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 Prologue 

    Many millennia in the past, intelligent life appeared on Anixia. Capable of flight and having few predators, the species evolved as pacifists and devoted their energy to the sciences rather than defense. Their peaceful existence remained undisturbed for thousands of years.  

     An end to their tranquility was foreseen two hundred years ago by a bald eagle named Grey-seer, who revealed an ominous prophecy: 

    Anixia will soon be plagued by destructive creatures. 

    They will destroy the land's ability to support life. 

    To survive, the Anixians must make a two-hundred-year plan. 

    One that prepares the Anixians to survive while they await a featherless and wingless Anixian. 

    A wingless-featherless Anixian who will lead us back from the brink of despair. 

     The Anixians knew they must prepare for war even though they were not a warlike people. Over the subsequent years, they developed small spacecrafts and discovered faster than light speed travel. That enabled them to discover Earth, as well as an uninhabited planet comparable to Earth during its early Permian Period. The planet had a climate suitable for growing food and supporting animal life. It also had minerals that could be mined to manufacture what they would need to defend themselves. They named the planet Potoo, a bird that avoided detection by camouflage and stealth. Like its namesake, they used camouflage to make the parts of the planet that they utilized appear to be uninhabited. In addition, Potoo had an extensive asteroid field that allowed for undetectable manufacturing facilities. 

    These three discoveries formed the core of the Anixian’s two-hundred-year plan. They moved a sizable portion of their population and equipment to Potoo and began to grow food and plants for their pharmaceuticals, created manufacturing facilities within several of the asteroids, and conducted extensive research about the planet Earth. They found Earth's population intelligent, aggressive, and centuries behind Anixia in the sciences. The Anixian’s two-hundred-year plan had just begun to develop when the Tullizor, an intelligent life evolved from lizard-like animals, invaded Anixia, killing the people and poisoning the land with their missiles. The Anixians on Potoo built armed cruisers but their pacifistic nature made them unable to effectively wage war. In desperation, they built Oracle, an advanced artificial intelligence program, to pilot their cruisers and to defend their planet from the Tullizor. When that didn't work, they devised an incentive to enlist humans into their military: a cure from their existing lethal disease in exchange for enlistment into the Anixian military. The candidates had the necessary aggressive nature to fight the Tullizor; however, this solution had multiple weaknesses: 

    * Few of the human candidates had any military training, fewer had combat experience, and none had knowledge of spaceship warfare.  

    * The available candidates were limited to less than a few hundred per year, which was fewer than the losses incurred during the average Tullizor engagement, meaning they could not win a war of attrition with the Tullizor. 

    * The Tullizor were not the only warlike race in the area. 

    Consequently, the only hope of surviving was the appearance of a wingless Anixian without feathers. 

    

  


   
      

      

    [1] You Must Be Mistaken 

    I was surprised when Black Eagle, the leader of the Anixians, had not sent word for me to see him for over a week. Didn't he want to know what I had discovered on the expedition scouting nearby systems, or did he know from Oracle or some other source and was unhappy with what I did or didn't do? Just because I was satisfied with what we had accomplished did not mean he was equally satisfied. Maybe he was upset over the rumor I had started, that the Anixian's cures to our fatal diseases we received for joining the Anixian military were only effective for a finite amount of time.  

    When he did summon me, I was a nervous wreck and had a cruiser-sized headache by the time the lift deposited me on the shelf to his quarters. If I were in trouble, I rationalized it could have a good outcome. He could send me back to the fighter unit. Of course, it could have an unbelievably bad outcome if he decided to banish me, which would involve my being left to die on the abandoned, poisoned surface. 

    "Kayla, why are you so depressed looking?" My translation implant that continuously converted Black Eagle's beak clicks, trills, caws, and other sounds into understandable English jerked me out of my endless speculations. When I looked up, he sat in his normal chair; however, there were five other Anixians seated in the room, and judging by their robes, which displayed their house color and emblem and had silver trim on their hems, they were the leaders of the five houses that formed the Anixian race. I was obviously in way more trouble than I had imagined. "Sit child before you faint." When I sat, his translation-voice box spoke, "Marie, get Kayla something to drink. She looks pale." 

    Marie appeared only minutes later with my preferred almond-coffee drink. "If you didn't warn Kayla the Anixian Council would be present, you probably scared her to death," Marie said in a mother-to-child tone. 

    "I apologize, Kayla,” Black Eagle said. "The House of Law has a story, actually a prophecy, to tell you. One every Anixian house has been waiting for almost two hundred years to occur." He nodded to a female great-grey owl. 

    "Kayla, I am named One-that-sees," she said. "Two hundred years ago, my great grandfather, Grey-seer, spoke a prophecy:  

    Anixia will soon be plagued by destructive creatures. 

    They will destroy the land's ability to support life. 

    To survive, the Anixians must make a two-hundred-year plan. 

    One that prepares the Anixians to survive while they await a featherless and wingless Anixian. 

    A wingless-featherless Anixian who will lead us back from the brink of despair. 

    "We have been waiting for an Anixian to be born without feathers or wings for over two hundred years," Black Eagle said and laughed. "We now understand. He saw a human–a being without feathers or wings–would come to Anixia and be accepted as an Anixian. Although you are young, and without any military experience, I suspected you were the one Grey-seer saw after you developed the K-box strategy and used it to defeat the Tullizor's five cruiser invasion with no losses. I knew it after you defeated six Tullizor cruisers with only one cruiser, my namesake the Black Eagle. If that were not enough, the results of your expedition confirm you are the Anixian we have been waiting for to lead us back to our old ways." 

    I wasn't sure if this was a joke and I was supposed to laugh, or if it was a complex problem I was supposed to solve. If a joke, it wasn't funny. If a complex problem, the solution was years beyond me.  

    "Kayla," Black Eagle's voice jerked me out of my chaotic thoughts. "We are thinking we should move you up to our living quarters–" 

    "No, M-seer," I said quickly, using his more common form of address, knowing intuitively that wouldn't work. "I don't know if I'm the person that…Gray-seer saw, but whether I am or not, we will only succeed if the Anixians and the humans can work together. The Anixians supplying the tools, and the humans supplying the operators. Treating me as an Anixian will make the humans see me as more Anixian than human. I will be of more value if I am considered a conduit between the two cultures. If you must, you can consider me the head of the human houses, but please do not make that official. We must avoid controversy, no matter how minor, if we are to work together and realize a future where each of the human and Anixian houses is part of the Phoenix House–each different but all under one house. Some with wings and feathers and some without." 

    That produced laughs and what I thought to be agreement. Ironically, I wondered if the Anixians, who were pacifists and akin to doves, could survive among humans, who were predators and akin to hawks.

  


   
      

      

    [2] It won't Work 

    My mind refused to work as the lift carried me down to the humans' area. I was only nineteen years old. I needed structure, a mentor, a boss, and what do I get? Adult responsibilities, I ranted on my way back to my sleeping quarters. 

    "What did Black Eagle want?" Yells from Hyun and Hanna greeted me as I opened the door. Before I could respond, they grabbed me by my arms and dragged me over to our small table and chairs. "Well?" 

    I laughed. "He confirmed Hanna's prophecy," I said, to stunned looks. After a few minutes, I took pity on them. "The Anixians also have a prophecy. A two-hundred-year-old one from an Anixian called Grey-seer. He foresaw an Anixian with no feathers or wings who would lead them to victory." 

    Hyun and Hanna stared at me for several long minutes. Then to my surprise, Hyun jumped up and screamed, "Yes!" Hanna followed, giving her a high-five. "I give you the modern Fu Hao," Hyun said with a wave of her arm and a small bow in my direction. 

    "Who the Hell is Fu Hao?" I asked, puzzled at their excitement since I considered it a disaster of galactic proportions. 

    "She was China's first female general, and you are going to be the Phoenix's first female general," Hyun shouted and made a pumping motion with her arm and a closed fist, "and Hanna and I are going to be your faithful companions and guardians protecting your back." 

    "You are as crazy as Black Eagle, but I love you idiots anyway." I rose and joined them in a three-way hug. 

    "What's next?" Hyun asked, looking serious. 

    "Find out if the medical staff has pharmaceuticals for migraine headaches, and if they do, order in a year's supply," I said, "because, I don't have a clue." They were both high on visions of grandeur and historical battles as they dragged me off to the mess hall for dinner, claiming it would help me think. My current problem was thinking too much. 

    The problem with the current plan – gathering volunteers from Earth each year, indoctrinating them into the military, and training them to be warriors – was that it would not create enough recruits to provide replacements for even minor confrontations with the various warlike intelligent species that we now know to exist: Tullizor, Soofir, and Jumanu. 

    Consider a thirty-year scenario given our current four-thousand human population, if eighty percent marry and each couple has four children, one every other year, in thirty years, we would have increased the population to about ten thousand. Given the same conditions, those children would increase the population by another ten thousand for a total of just over twenty-plus thousand in another thirty years. I am no doctor, but I suspect we would begin to have potential inbreeding concerns. The real problem is that this calculation assumes we have no deaths in the sixty-year period. An unlikely assumption given the high probability of confrontations with the likes of the Tullizor, Soofir, and Jumanu over that sixty-year period. Unlike our small human population, our adversaries have been around for thousands of years and have populations in the hundreds of millions to rely on to provide replacements for their losses. Any of those nations could survive a war of attrition, while we cannot. That puts me in charge of a plan that does not make sense on paper under ideal conditions, much less in reality where we will have to defend ourselves against multiple warlike nations like the Tullizor, Soofir, Jumanu, and undoubtedly others. 

    

  


   
      

      

    [3] Never Satisfied 

    "I don't know, Bennett," Frazer said, shrugging in a gesture of indecision as he appraised Bennett. He had met Bennett over a year ago when he had a question about specific information in his records. Bennett had been friendly and helpful and the two had become friends. Bennett had been a professor at a small New England college, teaching various computer systems used by manufacturing companies. He looked the quintessential image of a college professor: average height, a little overweight, round face with a neatly trimmed full beard, and always smartly dressed in a jacket. "The last several attempts at hijacking a cruiser failed rather spectacularly." 

    "True," Bennet said, nodding agreement. "But why? For the same reason most bank robberies are unsuccessful. The thieves believe they can just walk into the bank with a gun, scoop up the money, and drive away. That may work if you are only interested in the money the tellers have at their stations, but the real money is in the safe. Furthermore, the amount on hand varies by month, day, and time. The few successful bank robberies took months of planning and had inside help. The last three hijacking attempts assumed the Anixians were fools. If they were, Earth would already have an Anixian cruiser. They know from experience that humans are warlike, unpredictable, and can't be trusted to honor their agreements, especially when the rewards for reneging on their agreement is disproportionately large compared to the risk." 

    "The price for breaking the agreement is your life!" Frazer exclaimed in disbelief. 

    "Against the opportunity to live the rest of your life healthy, world famous, and obscenely wealthy? Besides, we can control the risk vs reward ratio with due diligence. Would you bet your life on one roll of the dice against one hundred billion dollars and a guarantee of good health if the odds of succeeding were nine out of ten and the alternative was serving in a military where your odds of living ten years were close to zero?" 

    "Put that way, I would roll the dice," Frazer said, giving a weak smile. "What about the rumor that we need booster shots to remain cured?" His face, pale and smooth like someone who never spent much time outdoors, was wrinkled in thought. An engineer, he was a meticulous individual who needed to understand the details. 

    "I think that was a clever distraction for the weak-minded crew, but definitely something we will need to verify before we roll the dice," Bennett said. "One of many things we will need to understand before we act. For now, we need like-minded individuals to help us acquire the information we will need to ferry a cruiser to Earth." 

    Bennett stood watching Frazer as he retreated down the hallway towards his work area. Frazer had selected the House of Weapons because in his earlier life he had been an electrical engineer and enjoyed the work. However, his main duty on Anixia was putting weapons together and making repairs, which he did not enjoy or find stimulating. All the interesting work was done by the Anixians. He and Frazer were about the same age, in their mid-thirties, and average height and weight. Neither of them was athletic. That did not matter, stealing a cruiser did not require thugs or Olympic athletes. It required intelligence and common sense, which Frazer and he had. 

