornets saw similar results from their attackers. Two of the Sleer were standing back, rifles at the ready, prepared to pick off anyone who might find a way to puncture one of their squad-mate’s defenses.

      Fairchild’s face plate flashed red yet again, and Uncle started to wonder why they were still alive, when motion at the lab door drew his attention. A dozen robot drones, very much like the stick figure robot they’d been scolded by at the tam station, marched in, all armed with blasters cradled in their arms. Reinforcements. Ray’s stomach turned as he realized he’d led his troops into a trap and they were very probably going to die here. Goddamn it to—

      The lead robot yelled something in Sleer that did not translate. As a group, they deployed into a firing line and pointed their weapons straight at Kessiduss. Then, they opened fire.

      The spectacle lasted only a few seconds and successfully took Uncle’s attention away from trying to control-not-control his armor to let the suit AI do the work. Without thinking, the Hornets ran for the door, jumped, climbed the wall with their boot toes and stuck there, standing as if on any upright platform.

      New bullets appeared on Uncle’s HUD followed by a clink of a relay and the hum beneath his feet as if his boots were quivering. The far wall split open, drawing Kessiduss, his squad, and the attacking drones out into space, in a whoosh of expelled air that barely budged the Hornets.

      Fairchild regained control over his suit enough to stagger and walk to the lip of the still open hatch, then bend down far enough to look through it. A Sleer shuttle lay less than fifty meters away, with its door wide open and an armored figured beckoning them forward.

      “Come on, Uncle,” he heard Rosenski say. “They’re pissed off and distracted but it won’t go on for long. Sleer battle dress can fly a little.”

      All right, then. “What do we do?”

      He heard Valri answer. “Jump! Now! We’ll catch you, I promise.”

      He jumped.
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      Sleer battle dress wasn’t meant to be used in microgravity but the suits were sealed environments and the four Hornets all had zero gravity training during basic flight. They pushed off from the lip of the airlock and kept their bodies straight, flying and falling toward the shuttle. And some shuttle it was too. Seventy meters long with stubby wings and flaring thrusters aft. No weapons, but a big sensor dome gave it a pug-nosed look.

      “It’s nowhere near as unique as the Beast was…” Valri began.

      “Unique, hell, that thing was a freaking science project,” Dance said. Her short hair floated around her face and she tried to blow the strands out of her eyes every few seconds. “This is way cooler!”

      Fairchild watched as Norton, Frost, and Janus pulled themselves aboard. They would have to wait until the door was closed to pressurize the cabin. “Where are Brooks and company?”

      “If they followed instructions…” Rosenski began.

      Valri shook her head. “She means if we followed their instructions, we’ll meet up with them in about five minutes.”

      “Why? What happened?”

      Rosenski waved her hand for attention. “Come up front, Uncle. With all due respect, I’m a fighter pilot, not a chauffeur. I can use some help driving this bus.”

      Fairchild used handles and footholds to approach. There wasn’t even a security door between the flight deck and the passenger section. The Sleer clearly did not waste time or effort building security into ships they expected to lose by the dozen. Or the hundred. Maybe the thousand. They’d seen that Sleer took huge chances with their own troops’ safety and well-being that even the most careless UEF commander would consider overly aggressive, even if they got the job done.

      He slid into the co-pilot’s couch and noted the lack of harness or even seat belts. But he felt his battle dress locking into place, securing him to his seat. “How’s Brooks holding up?”

      “He worries me.”

      Uncle snapped his head around. “No joke? What happened?”

      She exhaled sharply and frowned. “It’s complicated. His technical skills are frighteningly effective. He’s gone way past where I am, and he’s learning more about that station by leaps and bounds. He left me miles back weeks ago. But I’m afraid he’s losing himself in discovering new things about the ring.”

      Fairchild considered it. Brooks was a natural techie, eager to learn and happy to devote his entire day and night to absorbing new knowledge on just about every subject. When he found something he felt genuine interest in, he became unstoppable. Fairchild’s biggest problem managing him as a soldier was convincing him to let his squadron mates into his private bubble. But in a world where machinery did your bidding just by your thinking about it… “You think he’s gone native?”

      “I think he is sharing something with that AI that resembles intimacy. Hell, what he has with Big G may be the deepest relationship he’s ever had with anyone.” She paused and frowned as she studied the scope. “We have company.”

      “Brooks and company?”

      “No, Sleer fighters. Approaching from two-six-one, and they’re fast. It’ll be close.”

      “Acknowledged. Now tell me more about this relationship he has with the machine.”

      She took a moment to correct the shuttle’s course. “Back on the ring before we parted ways the first time, I got the sense that Genukh was more feminine than she was letting on. Don’t ask me to explain it. Just a feeling that it was more feminine than not. More than your typical non-binary individual who presents as a guy. The androgynous voice didn’t help, so I asked her to change her voice and she did. You couldn’t tell that she’s anything other than a human woman except maybe by her choice of words. And she’s been getting deeper and deeper into Simon’s head since that happened. Like they’re simpatico or something.”

      “You think it’s his implants.” A statement, not a question.

      “I don’t know. He and I have the same ones. But she doesn’t respond to me anything like how she does to him. It’s off-putting as hell is what it is. He could at least talk to me the way he talks to her.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Lieutenant. I’m not involved with a sexy computer and you don’t really do it for me, either,” Frost growled.

      Valri gave him a dirty look but Frau Butcher took it with a smirk and a nod. “I know. This gear makes me look like an eight-foot-tall blob. Damn it.”

      Valri stuck her head in between them. “You sure they’re the same? Exactly the same?”

      “What the implants? Yeah, why wouldn’t they be?”

      Valri laughed evilly. “Honey, who suggested the implants?”

      “She did.”

      “And who performed the operation?”

      “She did.”

      “And who told you that you were getting the same gear?”

      “She did…oh, fuck me.”

      Valri snapped her fingers. “Exactly. He might just have a natural affinity for dealing with her or she may have given him the extra version. If that AI is as smart as you say she is, I’ll bet she has plans for Simon Brooks that don’t include the rest of us.”

      “All right,” Ray said. “The big question is this: do we trust Simon to put us before the machinery?”

      “Well, he did get us this sweet ride,” Rosenski allowed. “Speaking of which…” she reached out and toggled a holographic display. “These control gauntlets are beyond amazing once you learn how to use them.” Then in a louder voice, “Simon, this is Hornet One. Where are you?”

      Brooks’s voice emerged from the speakers above their heads. “I’m on your six. Set your thrusters to neutral and I’ll take care of everything.”

      “Fact is,” she murmured as she set the controls, “I do trust him with my life. And for the time being, Commander, that’s enough for me.”

      On the screen, they watched as the Sleer ship came up from behind and swallowed them.
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      Frances Underhill didn’t know what exactly to make of Simon Brooks, except for the fact that he made her skin crawl.

      And it wasn’t anything he was doing, either. He was bright, he was friendly, he never frowned except in concentration. He was respectful. He was exactly the kind of man you wanted your little sister to bring home with her at the end of a date. But when he’d gone away for that short time while arranging what she and Skull thought was the destruction of every weapon system aboard the battle ring, she’d gotten a glimpse of something else living in his head with him. Underhill did not like that one bit.

      The three of them had arrived at the gunnery station, and they’d all plugged in to the mission ordering system. Brooks gave instructions and she and Skellington relayed their discoveries back to him. One step followed another, everything had a particular sequence and needed to be properly timed for the cascade of destruction to work. There were so many safeties and fail-safes to override, avoid, or flat out wreck in the process it made her head swim.

      And then something happened to Brooks. Dozens more cables rose out of the console, snagged connection points on his suit’s helmet collar and upper arms, and Brooks had…thrashed, bounced, and then frozen, statue-like as she and Skull stared at each other. What to do? Was Brooks okay? Was he dead? Had he intercepted some manner of deadly computer protocol? A machine virus? Where his implants malfunctioning?

      It didn’t last long…certainly less than a full minute…but the experience had shaken Skull and scared the shit out of her. She’d shouted at him over and over, her own gloves stuck inside the interface making her unable to approach him or even move. Finally, he’d come back to them, bit by bit, like a sleeper awakening after an intensely realistic dream. Underhill knew the OMP had certain chemicals they liked to use during serious interrogations, which carried considerable side effects.