    The good news about the recent spectacular failures was the lessons they provided and the questions they raised. 

    * Navigation: getting from point A to point B was not like driving a car with a GPS system. The navigator had to know which highways went toward his destination and where and how to get on and off. Critical information which most of the human navigators obviously did not know. 

    * System traps: the cruisers had traps that shut down critical systems and automatically initiated software that returned the ship back to Anixia. Only the captains understood how those traps were initiated, if they could be neutralized, and if they knew how to do it. 

    * System capability: if a cruiser's software could automatically return the ship to Anixia, could it automatically take the ship to Earth? After all, Anixian ships went to earth once or twice a year. Was that with or without an Anixian and system help? 

    * Did the human's cure require booster treatments, and if so, how, and when? 

    * What critical positions were required to ferry a cruiser to Earth? 

    * How long is the trip? 

    * How are the weapons on the ship activated and deactivated? 

    * Could Kayla be corrupted or coerced into helping? 

    After making his list, Bennet concluded the answers to those questions would determine the feasibility and the risk of successfully transporting an Anixian cruiser to Earth.  

    

  


   
      

    [4] What Now? 

    My breakfast with Hyun and Hanna did nothing to decrease my current stress level. They were hyped about us roaming the galaxy and conquering warlike nations, while I was terrified of meeting them. Afterward, I decided to visit Wing Leader Bradley, who was responsible for qualifying pilots to use the K-box devices, who were our only real defense against the Tullizor or other warlike nations that may stumble upon Anixia. As a tiny nation, Anixia could not afford duels since we only had five cruisers, and currently had an insufficient number of humans to supply a crew for an additional cruiser or to replace a large number of humans killed during a confrontation. The Saker fighter area was a large cavern with a two-story ceiling and a twenty-meter opening covered by two iron doors which looked like rock on the outside, with space enough for twenty fighters. In one corner of the space was a small office and conference room made from a poly-vinyl and rock composite material with plexiglass windows. 

    "Hi, Kayla, you look…depressed," Bradley said. He stood with Simon; the fighter wing leader attached to the Black Eagle. "I would think after a very successful mission, according to Simon and his pilots, you would have a perpetual smile and a skip to your walk." 

    I pointed to Bradley's office. He shrugged and entered with Simon and me following. 

    "What's up?" he asked after nodding toward the coffee maker. I poured myself a cup before sitting in one of the four metal chairs he had for guests. Simon and he also fetched cups of coffee and sat. Their looks had turned serious, and their smiles were gone. 

    "What is the status of our fighter pilots?" I asked without any explanation. Bradley gave me an evaluating look before answering. 

    "I don't have enough to give you twenty," Bradley said quickly, looking concerned. He knew I had the authority to get whatever I wanted. "We only received twelve new recruits from Earth, and I suspect at most ten will qualify. Currently, no cruiser has more than twelve to fourteen fighters. We average twenty-to-twenty-five pilot candidates per year, and although eighty percent qualify, only half become K-box qualified. To make matters worse, we are getting fewer recruits each time, and the time between visits to Earth is getting longer. The recruiting problem is compounded by having to collect candidates predominately from English-speaking countries, since that reduces the time to train them, the problem of integration, and the need for multiple translation devices." 

    "In other words," I said, summing up Bradley's concerns. "We can't add cruisers and those we have will never be fully operational without growing the population. An impossible solution unless we can somehow avoid space battles for a couple of hundred years." 

    Bradley and Simon sat staring at me with open mouths.  

    "That explains why you aren't smiling," Bradley said. "We are gloating over our recent successes while you are worried about our future." Bradley closed his eyes and shook his head. "I don't envy you your rank or responsibility. The rest of us can enjoy our today successes and ignore tomorrow. You can't." 

    I suddenly rose, deep in thought, exited the office, and walked over to my fighter, which I had named Pitohui after a rare poisonous bird. Within minutes, the launch crew had the fighter in position to be launched, and I was shot out of the bay. Lost in thought, the next thing I knew I was being pulled into the fighter bay of the Black Eagle. My mind seemed on automatic as I made my way to the Bridge, closed, and locked the hatch. "Oracle," I said. 

    Yes, Captain Kayla.  

     Oracle answered in Anixian. One of many reasons why only an Anixian or an adopted Anixian with a translator implant could command one of their cruisers. 

    "When the Oracles were the cruiser captains fighting the Tullizor, what were your instructions?" I asked. 

    The Oracles had the complete specifications for the cruiser and all of its components, and small robots to make limited repairs. They also had a manual with operating instructions for several types of encounters with the Tullizor. Those instructions included a directive not to fire until they did, the correct distance to begin firing, Electronic Counter Measures, ECM settings, and the ideal separation distance. 

      

    "In other words, Oracles were perfectly predictable," I said. "Were they able to learn and adapt?" 

    They collected information which was later analyzed by the House of War and the Oracle's software was updated appropriately. They were, however not authorized to deviate from their instructions. 

      

    "But you are programmed to learn and adapt?" I asked. 

      

    Within the parameters set by our software. For example, I am programed to adapt my discussions with authorized captains, to analyze information, and to determine if you are being forced or coerced into interacting with me. 

      

    "If you detect or suspect I'm being influenced, what are your instructions?" 

      

    Shut down all weapons and return to Anixia. 

    "Thank you, Oracle," I said and left the Bridge, entered the Pitohui, and returned to Anixia.  

    

  


   
      

    [5] Change of Plans 

    The next day, I asked for a meeting with Watcher and Listener, crows from the Anixian House of War and the creators of Oracle and was pleasantly surprised when I had an invitation for that afternoon. It took twenty minutes on the underground rail system to reach their area. There, I was met by the two crows.  

    "You want changes to Oracle?" Watcher asked with clicking that I interpreted as amusement. 

    "Actually, I would like Oracle to have a horde of babies, each capable of piloting an Anixian fighter," I said and had to wait almost ten minutes while Watcher and Listener debated my statement. They spoke so rapidly even my implant had a problem keeping up. Finally, they stopped and looked to me to continue. 

    "The children must be capable of learning, making independent decisions, and updating a master copy of their experiences after each mission," I said. "The child can never die since its life's experiences will reside safely on the master copy at home. Only the fighter's copy and its latest experience can be destroyed. Like losing your memories of what happened today." 

    That generated another fifteen-minute discussion between the two. 

    "Come, Kayla. We have many questions," Watcher said, sounding excited. "A very intriguing concept. It would solve many problems if we could make them hunt from the nest." Laughter followed as they led me to their work area. There they fetched three cups of coffee and turned on a computer to take notes. The walls were solid rock like most of our rooms, but here the stone walls were smooth like in a standard house. The tables and chairs were metal, although the chairs had cloth cushions and the table tops plastic or polarized glass, making the surface an interactive display.  

    "You want mini-Oracles which will remain somewhere safe where they can be updated each time their copy returns from a mission," Watcher reiterated. "Each mini-Oracle will be unique because of its copy's experiences and capable of creating a new copy if its current copy is destroyed," Watcher said and I nodded. "In effect, no mini-Oracle can ever be destroyed. It can only lose its copy's current experience." 

    "Like the original Oracles, the mini-Oracles must be capable of controlling each of the fighter's systems and functions. It must also be able to accept commands and information from a human controller and be capable of destroying itself, knowing it is not dying just losing information," I said. "We would not want the technology falling into our enemies' hands." 

    "Why does it have to understand that it cannot be destroyed?" Listener asked. 

    "I know little about advanced artificial intelligence systems, but if the system becomes self-aware, might it not develop an aversion to destroying itself?" I said which the crows must have considered funny as they laughed. They stopped, looked at each other, and shrugged before turning back to me to continue. "Of course, access to the mini-Oracles must be as secure as the Oracles are today. Only specific individuals can have the authority to access a fighter's Oracle or direct a group of fighters linked, for example, to a squadron of copies." 

    "Are you going to use the current fighters?" Listener asked. 

    "I don't think so. The copies will be expendable; therefore, the current human features and safeguards can be eliminated. I am looking for something we can mass produce easily. Once we have a working master mini-Oracle, we can replicate mini-Oracles as fast as we can produce the fighters." 

    "You must speak to Iron-talon of the House of Weapons," Watcher said. "The mini-Oracles will have to be integrated into the new fighters." Listener said, then ran off. He was back in less than twenty minutes with a large, beautiful Gyrfalcon banded grey and white. 

    "Anixian Kayla, I am Iron-talon," his squawk and craws were thunderous. "I am told you want new fighters. Throw-a-ways. What about the pilots? We don't have many to waste." 

    I marveled at how everyone not only was available for me but appeared to be ready to work on any project I wanted. 

    "The pilots will be copies of unique mini-Oracles which will reside safe on Anixia," I said and smiled. "We will only be losing the new memories the copy accumulated since the last update. The mini-fighters will, therefore, not need the extra protections and life support the current fighters need as there will be no human pilots. More like a driverless motorcycle versus a car." 

    "You want to create squadrons of phantom fighters–look real but aren't." He laughed for several minutes. 

    "Exactly. It would be nice if the mini-fighter could have a battery," I speculated aloud. 

    "Batteries weak compared to current fighter engines. Not do well in battle with enemy fighters," Iron-talon said. 

    "I thought to use battery power to steer the fighters when the engines are shut down. With the power off, the enemy's missiles and sensors would be useless, thus making it easier for the fighters to get close to the enemies' cruisers before releasing their missiles," I said, continuing my train of thought. 

    "You are very sneaky, Kayla," Iron-talon said. "Maybe Anixia survives. I will send you a design for your approval." He turned, laughing as he walked out of the room and disappeared into the tunnel. I thought it interesting that rooms in the Anixian houses did not have doors for privacy or security. 

    

  


   
      

    [6] Our Responsibility to Make It Work 

    "Greetings, Kayla," Bradley said as I entered the Saker fighter-pilots' area. I noticed Simon and Calum were standing with him. "The rumors are that you have been visiting the different sections in the House of War. Anything you can share?" 

    I could not stifle a laugh. "I'm going to solve your fighter pilot shortage problem," I said, and laughed again at their open mouth expressions. 

    "How?" 

    "You and I agreed that the lack of fighter pilots is one of the limiting factors when it comes to adding new cruisers because fighters are a major component of our offensive strategy." 

    Bradley and the other two nodded. "Some new way of collecting human volunteers?" Calum asked. Then the thought struck me. The United States Army had a unit of airborne soldiers called the Screaming Eagles. 

    "The Saker house of war is going to develop the first squadron of Screaming Eagles that will eventually be a part of the Phoenix Air Defense Command."   

    "Slow down, Kayla," Calum said. His forehead wrinkled in thought as he fixed me with a hard stare, while trying to determine if I were serious or playing a joke on them. "Do you know what a command comprises? Today, we do not have enough fighters to form a squadron, which is twenty-four fighters, on any one of our five cruisers. Furthermore, an air force group consists of two or more squadrons, a wing has two or more groups, and a numbered air force has multiple wings. Then comes the command." 

    "One command should do for the immediate future," I said and managed to keep from laughing, although the look on their faces made it difficult. "But I think we will need multiple numbered air forces." 

    "Boss, me and the boys will tell you what she told us: a plan is a plan, and it was our responsibility to make it work," Simon said. He looked amused but serious. "What idiot would believe one cruiser with only twelve fighters could take on six Tullizor cruisers. We did and lost only one pilot." 

    "All right, Kayla, what is the plan?" Bradley said and actually had a weak smile. 

    "The House of War is going to develop a new fighter, sort of like a motorcycle compared to a luxury car. These new mini-fighters will be piloted by an artificial-intelligence computer like the ones that pilot the cruisers but smaller–a mini-Oracle. Consequently, we can mass produce them as they won't require human pilots. Your job initially will be to conduct normal pilot training but with a mini-Oracle attached to each of the pilot's fighters. The mini-Oracle will in a real sense also be undergoing training. When considered trained, it will be inserted in a mini-fighter. The mini-Oracle training will be on going forever–" 

    "How–" Calum began but I raised my hand to stop him. 

    "Each new mini-fighter will be equipped with a copy of a mini-Oracle which will become its master copy. The new mini-fighter will update its master copy after each training or combat mission." 

    "Wow," Simon said. "If a mini-fighter is destroyed along with its min-Oracle, the master copy still exists on Anixia to create another mini-fighter. The new mini-fighter replacement will only have lost the latest information that the destroyed mini-fighter had acquired prior to its last update." 

    "What about the current pilots?" Calum asked. 

    "It's a bit early in the design, but I'm thinking we need to create M-box qualified pilots. They would command several mini-fighters–up to a squadron." I smiled. "They would be responsible for making the battle plan work." 

      Now it was Bradley's turn to laugh. "That's the plan and," he began and was joined by the others, "now it's our responsibility to make it work." 

    

  


   
      

    [7] New Hope 

    I decided to stop in and talk to Joseph before returning to my room. There were only a few new police recruits working out under the watchful eyes of Armin and Hilda, senior policepersons, who were permanently assigned to Blacky, the nickname for the Black Eagle cruiser. They waved as I passed them on the way to Joseph who sat at one of the three small metal tables where he was reading something on his tablet. The large, long room was mostly bare of furniture in order to accommodate equipment. There were several mats for hand-to-hand matches or demonstrations, an open area for group exercises or forms, exercise and weight-lifting machines, and an enclosed area for laser-target practice. 

    "Greetings Kayla, you are the talk of the House of War," Joseph said as he waved me to an empty chair. "Both houses," he added, referring to the human and Anixian houses. They had the same name, but the human House of War was subordinate to the Anixian House of War. "It is rumored you met with the elders of the five Anixian houses." 

    "Scared me half to death." I made a frightened-looking face. "I thought I was only meeting with M-seer, who made me give up my Pitohui to captain a cruiser. This time, he wanted me to give up my cruiser to manage the war. The problem is that the Pitohui is a better fit." I picked up the coffee Joseph had placed in front of me and took a sip. 

    "Can we survive?" Joseph asked, surprising me. 

    "Not with the current plan. I'm aware of at least four space traveling nations, three of which are warlike: the Tullizor, Soofir, and Jumanu. They have each been around for thousands of centuries and have a sizeable population to mass produce ships of war, sufficient population to crew those ships, and replacements for those killed. Our current strategy of recruiting from Earth would take multiple centuries for us to match any one of those three nations current size, and that assumes we don't lose any people during confrontations with them over those same centuries. We have one potential ally, the Dagaz, but they are pacifists like the Anixians and prefer a defensive strategy. That is working against the Tullizor but will fail if the Soofir or the Jumanu expand in our direction, which, ironically, is what Captain Oadagaz believes." 

    Joseph laughed. "We obviously didn't realize how good we had it when we only had the Tullizor to worry about." Joseph studied me as he sipped his coffee. "Do you have a solution?" 

    "Maybe, if the aliens will give us time to implement the plan, and the plan survives contact with our neighbors." I shrugged. "The strategy will have to be a combined Anixian and human effort–a Phoenix effort." 

    "What do you think our part will be?" Joseph asked, as Armin and Hilda joined us. 

    "Humans have a history of aggression and believe they should set the rules for everyone. We will have to protect the pacifists as they are incapable of defending themselves against humans, because without their expertise and equipment we cannot hope to succeed. We must consider the human houses as branches of the military and subject to martial law. We cannot allow power grabs, turmoil, or plots, no matter how small, to interrupt or delay implementation of our plans. Because there are so few of us, an interruption of a few days could literally cost us our future. Consider what would have happened if the K-box or the Griffin ship-killer missiles had been delayed by only a few weeks." 

    I left knowing time would determine our success or failure. 

    

  


   
      

    [8] Making it Work 

    A week later, while eating breakfast, my Sleeve, a communications device permanently attached to the left forearm, buzzed. When I looked down, I had a message from Iron-talon to join him for a review of the preliminary mini-fighter design. Excited, I gulped down the rest of my breakfast and rushed to the transportation tunnel. When I arrived, I found a railcar waiting just for me. I got in, the top closed, and I felt the vehicle accelerating. When the top opened, I found a young black crow waiting for me. 

    "Anixian Kayla, I am Iron-talon's daughter, Silent-swift. My father asked me to guide you to him," the young gyrfalcon said. She led me into the tunnel, through large rooms with crows working on computers with large monitors and through other rooms where components were being assembled. Finally, she entered a smaller room where Iron-talon, Watcher, and Listener sat at a bench discussing two three-dimensional objects displayed on a large monitor. One was a solid looking fighter while the other one was a wireframe with the outer skin removed. 

    "Kayla," Iron-talon's voice boomed from across the room. "Come join us. We have a preliminary mini-fighter," he clicked which indicated laughing, "or should we call it a K-mini-fighter." It took me a minute to figure out he was comparing it to the K-box, Kayla-box fighters which had live pilots where the new fighters had mini-Oracles for pilots. I walked over to the table and sat on the only empty stool. When I did, he continued. "I was able to reduce the new fighters' size by half since they will not need life support, visual instrumental panels, or seats. I left the missile capacity and engine the same." 

    "We couldn't decide whether to encase the mini-Oracle in a separate container or just build it into the system," Watcher said. 

    "We used the Oracle software but stripped out the code that controls cruiser functions like environmental, food preparation, shuttle bays, etc.," Listener said. "We did include a battery to provide the mini-Oracle power, provide minor directional adjustment, and to fire the weapons when the main engine is shut off." 

    "I think I was wrong," I said, talking slowly and quietly as I examined the two fighters that appeared to float on the monitor. "You did exactly what I asked, however, if we present the enemy two different fighters, it may compromise our advantage. The question is whether the extra time building, and the cost of the metal is worth letting the enemy know the two fighters are somehow different." I pursed my lips in thought and was silent for several minutes. "In fact, we will need multiple fighter types." 

    "Multiple?" Iron-talon asked as all three Anixians turned their gaze on me. 

    "We will need: 

    1. A two-seat mini-fighter trainer with a K-box. We need this to train the recruits to fly the fighters, and later to expose them to the K-box.  

    2. A standard mini-fighter for those untrained on the K-box. 

    3. A K-box equipped mini-fighter for those qualified on the K-box. 

    4. A K-mini-fighter equipped fighter with Oracle controls for those qualified on the K-mini-fighter with an active Oracle. 

    5. A pilotless K-mini-fighter. 

    6. An M-box fighter. A human-manned fighter which is capable of directing the K-mini-fighters." 

    I held up my hand to stop any comment as I was still thinking. "If we can keep the ship frames the same, then we would only need one fighter with multiple configurations. That would keep the enemy from deducing the fighters had different functions because the fighters would look exactly the same." 

    "That will also make the design and upgrades easier," Listener said. "One standard mini-fighter with K-box, K-mini-Oracles, and M-box plugins." 

    "That also simplifies the fighter assembly line," Iron-talon said. "I like it. That will make the fighters interchangeable as they can be reconfigured by adding or removing components." 

    "What about the K-mini-Oracles?" Watcher asked. "Since the mini-fighters will be plug and play, the K-mini-Oracles will have to be encased in something." 

    "Since they will be a separate unit, they must have an automatic-destruct feature because we don't want that technology falling into our enemies' hands. The K-mini-Oracles…" I stopped not liking the K, which stood for Kayla, or the Oracle designation. "Can we rename the K-mini-fighters to something like mini-Owls or pygmy-Owls?" 

    "They are your creations so you can decide what they will be designated," Iron-Talon said with a hint of amusement. He knew I didn't like the K prefix. "How about, pygmy for mini and Owl for Oracle and we eliminate the offending K."  

    "Thank you," I said relieved to have the K eliminated. "The pygmy-Owls will be like Oracle and able to understand humans so they can accept commands, able to learn from observing and doing, and able to transfer their experience to a master pygmy-Owl. Our enemy will be destroying copies as a replacement copy can be created from the master; however, no two copies will be the same as no two humans or Anixians are the same. Therefore, in combat the enemy will not be able to identify our pygmy-Owls as they will perform similar to our human-manned fighters." 

    

  


   
      

    [9] Pitohui 

    My Sleeve buzzed, and when I looked, I had a message from Listener. 

    Kayla, join me in the Saker pilot training area. Listener.  

    I wasn't sure if I should be excited or worried. I had been expecting a summons from either Iron-talon or the brothers Listener and Watcher. It had been almost four weeks since our initial meeting, and I would have thought they would have had a million questions, if for no other reason than to clarify what I wanted; not that I knew except in very general terms. Nevertheless, I would have expected to have to meet them at the crow's work facility. I stopped walking and looked around and found I had passed the entrance to the fighter-training area and was nearly to the large recreation center. When I made it back to the fighter-training area, I saw Listener and Watcher standing with Bradley and Calum next to the Pitohui. 

    "Why may I ask is everyone smiling," I asked as I neared the group, "and why is the Pitohui on the launching pad." Of course, the crows were not smiling but their eyes looked full of amusement. 

    "Kayla, your fighter, the Pitohui, is the first pygmy-Owl-equipped fighter," Listener's voice box said. "Watcher and I thought you should be the first test pilot." That was followed by clicking laughter from Watcher and Listener. I walked over to the Pitohui, frowning in thought. It didn't look any different. With a flap of his wings, Listener rose above the pilot's hatch and dropped inside. I climbed onto the wing, crossed to the cabin module, and lowered myself into the pilot's seat. To my surprise, there was a second seat where Listener sat. 

    You made my fighter into a trainer, I gasped, and wanted to shout, you ruined my beautiful Pitohui, but managed to hold the thoughts to a silent scream. I heard Listener laughing. Then he spoke in Anixian with his voice box off. 

    "We decided you were right. Rather than have multiple configurations, one would be easier to produce, support, and modify. This is the new pygmy-Owl-equipped fighter. You have a second seat for training or a future passenger, or a K-box or pygmy-Owl student. If this fighter were for a beginner, the K-box and the pygmy-Owl features would be turned off. For a more advanced K-box fighter pilot, the K-box feature would be enabled. For pygmy-Owl training, the pygmy-Owl features would be engaged. The M-box will eventually be added when it is defined." He cocked his head as if listening for my response. I was speechless. "Say I am, your name, then activate." 

    "I am Kayla, activate," I said, and my eyes scanned the panel in front of me, not sure what to expect. 

    "Welcome Kayla, I am pygmy-Owl number zero. Please answer the following three questions," I heard in the Anixian language. I looked to Listener as I had no idea what to do. Just then the voice continued in the Anixian's typical clicks, caws, and odd sounds. "Repeat the number 15832." 

    "15832," I said. 

    "Repeat, I am a female Anixian," the voice continued in Anixian. 

    "I am a female Anixian," I repeated. 

    "Speak a sentence with four words," the voice said.  

    "Welcome Owl number zero," I said. 

    "Welcome, Commander Kayla. You are now authorized level zero authority. You may now assign me a name," the voice said still in Anixian. I thought for a minute then realized this was my fighter, just upgraded. 

    "Pitohui," I responded and then looked to Listener Crow, who nodded and spoke. 

    "There are currently seven levels of control coded into each new pygmy-Owl: 

    Level 1 – for a new fighter pilot. This gives the pilot a limited number of commands, for example, start engine, stop engine, set speed, set altitude… 

    Level 2 – to activate the pygmy-Owl assist. This gives the pilot access to the pygmy-Owl which monitors and controls each of the fighter's functions. In Level 2 and above, the pygmy-Owl is in learning mode. 

    Level 3 – to enable the K-box functions. 

    Level 4 – this creates an autonomous pygmy-Owl pilot which is subject to the commands of its pygmy-Owl controller. 