      He’d seemed fine…but then he’d completely reversed his orders to her and Skull and declared a brand-new plan in effect.

      They reset the machinery, mapped the shortest distance to the hangar bay where the Scout vessel awaited, and ran like hell. She pipped her map with tags to warn her of approachng enemy soldiers, but what she saw was a type of chaos more profound than anything she’d seen in her military experience. The wide corridors were filled with ranks of defense drones, tall, bipedal monstrosities that ran about on ostrich-like legs, double cannons mounted on top of their round bodies while small caliber chain gun turrets emerged below, giving them bristly chins. And they were shooting at the Sleer? Not all of them. As Brook said, it was just the officers. The captains more specifically, anything higher ranking than Brooks himself, and one assumed, Sara Rosenski.

      The Sleer were completely surprised. If a tenth of what she’d heard from the Hornets were true, they would shake it off, re-organize, and respond with extreme violence of their own, but that would take time.

      Brooks raced down hallways, turning, sprinting and leaping up ramps and into lifts at extreme speeds, faster than she and Skull could keep up. Finally, he stopped at a massive hatch, tweaked the plate with his gauntlet and she gawked as the heavy door slid open to reveal a fleet of ships.

      Well, a fleet of small ships, anyway. Shuttles lay in long rows, immobile and powered down in their launch gantries. Tall columns of small dart-like fighters lined the walls and hemispherical drop ships sat in their own storage racks near the ceiling. Dominating the room was a five-hundred-meter-long vessel that drones were finishing their work on; loaders retracted from a series of rear mounted hatches which closed as they arrived. Brooks sprinted up the gangway and disappeared through the hatch. Underhill and Skull followed. She made sure she was the last one in and closed the hatch behind her. That at least worked as expected.

      They used their map displays to navigate to the bridge and found Brooks already seated in a command chair that occupied the center of the room. Two positions up front were available. She took the one the left hoping to get the weapons systems but was rewarded with navigation and communications while Skull sat opposite her. It wasn’t that different from what they’d seen used in UEF training seminars.

      All three of them hooked their gauntlets into live control systems and displays erupted all over the bridge. In minutes, they’d found ways to turn every internal system on and the heavy iron, the engines, and power systems were already making their power known to them. Brooks put his gauntlets into the exposed interfaces in the couch’s arm rests. He even giggled, a high-pitched giggle that drew Underhill’s hackles right out of her soul.

      Skull heard it too. He craned his helmet around to see if his ersatz CO was insane or merely giddy. “Brooks! You’re freaking us out! Just give the orders, we can follow them.”

      Brooks got himself back under control. “Fine. Underhill.”

      “Sir.” It miffed her to have to refer to him by title, but he was in the commander’s chair, and he did know more about the situation than she, even if she was a rank higher than him.

      “Rosenski is picking up Uncle, Norton, Frost, and Janus right now. That’s their trajectory. These are the coordinates for the optimum course. Engines are powering up. Gravitic thrusters are online. And the bay door is opening…now.”

      As he spoke, the massive bay doors began to roll open. They barely felt the ship wobble beneath them as the gravitic thrusters pushed the heavy vessel up on a bed of anti-gravity and nudged it toward the exit. Brooks showed that he wasn’t the pilot he thought he was…the ship’s nose crashed into the right-hand door and the lateral spin tossed them around. A rear engine pod knocked against the left door and the ship fell into space. It took work, but finally they got under way.

      “Might need a bit of practice running this monster. Sir.” Underhill murmured.

      “Plenty of time for that. Let’s get our people.”

      The Zalamb Trool scout ship closed on the Hornet’s shuttle. With a deft demonstration of tractor fields and docking maneuvers, the ship dragged the shuttle into its cavernous hangar bay. What they couldn’t do was avoid the shuttle’s pursuers. Two hundred fighters approaching their own firing positions.

      “What do we do now?” Brooks asked, smiling. His face fell as he realized the situation. “Shit, what do we do now? Ideas? Anyone?”

      Underhill shared a brief look with Skull. Whatever spell Brooks was working under was now apparently broken. He was back to the eager but guileless nerd who was great with machines but lacked a certain rapport with human beings.