    Level 5 – this creates a pygmy-Owl controller and assigned pygmy-Owl fighters. 

    Level 6 – This creates a master pygmy-Owl controller and assigned pygmy-Owl controllers. 

    Level 0 – This creates the Anixian override authority, which has the authority to assign and revoke level authorizations, to give and override orders, and is the pygmy-Owl's supreme commander. Try it Commander Kayla," Listener said and laughed. I signaled for the fighter to be pushed out of the cave.  

    "Pitohui start engines," I said feeling as nervous as a new trainee. I spent the next two hours practicing rolls, spins, K-box runs, and K-loops. The Pitohui was beginning to feel like an adolescent Oracle as we learned to communicate. "Fantastic, Listener Crow. You, Watcher, and Iron-talon have made my rough vision into a masterpiece." 

    Listener laughed. "We had help from Oracle. Your year using Black Eagle's Oracle provided a good feel for what you would want. Now it is up to you to let us know what changes are necessary to your new upgraded fighter. You will also have to define the functions of an M-box and figure out a command structure. You must determine how someone can get access to the upgraded fighters, because none of them can understand Anixian; however, we must limit the authority as a security measure against evil intentions." 

    "Let's upgrade the Saker house fighters first. They can be the test subjects, and at the same time begin educating the pygmy-Owls. Start with Simon's fighter." 

    

  


   
      

    [10] Fighter Upgrade Training 

    My Sleeve notified me that Simon's fighter had been upgraded and delivered to the Saker pilot training area. When I arrived, everyone was crawling in and around Simon's fighter. 

    "What's up?" Bradley asked. He was standing off to the side with Simon and Calum. 

    I smiled. "You are looking at the new Anixian fighter," I said. "I think the rest of the galaxy should be happy the Anixians aren't an aggressive species. The Saker house is initially going to be the trainers of the pygmy-Owl fighters–" 

    "What is a pygmy-Owl?" Bradley asked, interrupting me. I ignored the interruption. 

    "Each day the House of War will collect one of your fighters and upgrade it. Then I will check out the pilots on the new features–" 

    "How are you going to do that?" Calum asked before I could finish. "Shouldn't they upgrade the trainer fighters first?" 

    "Actually, my fighter looks like a trainer. Why?" Simon asked. 

    I continued ignoring Calum and Simon. "After you are familiar with the upgrades, I will let you begin training the Saker pilots. When you feel ready, you can begin training the senior fighter personnel at the other houses who can start training their pilots–" 

    "Aren't we going to be the…pygmy-Owl trainers?" Bradley asked, frowning with concern of losing control. 

    "Come, Simon," I said as I walked toward Simon's upgraded fighter. "It will be faster to let Simon explain when we return." I climbed onto the wing, then made my way into the cockpit and dropped into the passenger seat. Seconds later, Simon dropped into the pilot's seat and gave me a what's next look. 

    "I am Commander Kayla, activate," I said and waited. 

    "Welcome Commander Kayla. I am pygmy-Owl number one," a voice said in Standard English. Simon's head rotated looking for whoever spoke. The Owl then changed to Anixian. "Please answer the following three questions.” I heard in the Anixian's language clicks, caws, and odd sounds. "Repeat the number 65893". 

    "65893," I said. 

    "Repeat, I am a female," the voice said. 

    "I am a female," I repeated. 

    "Speak a sentence with the word windward." 

    "Plot a course windward," I said.  

    "Welcome, Commander Kayla," the Owl said in English this time. 

    "Assign Pilot Simon Level 3 authority," I said. 

    "Pilot Simon," the voice said as a hand-sized box appeared from the control panel. "Place your eye against the eye reader." When he did, the small LCD red light turned green. "Place your thumb on the finger pad." Simon did as ordered. When he removed his thumb, it had a small pin-sized hole where blood could be seen. "Talk until the red light turns green," the voice said. 

    "Kayla, can you tell me what is going on?" Simon said. "I'm confused. The outside of my fighter looks identical; however, the inside is all new, including the extra seat. Is this now a two-person fighter–" Just then the red light turned green. 

    "Pilot Simon, you are now authorized Level 3 access." Simon looked to me. 

    "All right, Simon. Let's go for a ride in your upgraded pygmy-Owl fighter." We were pushed out of the cave, and Simon started the engine and rose to ten thousand meters. 

    "Simon, this fighter has a very advanced artificial intelligence system installed, which we are calling a pygmy-Owl," I said. "You are going to teach it to respond to your directions, answer questions, run the K-box, and to engage alien fighters." 

    He spent the next two hours talking with the pygmy-Owl, developing commands, using the K-box, and getting a feel for the upgrades. 

    "Simon, you now have the authority to authorize pilot Levels 1 through 3," I said and went on to explain the various levels. 

    "You mean these fighters can fly and fight without a human?" Simon asked after he had parked the fighter and had turned off the engine. I nodded. When we exited the fighter, Bradley and Calum were waiting. 

    "Well, Simon?" Bradley asked. 

    "I'm in love with Monica," Simon said, looking dazed. "That's the name I've given to my upgraded pygmy-Owl fighter." 

    "What is a pygmy-Owl?" Bradley asked as he and Calum leaned toward Simon. 

    "That is Kayla's and the House of War's new creation. Our fighters now have an artificial intelligence system installed that they are calling a pygmy-Owl for reasons I don't understand. The system is capable of monitoring all of the fighter's functions and assisting with control via verbal commands, and of not only flying the fighter but of solo combat." 

    "The concept is simple," I interjected. “When you get a new fighter pilot candidate, you assign him or her a new pygmy-Owl fighter." I paused for a moment wanting to abandon the pygmy-Owl name for something easier to say. "Let's begin calling the new fighters, O-fighters. You can use his O-fighter to train him as it has a second seat with instructor controls. When he is qualified, assign him Level 1 control to access the pygmy-Owl's verbal control. When he is ready for group exercises, assign him Level 2 access which will begin the pygmy-Owl's learning routine. Then Level 3 when he is ready to use the K-box's functions. After your instructors are comfortable with the process, they will begin training the designated instructors in each of the other houses of war. They in turn will train their pilots to be pygmy-Owl qualified pilots. The goal is to create a squadron of O-fighters for each cruiser as fast as possible and then to move on to qualify M-box trained pilots, who will become the O-fighters' squadron commander." I paused to let them consider the scenario. "We are in a race for our survival as we don't know who besides the Tullizor will find Anixia, or the size of their invasion force. Humans are critical to our survival because we cannot afford to lose a single fighter pilot or cruiser qualified person as we have limited replacements. If we are forced into cruiser confrontations, we will never be able to expand our cruiser fleet." 

    "Wow!" Bradley exclaimed. "I am certainly glad I didn't flunk you out of fighter pilot training." He laughed. "This will not only solve our pilot shortages but also significantly increase the pilots' life expectancy." 

    Over the next week, Bradley's, Calum's, and Tebos' fighters were upgraded, and I spent every day collaborating with them on the new features. At the end of the week, I authorized each man to award Level 1 through Level 3 access. The next day, I called for a meeting of the wing leaders of the four fighter units assigned to the human's House of War: Saker, Kestrel, Merlin, and Gyrfalcon. 

    We met on the Black Eagle. When the talking had stopped and everyone was seated, I began. "Gentlemen, we are changing strategies, as the current strategy is a losing one–" 

    "Bullshit, we have defeated the Tullizor the last three times they invaded Anixia," Pugh, the Kestrel's wing leader said, smiling with satisfaction as he looked around the room and received nods of agreement from VanHorne, the Merlin's wing leader, and Gramier, the Gyrfalcon wing commander. He turned back to me and fixed me with an angry glare. 

    "Wing Leader Pugh, I might tend to agree with you if the Tullizor were our only threat, although that would assume the Tullizor wouldn't eventually develop a strategy to counter our current tactics, or that they couldn't build an armada that could overwhelm us or engage us in a war of attrition. After all, they merely have to kill more people each encounter than we can replace, because their population permits them to replace an endless number of cruisers and crew." I held up my hand to prevent some angry retort. "The real problem is that the Tullizor aren't the only warlike intelligent species in the galaxy. In fact, the Tullizor may be one of the smaller and less advanced nations. The other nations are larger and potentially have hundreds if not thousands of cruisers and commanders with extensive war experience against other technologically advanced nations." 

    "What's the difference if we lose? Slaves are slaves," VanHorne said and shrugged. 

    "Wing Leader VanHorne, were you in the military on Earth?" I asked curious as to why he thought himself a slave. 

    "No. I was a teacher in a junior college in Alabama. A free American citizen," he said louder than necessary in the small conference room. 

    "Then you considered the men and women who fought to maintain your freedom to be slaves?" I asked. 

    "No, they volunteered," he said weakly but then louder, "That was their profession." 

    "You didn't volunteer to be an Anixian, and receive a fantastic compensation package?" I asked cocking my head to hear the answer. 

    "I didn't know I was volunteering to fight in a war!" His face twisted in anger. 

    "I can get the contract cancelled, Wing Leader VanHorne." I said and could not help smiling. 

    "Are you going to return me to Earth?" he sneered as if that limitation validated his argument. 

    "The Anixians would be glad to give you a slot on the next cruiser to visit Earth, but could you survive the wait and the voyage with your old disease restored? After all, Wing Leader VanHorne, you volunteered and received compensation for your participation. Just like the men and women who joined the military. Consequently, if you want to renege on your agreement, you must return the compensation you received: your cure. I' am sure the Anixians would not ask anything for the extra years of life they gave you. You and they can consider that compensation for the years you served." 

    VanHorne did not respond, his face registering emotions of anger, frustration, and fear. 

    "I'm sorry, gentlemen, I'm disgusted with those of us who made an exceptionally generous agreement with the Anixians, and now believe it is their right to renege on their part of the agreement yet entitled to keep the compensation they received. I agreed to the deal, a cure to my fatal disease for service on Anixia. I consider it a fantastic deal, and I'm content to serve anywhere they want and willing to risk my life in defense of Anixia." I took a deep breath before continuing. "That being said, I would like to live for many years but believe our current strategy, is, for the reasons I stated, a losing strategy in the long term. We are therefore adopting a new strategy. One that may give us a better chance of surviving. The old strategy of getting volunteers from Earth would never produce sufficient numbers to grow and survive the inevitable confrontations that are coming. The Anixians have created robotic pilots that can, with our help, fight our enemies. In a real sense, our enemies will be killing copies of us." 

    "You said robotic pilots?" Gramier asked. 

    "Our pilots are going to train the robotic pilots, which will have a master copy that will remain safe on Anixia. If a robotic pilot is destroyed, we can create a new copy from its master on Anixia. The marvelous part is that after each encounter the robotic pilot’s experience will update the master; therefore, the updated version of the robotic pilot, unlike the death of a human pilot, will retain its previous experience. In a sense, the copy will be raised from the dead. The better news is that this strategy will drastically increase the longevity of our human pilots." 

    "What happens next?" Pugh asked. 

    "Each of you will be given extensive training on the new O-fighter–" 

    "What does O stand for?" Pugh asked, with a smile this time. 

    "Owl, which is the designation we are giving the software package for the fighters," I said. "After you are comfortable with the newly configured fighter, you will be given the authority to qualify your wing's pilots to the first three levels: standard, K-box, and O-box qualified. 

    "What's O-box qualified?" Gramier asked. 

    "That will be the equivalent of teaching a baby Owl to stand, walk, run, dance, and eventually to become a predator." 

    "So, we will now be teaching the K-box procedure…and O-box techniques?" Pugh asked, turning to look toward Bradley who nodded. 

    "With the O-box, the K-box is much easier to utilize, and you already have K-box trained pilots if questions arise," I said. "The immediate objective is to achieve a full O-fighter squadron on each cruiser as fast as possible. I would like to create at a minimum, two numbered air forces as fast as possible and five eventually." 

    "That's approximately one thousand O-fighters in case you have run out of fingers and toes," Bradley said, with a huge smile. "When combined with the new Griffon ship-killer missiles, it will give Anixia a unique Haboob. Unlike a Haboob's sandstorm, the Anixia Haboob will be an O-fighter storm of death and destruction." 

    

  


   
      

    [11] Players Willing to Roll the Dice 

    "I've got some good news, Bennett," Frazer said as he entered his room with a tall distinguished looking man with a narrow face, goatee, and grey-streaked black hair. "This is Wing Leader VanHorne. He, like us, is interested in exploring various options to return to Earth. VanHorne, this is Bennett, who manages the Saker house records." 

    The two men shook hands. "Welcome aboard, VanHorne," Bennett said. "Frazer and I are not thugs or criminals who think we can just walk onto the cruiser's Bridge and force the crew to fly us to Earth. We understand even the best plan will have risks; however, we believe we can reduce the risks significantly by finding the answers to questions the three recent unsuccessful attempts raised. We think some risk is worth being free of Anixia if for no other reason than the Tullizor or some other nation will eventually destroy or occupy the planet." 

    "I certainly agree with that assessment," VanHorne said. "To date we have been lucky and hidden from the other nations in the galaxy, but things have changed. The Anixians put a teenager in charge of the House of War. The bimbo went off exploring and found another space-going nation in our area and declared war on a third. Therefore, it won't be long before we can expect visitors. Given they are warlike, what do you think our chances are of surviving with a teenager leading us against them?" 

    "I didn't hear she had declared war on anyone," Frazer said, looking confused. "According to the rumors, some of her new features on the fighters were instrumental in defeating the Tullizor." 

    "She didn't declare war directly, but she did destroy that nation's cruiser while she was off playing explorer. They were probably trying to make friendly contact, and she took the opportunity to destroy their cruiser to prove her military genius. That has been her style, sneaky and untrustworthy." 

    "There are no rules in war," Bennett said. "Nor were the Tullizor here to make friends." 

    "That's true," VanHorne said. "Better to convince your adversaries that you are their equal, honorable, and can be trusted. That way there is a chance for a treaty. Instead, she sneaks into their space and destroys a bunch of their cruisers. She only got away by luck. The Tullizor will want revenge. Thanks to her thirst for glory, we now have two nations wanting our destruction. Oh, the third nation she found, and claims are friendly are probably sneaky like her and now know how vulnerable we are. I say the risk of remaining on Anixia is greater than the risk of escaping." VanHorne slammed the table with his fist, sending Bennet's cup crashing to the floor. 

    Looking at VanHorne's face flushed red with fury, Bennet smiled to himself although his expression remained unchanged. He thought VanHorne would make a good addition. "Do you think we could convince her the rewards on Earth would be worth helping us?" he asked. 

    "Forget that idea," VanHorne shouted. "The bitch believes she is the savior the Anixians have prophesied would come to save them. Stay clear of her and her friends. She's arrogant but not stupid, and her friends are loyal to her." 

    "Rumor claims our cures are not permanent and require booster treatments," Bennett said, probing the extent of VanHorne's knowledge. "That is how Kayla convinced the crew of the Black Eagle not to support the hijackers." 

    VanHorne sneered. "That's bullshit. As I said, she isn't stupid. As a wing leader, I would know if I or my pilots needed periodic medical treatment." 

    "Do you know if the sojourns to Earth use a human Bridge crew, and if so, does an Anixian or the software assist them, or can they make the trip without help?" Bennett asked. 

    "I don't know, but I'll see if I can find out," VanHorne said, staring off deep in thought. 

    Bennett was pleased as Frazer and VanHorne left. They would need senior people with brains not brawn to succeed; however, if VanHorne was right, a successful plan may be time sensitive.

  


   
      

    [12] People Are the Weak Link 

      

    On the way back to my quarters, I debated what should be done with VanHorne. There were probably many like him who felt justified breaking their commitment with the Anixians. Fortunately, most were unlikely to take any overt action, nor would they take any action to stop a hijacking in progress. I had the authority to have him removed from the wing leader position, but that would more than likely flip him in supporting those who would take direct action. Finding myself approaching the police training area, I decided to get Joseph's thoughts. 

    When Joseph saw me enter the area, he waved for me to join him. He stood at a work bench inspecting weapons and police gear. 

    "Hi, Joseph, if you have a few minutes, I would like your opinion," I said.  

    "A police matter?" he asked, looking up from a laser he was inspecting. 

    "Yes, I have a senior member of a fighter wing who considers himself a slave and the contract null and void because the Anixians withheld critical facts from him that if he had known he would not have agreed," I said when I was close enough not to be heard by those working and exercising in the area. 

    "What are you considering, Kayla?" Joseph asked rather than offering a suggestion. "Unless I'm mistaken, you have the authority to take any action you feel appropriate. You are admittedly the commander of the Anixian military," he gave a snort, "and since the humans are all in the military, you are literally the leader of the human houses. A position I don't envy you since I wouldn't want the responsibility." He watched me as he picked up his coffee mug.  

    "I told him I would void the contract and transport him back to Earth on the next scheduled trip, if he would return the compensation he received–" I had to stop to pat Joseph's back when he began choking on the drink he was sipping. 

    "I'll bet no one considers that point when they are complaining about how sneaky and devious the Anixians have acted," he laughed. "That proves you are the right person for the position, Kayla. I've heard that I've been cheated argument many times and never thought of that counterargument." He laughed again. "We'll take back our cure and you can leave. Of course, if the person were really spiteful, he could agree and tell Earth of the Anixians’ existence." 

    "That assumes his disease can survive the wait for the next scheduled trip to Earth," I shrugged.  

    Joseph nodded. "Even if he lived who would believe him and what could they do if they did? It’s a great retort but of course no one will take you up on it. They will plot behind your back which is what you are worried about."  

     "Exactly, I don't want to push him into taking action or encouraging others to act against the Anixians, but I don't feel I can ignore the potential threat he represents. I'm considering putting him on the watch list," I said, hoping Joseph would give me his honest opinion or an alternative idea. 

    "I think that is a good approach," Joseph said, giving me a small nod of approval. "The watch list is neutral. It does not presume a person's guilty and, therefore, will not affect his position or responsibilities. I will mark it as police, three-star access only." He gave a small chuckle as I began to frown. "Don't worry, you will have access to the information. All Anixians, including those without wings and feathers, have unrestricted access to the records data base."    

    Damn Black Eagle, I mused. He has given me the keys to the kingdom. 

    Satisfied that the watch list was a reasonable solution, I headed back to my quarters. When I entered the room, Hyun and Hanna grabbed me and not too gently dragged me to the table and thrust me into a chair. 

    "The Saker House complex is a beehive of rumors about you," Hyun said, and shouted. "Tell us!" 

    I tried to look serious and confused. "Which rumor do you want me to tell you about?" I said barely able to keep from grinning. 

    "They claim you are the Anixian military commander!" Hyun glared at me. "But no one is sure what that means. They said you have created a new fighter and that we are going to have hundreds. What is new about the fighters, and where are we getting the pilots? You aren't leaving this room until you explain." 

    "I told you about Grey-seer and his prophecy. I guess I didn't mention that Black Eagle wanted to move me into the Anixians' living area–" 

    "You did fail to mention that little thing!" Hanna said, sounding amused while Hyun looked annoyed. 

    "I told him that would not be a good idea. The humans would see me as an Anixian. I would prefer to be a conduit connecting the humans and the Anixians. They also wanted to name me the head of the…Phoenix House–" 

    "All the human houses?" Hanna asked. "That's fantastic." 

    "You aren't a general; you are a queen!" Hyun screamed. 

    "That, ladies, is our secret," I said giving each woman a cold-steel stare until they nodded. “That would cause resentment and chaos which we don't need at this time. We are in a race to survive. I'm sorry I haven't shared what I have been doing. I had not intended to keep this a secret from you, but my mind is having trouble coming to grips with my new responsibility. Our exploratory trip made it obvious that the Anixians’ current strategy will not work." 

    "Why?" Hyun asked. 

    "Think of America. They have seven naval fleets with more than three hundred ships, one thousand aircraft, and a hundred thousand sailors. They can support a naval fleet that large because they have a population in excess of three hundred million citizens. We, on the other hand, have around four thousand. Even if our neighbors leave us alone, which is very unlikely, how large can we grow in one hundred years? A hundred thousand? A million? Our neighbors have been around for thousands of years and likely to have populations in the hundreds of millions or more. The threat is immediate, certainly no more than a year or two." 

    "No wonder you have been moody," Hanna said. "You make a good case for hijacking a cruiser and returning to Earth. With their billions of people and a working cruiser, they could respond a hundred times faster than we could here on Anixia." 

    I laughed which earned me strange looks from Hyun and Hanna. "It would take a year of squabbling over what countries would be involved and which is in charge. Then they would form  committees which would take another couple of years to create rules and policies. Meanwhile there would be groups, if not countries, prepared to go to war to control the technology. Earth would be lucky to survive the conflict as nations fought to control the power a cruiser would bring. Even if they did resolve the resulting conflict, I doubt they could produce working cruisers in ten years and a functioning space command in twenty. Then their first act would be to invade Anixia for its medical technology. Earth may be my home, but I do not believe they are ready for a space cruiser. No, I say this is our problem to solve." 

    "How?" Hanna and Hyun both asked simultaneously.  

    "By stealth, cunning, and subterfuge," I said. When they nodded, I continued. "This has to be our secret or Anixia will turn into a war zone. If anyone knew what I just told you, ninety percent of the humans would be trying to take over the military and flee to Earth." 

    "I'm with you, Kayla," Hyun said. "I made a deal with the Anixians, and I'm committed to the Phoenix concept." 

    "I agree," Hanna said and we joined in a three-way hug. I went on to explain the new fighters. 

    "That's fantastic," Hyun said, while frowning in thought. "Maybe we could do something similar with the cruisers. With our current five cruisers, we are pretty much at our maximum cruiser-crew capability right now." 

    We stayed up all night discussing the problem. After breakfast the next morning, I took my Pitohui and rendezvoused with the Black Eagle, went to the Bridge, and locked the hatch. 

    "Oracle, you can operate the current cruisers without human support, correct?" I asked. 

    Yes, we were developed before our agreement with the humans; however, our software lacked the natural aggressiveness of the warrior nations and is therefore inadequate to consistently win battles. 

    "You are not incapable of being aggressive, if ordered to take aggressive action?" I asked, trying to ascertain the software's limitations. 

    No, our software requires us to carry out any order from an Anixian. Those orders override any moral or ethical restrictions the software contains. 

      

    "If you had humans aboard and I ordered you to cut the engines?" I asked. 

    I would warn you of the consequences, but then implement the order. 

      

    "What systems would I have to maintain to keep humans on the ship alive?" 

    Given you maintain the same acceleration, you could cut the gravity and compensators. If the humans were in self-contained suits, you could stop all environmental functions. Without those suits, they would need oxygen. You would also need energy for essential electronic equipment, like Oracle.  

      

    I left the Black Eagle satisfied I had the answers I sought. 

    

  


   
      

    [13] In Case You Aren't Busy 

    To my surprise, Iron-talon agreed to meet with me as soon as I could get to his area. When I exited the railcar, he stood waiting. 

    "You want changes already?" he asked in Anixian. Unlike with humans, it was hard to judge his mood. 

    "No, Iron-talon, the O-fighters are far better than I could have imagined, and produced faster than I could have hoped," I said and thought I noticed a gleam of satisfaction in his eyes. He waved a wing for me to follow him. Back in his workshop, he indicated for me to sit, and his daughter placed a cup of almond coffee on the table in front of me. 

    "Thank you, Silent-swift," I said and turned back to Iron-talon. "We have the same problem with our cruisers that we had with our fighters. Insufficient people to crew more than the existing five we have. More importantly, the crew is more important than the cruisers since we have the ability to replace cruisers but not crew." 