      Skull recovered first, directing his attention to the engines and power systems. “Full power is available. Engines…maxed out. We need somewhere to go.”

      “Brooks!” called a familiar voice.

      Brooks spun around in his fancy command chair and his face brightened again. “Uncle!”

      “You are relieved, Lieutenant.”

      Brooks frowned. “Relieved? I—” Then he looked around and what little remained of military protocol in his head reasserted itself. “Right. I stand relieved.” He stood and moved to the side as Fairchild arrived and took his spot on the bridge.

      “Permission to save our asses, Captain Gibb?”

      Valri came forward. “Permission granted. All hands, take your stations.” They shuffled around a bit, but settled on Valri taking the big chair in the name of familiarity, while Fairchild took the command pilot and Janus took the copilot stations. The rest sorted themselves out much as they had on the Beast. Valri figured out how to use her implants to direct people with particular skill sets where they might most be needed. Which left Rosenski and Brooks back near the rear of the compartment. “Mr. Brooks, if you can talk to the comm net and find out the last known position of the AMS-1…”

      “On it, Captain.” Brooks fell back into old habits, delving into the computers partly to follow orders and partly to avoid having to explain himself to the others.

      “Status report!” Valri called out. “Sensors, what are we dealing with?”

      “If I’m reading these instruments correctly, we have a cloud of two hundred plus fighters closing rapidly to our rear. No larger vessels that I can see.”

      “What about the ring? Are they arming their weapons?”

      “No, sir. In fact, the core tap and their reactive furnaces are offline. Hell, if this is correct, the entire structure is offline. They’re not powering up anything for a while.”

      “Mr. Brooks? What did you do?”

      “I had a conversation with Genukh and followed her instructions. She seemed to think that popping every turret on the station would be bad for our long-term future. In the short term—”

      The ship bucked around them. “Fighters opening fire,” Skull said.

      “Weapon officers, let’s give them something to remember us by. Brooks, where do we go?”

      Frost and Norton grunted comments to each other as they dug their gauntlets into the weaponry. There were no turrets on such a small ship meant to spy on fleets rather that fight off anything in a protracted slugfest. But they did have fifty small laser mounts scattered across the hull. They were perfect for warding off small, fast targets like fighters. “Engaging targets,” Frost called.

      All around them, Sleer fighters died as the lasers tracked and fired at targets of opportunity. Directing each of the mounts in turns all at the same time was impossible for two people not fully familiar with the system, but the ship’s computer understood the problem and moved to take over.

      “Brooks!”

      The sensor logs appeared before Brooks’s eyes one after another going back weeks…going back months, so when the system first deployed. “Saturn!” he yelled. “The AMS-1 made a spatial transition weeks ago and they were heading toward Saturn when they left. There’s no evidence of a refold. Yes. Saturn.”

      Valri cleared her throat. “Mr. Fairchild, make your course…”

      “Saturn. I got it, Valri! Janus, throttle up in five, four, three, two, one…go!

      Fairchild and Janus worked in tandem to bring their captain’s orders to fruition. The scout ship’s reaction furnaces ignited and routed power throughout the ship. Her engines flared and the ship leaped forward, the Earth and her moon shrinking in size as they watched.

      “Twenty-six percent of light speed,” Janus marveled. “Ho-ly. Crap.”

      “Slip us into orbit around Enceladus,” Fairchild ordered. “That moon is spewing out ice crystals; it’ll help obscure the sensors of anyone who comes looking. We’ll figure out a next step when we can do some proper recon of the various moons.”

      “Eighty-two of them, it’ll take some doing.”

      “Not Saturn Base?”

      “No. That would be the first place pursuers would look. Plus, if Rojetnick did take the AMS-1 there, the last thing they need is for us to lead the lizards straight to their door.”

      “That’s fine, we have nowhere else to go,” Valri said. “No offense, Commander…but I don’t think your squadron is getting reinstated today.” She gripped his shoulder and gave it a hard squeeze. He reached up to cover her hand with his own, a moment of human contact. He might have done more—her skin was cool and dry and contrasted with his own, damp with anxiety—but the console chimed for attention and the moment ended.