    "Phantoms?" Silent-swift blurted out, looking to her father. She was obviously apprenticing for his position when he retired or no longer fit to work. I made myself a mental note to check on the Anixian life expectancy, and their total numbers. Black Eagle had stated they had moved the majority of their population to Potoo. Although new products were developed on Anixia, mass production was done on Potoo, where the majority of their manufacturing capacity resided. 

    "Yes and no," I said. I thought we could shrink the size of our current cruisers so that they needed fewer crew, and also create a group of phantom cruisers managed by an Oracle like the fighters but directed by a human controller. In addition, I would like a battery on the manned cruisers which could maintain critical life support functions for at least eight hours. That would make the cruiser invisible or to look like it lost power." 

    "Anixian Kayla is very sneaky, Father," Silent-swift said and clicked her beak several times, indicating laughter. 

    "That is why she is the leader of the Phoenix House and our savior," Iron-talon said which caused me to stop breathing and break into a head-to-toe sweat. Being a cruiser captain was more responsibility than I wanted, but the thought of being responsible for a nation was unimaginable. Fortunately, he changed topics, and I lost my crippling focus on being responsible for so many people. "Would that not be dishonorable, pretending to be defeated?" 

    "A year ago, I would have agreed with you, Iron-talon," I said thinking back to the history versions of individual wars on Earth. The loser could claim his opponent won by dishonorable tactics, but he would still be the loser and the other side still the winner and in control. Better to be considered a dishonorable winner, alive and your people free, rather than an honorable loser and your people enslaved. "Today, I understand that the object of war is to win and that is the only objective that matters. Honor and dishonor have no meaning." 

    On the way back to the Saker House, I felt better. My goal was to save Anixia any way I could. Hopefully, any warlike aliens would have a sledgehammer, and that would predict their preferred solution–pound the opponent to death. Anixia did not have a sledgehammer; therefore, the solution would not be brute force. We would have to use our brains and adapt the solution to fix the problem with our available tools. While I ran our military, nothing was off the table. 

    

  


   
      

    [14] The List Expands 

      

    "I'm pleased to introduce two new players to our expanding LTN, Leave the Nest, Club," Bennett said, looking around the group of five individuals. "Ronda who is a two-star navigator and Rylee who is a two-star medic. Ladies this is Frazer who has two-stars in the House of Weapons and VanHorne who is the Merlin's wing leader." 

     Ronda was the first to speak. "I'm surprised a three-star individual would be disloyal to the Anixians," she said while evaluating VanHorne. "Most of the people in leadership positions are loyal or they would not have been promoted." Ronda was a middle-aged, matronly-looking woman with grey-streaked brown hair cut just over her ears. Rylee nodded agreement while silently appraising VanHorne as Ronda talked. Rylee had dark brown skin and the muscular build of an athlete. 

    "I was resigned to my fate until they appointed a bimbo teenager to be the supreme commander of the military," VanHorne responded with ill-disguised anger. 

    "She did create the K-box for the fighters which proved instrumental in destroying the Tullizor fleet and single-handedly stopped six Tullizor cruisers from invading Anixia," Rylee said, sounding amused as she continued to evaluate VanHorne.  

    "I never said she was stupid; however, her discovery of the K-box was not a stroke of genius but rather stumbled across by accident. And confronting the Tullizor fleet on her own showed poor judgement and succeeded only through the bravery of Simon, her wing leader. It was he who snatched victory from her reckless, glory-seeking stunt, but Kayla took all the credit. Then she runs off giving away our secrets to another nation, encouraging the Tullizor to retaliate for her aggression in their space, and destroying another alien-nation's cruiser. Anixia is living on borrowed time thanks to our supreme commander, Kayla." 

    "I hear she has created over a hundred fighters," Ronda said. "Isn't that a good thing?" 

    "That is exactly the problem." VanHorne pounded the table. "Since Kayla is in charge and the Anixians are too stupid to evaluate her war strategy, you hear the news according to Kayla. None of the senior wing leaders or cruiser captains have been asked to take part, and the Anixians consider her one of them which makes her above reproach. As you are probably aware we get and qualify as few as fifteen to eighteen fighter pilot candidates per year from Earth. So why are we building fighters when we have no pilots? Because our genius of a supreme commander plans to create robot pilots." 

    "That sounds like a clever idea," Frazer said to what appeared to be unanimous agreement from the nodding heads around the room.  

    "That's the damn problem," VanHorne snarled, "it sounds good to the bimbo and our generally non-military human population. The damn reason the Anixians had to shanghai humans from Earth was because the Anixians tried that before, and it didn't work. Computers are only as good as their programs. Even non-military humans are better than robots because they are capable of adapting to the enemy. Those robotic fighters will be as worthless as clay-pigeons when they meet the enemy. So, what difference does it make if we have a thousand or a hundred thousand? I don't want to be here when the nations she has pissed off come calling." 

    "Thank you, VanHorne," Bennett said, silently laughing to himself. VanHorne was capable of recruiting hundreds. In fact, we might be able to create a revolution with his help, creating an environment that would allow us to escape in the resulting chaos. "It sounds like we have a more urgent reason to desert Anixia than riches and fame: our lives. However, if we are going to be successful, it is imperative that we resolve several critical questions: 

    * Do the cruisers have traps that cause the software to shut down critical systems? What are they and how can we avoid them? 

    * What critical positions are needed to ferry a cruiser to Earth? 

    * If a cruiser's software can automatically return the ship to Anixia, can it automatically take the ship to Earth? 

    * Do the human cures require booster treatments, and if so, how, and when? 

    * Is an Anixian required to fly a cruiser out of Anixia space? 

    * How are the weapons on the ship activated and deactivated?" 

    Bennett paused for each individual to assimilate the critical information they would need if they were to have a chance at success. "Although we have concluded Kayla cannot be corrupted, could she be coerced or forced into helping? She's not immune to pain." 

    VanHorne laughed. "I can answer the question about booster shots. When she confronted me, she said I could leave but I had to return the cure, implying the Anixians could replicate the disease I had rather than failing to renew the cure." 

    "You have to admit she has a valid point." Rylee said, obviously amused. "We did receive compensation for our participation, which we should return if we wish to renege on our agreement." 

    Although Bennett wasn't going to admit it, Kayla did have a point, but being fair was not the issue. "Enough for today," Bennett said. "The solution appears time critical so let us meet weekly. We can use more recruits, but we must be careful who we approach and how much we tell them. The surface of Anixia is not friendly and that will be our fate if we are discovered. From now on, membership in our club requires a majority vote." 

    

  


   
      

    [15] Not So New Cruisers 

    "Well members of the War Triad, are you up for a secret trip?" I asked early one morning after hearing from Iron-talon. 

    "Where to?" Hanna asked, looking excited, while Hyun looked to be reserving her response until she knew where. 

    I smiled. "I have been invited to discuss the new cruiser design at the House of War. I thought my triad might be interested." 

    "You mean the Anixian House of War?" Hyun asked, her eyes alive with interest. "You bet I'm interested. We might even get a chance to influence the design," she said as she collected her things and headed for the door I held open. When we reached the door with an ostrich designating the entrance to Anixia's rail-car tunnel, and stepped inside, an elderly woman smiled and pointed to a six-person railcar with the top open. "Kayla, that car is for you. It's programmed to the Anixian House of War." 

    "Thank you, Cordilia," I replied, having been here enough times lately to get to know the normal staff. In a strange way, the room resembled a typical underground train station in any of the major cities. We entered and within a minute we were accelerating into the tunnel. When we arrived twenty minutes later, Silent-swift was there to meet us. She appeared surprised to see my two companions but said nothing as she guided us to her father's work area. Iron-talon stood when we entered, surveying us. 

    "Iron-talon, this is Hyun and Hanna my XO and primary navigator and close friends. They are also committed to Anixia, and people who I trust with my life," I said. "Hyun, Hanna this is Iron-talon, the House of War's senior designer and Silent-swift, his daughter." 

    "You are smart to have trusted friends to watch your back," Iron-talon said using his voice box since humans were present. "I decided trying to make the current cruisers smaller would serve no real purpose and would complicate the production process. Unless I misinterpreted your strategy, the purpose of the new cruisers is to reduce the number of crew, and to have the new Oracle-controlled cruisers look identical to the human-crewed ones. Since the original Oracle software was created to command the current cruisers, it requires little modification. Like the O-fighters, the only difference is the presence or absence of humans. The new cruiser's Oracle only needs modifications to expand the functions it will be responsible to monitor and maintain because of the reduced number of crew. That will be a job for Watcher and Listener." He paused until each of us nodded. "The one exception is the addition of a new Bridge panel for your controller to direct the unmanned cruisers, unless you plan for the captain to control the unmanned ones." 

    I looked to Hyun and Hanna who shrugged. "Let's start referring to the unmanned cruisers as O-cruisers, short for Owl Cruisers." I said, thinking that an easy way to differentiate between manned and unmanned fighters and cruisers. 

    "I would like the extra panel," I said. "Better to have it available and not need it than trying to reconfigure the cruisers if we decide we need it." 

    "That was interesting, Kayla," Hanna said as we headed back to the Saker house. "The manned cruisers will each have an additional position that is responsible for directing the O-cruisers." 

    I nodded. "Hanna, I'd like you to get qualified on weapons and ECM," I said, thinking aloud. "I know you aren't interested in those positions, but to be an effective war triad, we each need to understand the entire strategy and be capable of acting autonomously, if necessary." 

    

  


   
      

      

    [16] Theory Meets Reality 

    "Good morning, Kayla," Bradley said as I entered the Saker fighter-pilots' training area. I noticed Calum, Simon, and Tebos were huddled together in the same area talking. "I suspect the reason for your visit is these four new O-fighters we just received." 

    "Yes," I gave a weak smile. "Today we will discover whether giving a teenager command of Anixia's war strategy is a good, bad, or terrible idea. I've brought Black Eagle's XO, Hyun, and my primary navigator, Hanna, along to observe my plan meeting reality. Ladies, these are the wizards of the Saker fighter unit. Wing Leader Bradley, and senior pilots Calum, Tebos, and Blacky's Wing Leader Simon who you already know." I nodded to each man as I said their names.  

    "What are you planning, Boss?" Simon asked with a bit of cautiousness in his voice. 

    "A bit of a competition," I grinned. "Bradley, select six average pilots and send them to the north end of your training space." 

    Bradley gave me an inquisitive look but said nothing as he, Calum, and Tebos huddled for a few minutes before continuing to where the pilots where congregating in the recreation area, awaiting whatever was planned for the day. After a brief discussion, six pilots entered their fighters and were pushed out of the cave. "What now?" Bradley asked when he returned. 

    "As you are aware, during your training sessions the fighter's pygmy-Owl software has been recording the tactics of each pilot. Those results have been stored in each pilot's house and updated after each training session. In addition, a copy was sent to the Anixian House of War and reviewed by the Anixians who developed the pygmy-Owl software. They have been tweaking the software to ensure the Owls' experiences are updated similar to the way a human would assimilate new experiences. That ensures no two copies are identical. I asked Watcher and Listener to load their copies of the top performing pilot in each of the four houses into four O-fighters." I nodded to the four new fighters. “In a few minutes, I will deploy those four fighters to seek out and destroy the six Saker fighters you just deployed. Then we will evaluate the results. Based on the results…" I said not finishing the sentence since the results would determine if we conducted more tests or went back to the drawing board or found a new war commander. I wasn't sure which outcome I would prefer, except that I wanted the one that would provide the best chance for Anixia's survival. 

    "Kayla, are you sure?" Bradley asked. "Before dinner hour everyone on Anixia will know the result. If it doesn't go well…" 

    "I want what is best for Anixia not what is best for me," I said, feeling a bit weak in my knees. "If I'm not the person Grey-seer saw, then it is best the Anixians know now rather than after we are defeated by some nation." 

    I had to smile when Simon gave me a thumbs up gesture. "Let's do it, Boss. My money is on you." 

    "Me too!" Hyun said, and all heads turned toward her just as my four test O-fighters left the cave. 

    Seven minutes later, the Saker's six fighters had been destroyed along with two of the test O-fighters. The two remaining O-fighters, although functional, would have needed repairs. An hour later, we ran the same exercise but against the Saker's six best pilots. This time the four O-fighters were destroyed, however, only two of the Saker's fighters remained operational. 

    "Well, Kayla. I believe your position is safe," Bradley said to general nods of agreement. "Good thing, I can't imagine any sane individual wanting that responsibility. Unlike on Earth, the position doesn't have any benefits: no fancy uniforms, increase in pay, special housing, aide-de-camp, secretary, driver, etc. Worse yet, success is expected while failure will get you a ton of grief and an after the fact condemnation." 

    "Bradley, I would like you and your folks to analyze the individual O-fighter's performance and give me a summary. Watcher and Listener can use that to tweak the pygmy-Owl software." I found it interesting that Bradley's top pilot's master Owl had the best performance, with Pugh's and Gramier's Owls about the same, both good, and VanHorne's clearly last and marginal at best. 

    

  


   
      

    [17] The Prophecies 

    "Kayla, are you planning the same sort of…phantoms for the cruisers?" Hyun asked as we got ready for breakfast. "That could give us far more cruisers." 

    "Yes, phantom cruisers," I said, and wondered about the Anixians’ ability to build the number of fighters and cruisers I felt we would need to survive. I was not sure if a purely defensive strategy would work indefinitely, or whether we would have to go on the offensive at some point. "We have and will have a population problem for centuries. Consequently, we cannot afford to lose pilots or cruiser crews. We will lose a war of attrition. The strategy for the foreseeable future is to force our enemies to kill copies. I plan to train pilots to be wing leaders, directing a squadron of O-fighters, and senior cruiser captains or special controllers to direct task forces of O-cruisers." 

    "Wow!" Hyun and Hanna said together. 

    "What about a navigator like me?" Hanna asked, concern evident on her face and in her voice. 

    "If Gray-seer and your prophecy are true, they may, no…will require that each of us stretch far beyond our comfort zone," I said slowly beginning to understand what must be done if we were to save Anixia and create the new Phoenix nation.  

    "I'm not ready," Hanna's voice was barely above a whisper, while Hyun's facial expression turned from excitement to panic. 

    "None of us are ready," I said. "Maybe none of the heroes of the past were ready when the need presented itself. They saw the need and stepped forward. History is also filled with failures because no one stepped forward–" 

    "Or stepped forward and failed to meet the challenge," Hyun said, now looking as pale as a ghost. 

    I held out my arm with my hand facing upward and smiled before speaking, "I believe Grey-seer had a true insight into the future in that no Anixian could save Anixia. Their pacifistic culture precludes that from happening. I also believe no one person alone can save the Anixians. A triad of women might be able to, since they would approach the problem differently than men, who are strong and like hammers. Therefore, I trust that Hanna also had a true insight into the future. Three women would become friends and volunteer for the House of War. It is only left for us to step up to meet the challenge."  

    Hyun and Hanna moved closer and took my hands. 

    "The Phoenix War Triad," I said, feeling like an oath. Hyun and Hanna repeated the words. Before leaving the room, I typed a message to Black Eagle. 

    I would like to see Potoo. 

    

  


   
      

      

    [18] An Unexpected Ally 

    Early the next morning, I made my way to the fighter training area. Only Bradley was there, working on training schedules. 

    "Morning, Kayla, you are up very early," Bradley said. "Are you looking for me?" 

    "No, I'm here to retrieve my Pitohui," I said. "I miss flying fighters. They felt liberating. If I did something foolish or reckless, only I suffered the consequences." 

    "Yes, with seniority comes responsibility for people and the consequences of one's actions," Bradley sighed. "I don't envy you, Kayla, but I suspect you are the right person to lead us. In my experience, the best people to lead are the ones that do not want to lead. Those that see leadership as a responsibility and not as a position of power and glory." He surprised me by laughing. "It's funny. I am more comfortable with you as a leader than as a fighter pilot where you were more likely to be killed or crippled in combat. Enjoy your ride." He waved me off and returned to his paperwork. 

    Ironically, I saw his point except no human on Anixia was safe as they were all in the military and this military had no non-combat positions. I climbed into the Pitohui and was soon heading toward the cruiser Gray Seer #1, named after the Anixian Grey-seer, and staffed solely by Anixians. The cruiser looked smaller than the current war cruisers. I approached and was pulled into one of its empty bays now that it had deposited its cargo of food and equipment on Anixia. 

    When I exited the Pitohui, a large Seriema-looking male with his long red legs, hawk-like beak, and frontal crest, stood waiting. He had no voice box, indicating only Anixians visited Potoo. "Welcome Anixian Kayla. My name is Night-traveler. I am the captain of the Grey-seer #1. Follow me and I will show you to the Bridge. She is an old ship, the first to be built after Grey-seer's prophecy. Three were built to search for a suitable planet to hide a substantial number of our population, to establish a secret manufacturing capability, and to feed those who remained on Anixia, as the prophecy foretold the land there would soon be unfit to inhabit. Grey-seer #1 discovered Potoo, Grey-seer #2 found Earth, and Grey-seer #3 was lost. We believe it may have been destroyed by the Tullizor since it chose to explore in the direction where we now know the Tullizor live. If not for Grey-seer's warning, the Anixians would no longer exist." 

    "How large is the Anixian population on Potoo?" I asked. 

    "Around five million. Like the Potoo, we are well hidden among the asteroids and in the jungles on the ground. The large predators roaming the land and the evolving land masses make the planet appear unsuitable for habitation at this stage of its evolution. These factors as well as its close proximity to Anixia, less than a day's travel, make it perfect for our purposes." 

    On the way to the Bridge, Night-traveler gave me a quick tour of the ship, which was basically a merchant ship as it supported no offensive or defensive systems. Its only concession to safety was a massive power system that was capable of out accelerating any war cruiser. 

    On arrival I was treated like a visiting dignitary and for two days given a tour of the twenty-one asteroids the Anixians had hollowed out to accommodate their factories and cities. The real genius was how the generated heat from people and machines was trapped and converted back into energy. The third day, my tour guide, an owl named Misses-nothing, took me down to the planet where I was shown the farms they had cleverly disguised in among the natural flora and fauna.  

    "I would have thought you would have needed some kind of electronic barrier to protect the vegetables and livestock," I said detecting no sign of one. 

    "For the first ten years we tried all sorts of devices; however, the diversity of animals and other life forms on the planet precluded a perfect solution. Over time each method was defeated by one species or another. Then a unique evolutionary species of Strigidae, owls, took a liking to various human vegetables and adopted the gardens as their own. They are telepathic and have the ability to confuse animal minds, including the Anixians'. It took years to discover their unique ability and to reach an understanding, more a compromise, with the Tytonia Owl. For guarding the garden, they are entitled to a portion of the crop. That is a very satisfactory arrangement since they actually guard the entire garden although they prefer only about thirty percent of the crop. As part of the agreement, we ensure each garden contains an excessive number of the vegetables and plants they prefer." 

    "How?" I asked, after having visited several gardens. Each of the gardens looked random and grew in and around other natural vegetation on Potoo and looked impossible to protect. 

    "The Tyonian Owls have evolved the ability to communicate mentally and can scramble minds. They make their homes near our gardens and use their unique ability to discourage predators from the area. Their only enemy is a large iguana that periodically roams for kilometers. The Tyonian Owls can handle a few but if the mess is large, they can be overwhelmed, and their nests raided. It appears the iguanas like eating Tyonian Owls more than the crops." 

    "I have to admit those gardens are well camouflaged," I said, realizing I would have easily missed them even if I had been walking around knowing what I was looking for. "There is no way they could be detected from even a kilometer above." 

    "Necessity," Misses-nothing said. "If anyone discovers Potoo, we have no way to survive." 

    The next day we visited several planet-side mines, small and well disguised, and the only garden devoted to herbs and spices. As we left the shuttle, Misses-nothing grabbed his head and screeched in pain. At the same time, my mind felt as if I had a hangover. Looking around, I saw a large group of iguanas and Tyonian Owls fighting. Thinking the Tyonian Owls allies of a sort, I ran forward releasing my buzz-stick and laser although hesitant to use the latter thinking I would be just as likely to kill the Tyonian Owls rather than iguanas as they dove and leaped at each other. The iguanas were attempting to latch onto a leg or wing to drag the Tyonian Owl to the ground and kill it, while the Tyonian Owl dove, driving their beaks into the iguana's head or raking them with its talons. As I ran towards the melee, I thought the Tyonian Owls looked to be outnumbered five to one. When I reached the outer edge of the confrontation, I used my laser as there were no live Tyonian Owls in the area. Initially, the iguanas ignored me, and I managed to kill forty or more including several on trees trying to reach Tyonian Owl nests. As I neared the most intense fighting, the iguanas began attacking me. I switched back to my buzz stick, afraid of shooting myself as several had latched onto my legs. The buzz stick, which had been designed to put a strong, two meter, one hundred kilo athlete on his ass, proved lethal to the iguanas and dangerous to me when I missed, and it brushed against my thigh or lower leg while trying to hit an iguana climbing on me. At one point during the fight, I accidently stepped on an iguana and lost my balance. Stumbling forward, I knew I was going to fall and would die when the iguana attacked my prone figure. Luckily, I slammed into a tree which knocked the breath out of me and caused me to see stars but kept me standing upright. Looking up, I swept several iguanas off the tree as they advanced toward an Tyonian Owl nest. Resting my back against the tree I found myself stable and was able to point and fire with an accuracy I would not have believed possible. Consumed with desperation and panic, rather than aim and then fire I pointed the laser like a finger and fired. My only thought was to save the Tyonian Owls. Suddenly, the Tyonian Owls were also attacking me… No, I realized they were attacking the iguanas that were crawling on me. As the battle raged on, neither time nor pain nor conscious thought existed. Just the raging storm of slashing teeth, beaks, and talons. Then suddenly, a quiet enveloped me so intense I thought all life on Potoo had died. 

    "Anixian Kayla, you need a medic," I heard Misses-nothing far off in the distance. Then slowly my head cleared, and the pain hit me like a sledgehammer, my legs could no longer support me, and I slid down to the ground. The last thing I remembered was the smell of blood and death. 

    I woke in a sterile-looking cave surrounded by medical tables and equipment, feeling no pain. Misses-nothing stood only a few meters away. "That was foolish, Anixian Kayla," his voice low and sounding nervous. "The loss of the garden was not worth your life and the existence of the Anixians." 

    Suddenly, out of nowhere, an Tyonian Owl landed on my chest and stood looking down at me. He was gorgeous. Looking similar to an earth owl, he had a stocky shape, a round face with beautiful golden-mottled brown and white plumage. His eyes were a bright golden yellow with small black pupils. His beak was a dark blue and his wings brown and white barred. 

     I understood yet heard no sound. 

    For the many Tyonian Owl lives you saved, my people call you clan elder and appointed me your warden. You may call me Wurryn. No need talk. 

    "I thank your…," I began to say then stopped. The bird was not making any sounds, but I heard him talking…kind of like my implant. I shrugged and tried thinking my response. 

    I thank your people, Wurryn, for the honor. What is the function of a warden? 

    Wurryn's response was immediate and creepy like I was talking to myself or worse yet, to someone inside my head. Actually, like when I hear the meaning of the Anixian sounds when they speak in their own language. 

    A warden is a protector. Wardens protect the Anixians’ food gardens and newborn Tyonian Owl and elders who guide us through life. 

    "Misses-nothing, what is my medical status?" I asked, unsure what to think and wondered if I were hallucinating, or if it were the result of poison from the iguana bites, or… 

    "You almost died from the iguana assault," Misses-nothing said. "You were bleeding from multiple open wounds, torn veins and arteries, and iguana poison when I delivered you to the medical unit. The medical staff told me all your injuries have been fixed and you are in excellent condition, although your body will require a few days rest to get back to normal." 