      Uncle stared straight ahead, the sad fact of the matter stealing what little joy he found in the situation. He’d located his two crewmen, yes, and they had managed to escape capture while throwing a monkey wrench in the enemy’s plans. But Earth was still a planet in the opening stages of colonization by an alien race and their only ally was somewhere ahead of them, hiding in a self-contained miniature solar system that could take months to properly search.

      “No. I think not,” he agreed.
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      “You had a single task, Kessiduss,” Nazerian snarled. “One task.”

      His officer in charge wasn’t wrong, even if Kessiduss felt a need to impart certain nuances of the situation that he’d undertaken. “With respect, Fleet Lord, I achieved my single task. I drove a ground assault on the mammals’ home island, retrieved a number of their population for study, transported them back to a secure biology lab, and managed to sow a fair amount of destruction to their primary war base. These cannot be ignored.”

      “I do not ignore them, Kessiduss. I merely ask why you allowed the infiltration team to escape. You could have simply added their numbers to the humans you already captured. Why didn’t you?

      Kessiduss took a moment to construct a proper answer. He’d seen Nazerian angry before, and the stress of losing Fleet Lord Belanniss to Genukh’s onslaught weeks ago couldn’t be making it any easier for him. But Kessiduss for all his lack of propriety was no less loyal to the empire or his commander than any other Sleer. “May I speak freely, my lord?”

      Nazerian took the posture of acquiescence. “Why not?”

      Kessiduss took the implied insult in stride and continued on. “My lord, you are not seeing the opportunity here. Not even when it is right in front of your eyes. Considering that you lost no time in filling the hole that Sselaniss’s destruction offered you, I find this especially surprising to me.”

      “Enlighten me, then. What am I missing?”

      “Nazerian, we’ve seen that these primates are no fools, even if they are foolish enough to believe that by learning how to use recovered Sleer technology, that they have actually mastered it. They clearly have almost no idea of what we can do to them if we decided to.”

      “Yes, but wiping out the biosphere of this world would wipe us out as well, given enough time,” Nazerian allowed. “Bad enough we may be in a similar situation ourselves. Zluur uses decidedly non-Sleer components in this battle ring. The controlling AI doesn’t act like any Sleer machine intelligence I’ve ever encountered. And recyclers…Skreesh technology…yes, it enabled the ring to form almost overnight, but…”

      Kessiduss nodded. “Exactly. We only emerge as the winners in this fight by acknowledging that we are out of our element. We will eventually master the battle ring. I’m sure of that. But mastering the natives only happens if we can figure out what they are like when they’re not under the threat of invasion.” He paused a moment and then said, “I have an idea. A plan that’s already been put into the opening phase. I think that if we can see it to its conclusion, we will gain exactly the information we need to defeat them mentally as well as physically.”

      Nazerian finally took a neutral, almost expectant posture. Kessiduss could practically see the wheels turning in the commander’s brain, figuring out his own needs and wondering what Kessiduss could possibly bring to help. The fleet needed reinforcements and resupply. Its ships needed repairs. And they need to increase their hold on the outer planets. What could Kessiduss do?

      “Tell me what you have in mind,” Nazerian said.

      “We need to learn how these mammals think. And to do that we need spies among them. We’ve tracked both the gun destroyer and the escaped Zalamb scout to this solar system’s gas giant with the prominent rings. It is my intention to modify our medical microbes such that a Sleer’s consciousness can ride upon a human’s. That done, we drop as many of these spies into the gun destroyer and on their world as we can muster. They will send back all the information we need on how their society works. With that, we use every tool we have to divide them mentally. They will attack each other before attacking us. The only reason they work together as effectively as they do is because their military government is so effective at manipulating their own psychological tendencies.”

      “I can open up this system to any rescue ships that are able to get here from across the empire. Home Nest is becoming desperate…too many people to move and too few ships or safe places to move them. But we could bring millions here and start with a fresh look at our overall plan to colonize this system. “How many of these spies…saboteurs…would you need?”

      “I have fifty-two of them being trained right now.” He gestured to the soldiers standing behind him. “But these five are ready to deploy at your order.”

      Dissessk, Gorssikken, Gern, Telk, and Gessen removed their helmets to show their impeccably human faces.

      “By your command, my lord.”
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