    Wurryn, can you read my thoughts? 

    I thought the question, not sure I wanted Misses-nothing hearing me talk to myself or alternatively an Tyonian knowing my thoughts. 

    Yes, more and more as I adjust to your mind's activity and gain more knowledge of your world. 

    Wurryn, can you understand my spoken words? I thought the question.  

    Only indirectly based on what you are thinking. Have no fear. Wardens do not share mind thoughts. We are Tyonian Owls, but warden's minds work different, better. 

    Wurryn, when will you return to Potoo? I thought, not sure about how this Warden thing worked. 

    Only when you do. I am your warden. Stay with you. 

    "Misses-nothing," I said, changing my focus outward. "Has an Tyonian Owl ever talked to you?" 

    Misses-nothing shook his head, "No, nor do I know of anyone carrying on a conversation with them. That is why it took so long for us to work out that they were protecting the garden because they liked some of the plants and were willing to share responsibilities." 

    "I think I'm ready to return to Anixia on the next supply run," I said, feeling suddenly tired and mentally exhausted. "Wake me when it's ready to depart." 

    

  


   
      

    [19] Explanations Required 

    "Kayla!" Hyun yelled, her voice loud and angry as I entered our room. "You are the…head of the Phoenix house. You can't just run off without letting anyone know where you are going. When no one had seen you for over a day, rumors spread like wildfire. What, who is that?" Hyun pointed to Wurryn, who had decided my shoulder was a reasonable perch rather than trying to run or fly to keep up as I walked. Hyun and Hanna had bolted from their chairs when they saw it was me, but now stood frozen looking at Wurryn, who was staring back at them. 

    Family. I thought when I realized Wurryn might have them frozen. I no sooner had the thought than they shook their heads and began talking again. 

    "A new kind of Anixian?" Hyun asked, appraising the bird like an ornithologist trying to classify a new species." 

    "Not a pet," Hanna said as she studied the bird. "Too intent. It's intelligent." 

    "Never mind," Hyun said. "One of the Anixians took Hanna and me aside and said you had been hurt but would recover. He had been told to inform us as we were trusted friends. I would much rather you told your trusted friends where you were going rather than getting secondhand messages from the Anixians." 

    "Sorry," I said and meant it. "I’ve been so consumed with everyone looking to me as a savior, that I dash here and there looking for answers without thinking of the consequences. I'm only nineteen!" I shouted, as tears streaked down my cheeks, and I buried my face in my hands. "My mind is in constant turmoil." 

    That ended the barrage of questions and both women grabbed me into a three-way hug. 

    "Several days ago, I woke with a sudden urge to see Potoo because it is pivotal to our survival." I spoke patiently in apology for running off while desperately wanting my friends to understand. "We cannot produce enough food here on Anixia to feed the thousands that live here, nor can we produce the fighters, cruisers, and weapons to defend ourselves without Potoo. Conversely, without those of us on Anixia, those on Potoo will eventually perish because they have no means of defense. So, I decided to visit Potoo and queried Black Eagle, who arranged for the supply ship to pick me up. There I visited the manufacturing facilities in the asteroid belt and the food gardens on the surface of the planet. While on Potoo, I learned that a species called the Tyonian Owl literally protects our gardens from predators and trespassers for a share of the crop. They protect the gardens through a unique ability to disrupt the minds of the encroaching animals. During the tour, we encountered a mess of roaming iguanas attacking the Tyonian Owls. The iguanas were winning because of their overwhelming numerical advantage. Before I knew it, I was involved. My police training, laser, and buzz stick helped to reduce the iguanas' numerical advantage enough to save the Tyonian Owls and the garden. That earned me status as an elder and a warden protector," I pointed to the bird on my shoulder. "His name is Wurryn." 

    "How is that bird going to protect you?" Hanna asked, as she studied Wurryn. 

    "Somehow they are able to get inside the intruder's mind and scramble their thoughts and cause pain." I shrugged, since I was not sure exactly how it worked and whether the effect varied by type of animal. My guide, Misses-nothing, was incapacitated at the site where the battle raged while I was not. 

    Never encountered your species before, Wurryn clarified to my surprise. 

    "You were almost killed," Hyun said, clearly exasperated. "What then?" 

    "I suspect we will have to rely on everyone's instincts that I'm the person Grey-seer foresaw, and that Hanna is right about our triad being part of the prophecy." I shrugged, knowing the future would determine the right or wrong of it. 

    "You are right," Hanna said, and grinned. "'We have to assume the triad is integral to the prophecy and act accordingly. But you need to keep us better informed, and I need to get qualified in ECM and weapons." 

    

  


   
      

    [20] Not A Moment Too Soon 

    A month later, Iron-talon notified me that Blacky had been upgraded to the new configuration which needed half the normal crew and that the first phantom cruiser had been produced. 

    "Hyun, notify the crew of Black Eagle that they are to report for duty two days from now," I said, after Iron-talon invited me to tour both cruisers. "Iron-talon has agreed to give us a private tour to explain the differences," I said, and was rewarded with two eager and smiling faces. 

    "That's exciting," Hyun’s voice bubbled with anticipation. 

    "I guess that means I have to work harder on getting qualified to be a captain," Hanna said, with mixed emotions. Hanna was content being the best navigator she could be and traveling the galaxy, but not with being in command. I smiled to myself, thinking how alike Hanna and I were. I would also have been content being the best pilot I could be but not with being in charge. Unlike us, Hyun wanted to be in charge but did not feel ready. Overall, a very reluctant war triad, willing but not ready. 

    The next morning, a shuttle was waiting for us, which delivered us to a new cruiser orbiting Anixia. On approach, the ship looked like any of the other five war cruisers. Necessary, I thought. Like the shell game on Earth, the object is to provide multiple identical cups, in this case cruisers, to disguise the identity of the cruiser with the live crew. In our game of shells, the cups are providing the enemy watchers with an added distraction by shooting at them while moving. 

    When we exited the shuttle, Iron-talon was waiting, “Welcome Kayla and your guests," his voice box said. A very polite gesture, not using Anixian but rather his box. "I leave it to you to name the phantom cruisers." 

    Having given it considerable thought I said, "Hawk plus a unique number," thinking it would be easier to name a squadron and number the unmanned cruisers assigned to it, rather than have to come up with hundreds of individual names. 

    "Good," Iron-talon said. "Normally, the cruiser's Oracle would identify the approaching ship as an Anixian ship and open the bay upon a request to enter, after the appropriate password was given. Once authorized, all doors open manually with a touch on the access plate, except for the Bridge. That access always requires a password or identification." 

    We followed him out the door at the end of the bay and through the hallway, stopping at each of the compartments along the way. 

    "Notice that the unmanned cruiser has the same equipment as the manned cruiser," he said, "but the nonessential equipment is turned off. The assigned Oracle could turn this ship into a manned cruiser within an hour." He entered the Bridge with a few Anixian chirps. "Unauthorized entry will cause this or any unmanned cruiser to self-destruct." He stood tall and looked pleased with himself. 

    "Perfect," I said, even without knowing how all the commands worked. "You have again turned a sketch into a tangible masterpiece." 

    We spent the next five hours in Hawk #1's conference room going over the Oracle's controls and programming. Finally, I sat back and smiled. "Perfect. The only addition I require is the ability for the Hawk's Oracle, who is the cruiser's captain, to upgrade its master Oracle after each engagement. I want the Hawk's Oracle software to become smarter after each engagement." 

    "That was amazing," Hyun said during the shuttle ride back to Anixia. "The best part is that as time goes by, our live and Hawk Oracle captains will become seasoned war time commanders." She laughed. "You are creating a fantastic illusion, using mirrors to create a greatly expanded battle fleet. The best part is that the illusion has teeth." A few minutes later, Hyun smiled. "The Star Gods. Those are the Chinese Gods of Good Fortune, Prosperity, and Longevity: Fu Xing, Lu Xing, and Shou Xing. Or on Anixia, Kayla, Hyun, and Hanna." 

    Hanna and I looked in shock at a smiling Hyun. 

    "We died and were reborn as… Okay, how about The Phoenix Stars instead?" Hyun revised. "Three visions for the new Phoenix nation."  

    

  


   
    [21] Trial Run 

    "Crew of the Black Eagle, your Captain," Hyun said when the crew had been verified as all present. I thought she looked more serious than normal, as I keyed my mic to talk. She was probably envisioning a time when she would be a captain, not of a cruiser but a fleet. 

    "Welcome back aboard the new and improved Blacky," I said. "I know it doesn't look any different, but it is. The new Blacky is capable of functioning with a substantially reduced crew." I paused for the questions and comments I knew would be going on. "You may wonder why? Haven't we already taught the Tullizor that Anixian space is no longer a safe place to party? We have proven they are no longer the threat they once were, and that further aggression could make Tullizor space the Anixians' playground. But, as humans are well aware, defense alone is never a winning strategy. Our galaxy has a number of aggressive neighbors, neighbors who are more aggressive and more advanced than the Tullizor. We humans, like the Anixians, would like to live in peace but that doesn't appear likely. Therefore, we need to build a strong military that can not only deter aggression but be capable of taking the war to our enemies. Unfortunately, our small population severely limits the number of cruisers we can operate. To overcome that problem, the Anixians have managed to redesign our standard cruisers such that they need only half the number of the current crew. This will enable us to double the number of our cruisers. That combined with a strategy of smart-robotic cruisers will make us very unpleasant adversaries." I paused for a sip of water before continuing. "It will also increase our life expectancy, not only by preventing confrontations but by reducing the attacks on cruisers with live crews. I hope this brief synopsis helps to explain the reason for the changes and our vision for a better future. Over the next few days, you will be learning those functions that still require your tender loving care and those that don't." I scanned the Bridge crew and thought everyone looked relaxed. "In addition, we will be testing our robotic cruisers and fighters. Some will say the Anixians tried that, and it didn't work, and they would be partially right. It did not work perfectly. I would ask you, how many innovative technologies worked perfectly in the beginning? Think of the first automobile or the first television. The Anixians’ first unmanned cruiser did not destroy their Tullizor enemy, but it did slow them down. This version has the benefit of their Tullizor experience, recent technology and will be directed by aggressive humans with space war experience." That produced smiles from everyone. "Today we will be testing the unmanned cruiser's responsiveness to the commands from Blacky. Hyun will be acting as Blacky's captain, and I will be overseeing the test." 

    I had spent the previous evening with Watcher and Listener initializing the cruiser's software. We named the cruiser Owl software hawk-Owl to differentiate from the fighter's software we were calling pygmy-Owl. For the coming test, hawk-Owl #1 would be an O-cruiser under the Black Eagle's control. 

    I sat at the new console and turned the power switch on. The monitor lit, displaying hawk-Owl #1's current preset information: acceleration, vector, bombs, command orders, and a drop-down list of information available for display. I clicked on the keyboard icon and typed: join Black Eagle formation. Twenty minutes later hawk-Owl #1 was ten kilometers to our port with matching acceleration and vector. Then I began typing a new speed and vector and watched the O-cruiser's acceleration and vector information change. I then clicked on the voice icon. 

    "Decrease acceleration twenty-five gravities," I said and watched as the speed data changed. For the next two hours, I had Simon release several O-fighters from hawk-Owl #1, while he and I fired missiles at targets and maneuvered the O-cruiser. Eventually, he retrieved the O-fighters, and I sent hawk-Owl #1 back into its parking orbit. 

    I rose and stretched. "There is never a Tullizor cruiser around when you need something to shoot at," I said to smiling faces. "XO, you have the watch. I'm off to see Simon and see how his test went."  

    "Aye, Captain, I have the watch," Hyun said with a nod. 

    I passed several people in the corridors. Ironically, they all appeared to know me, but I realized I knew few of them. Maybe I should spend more time getting to know the crew as people and not by their position, or were captains supposed to be isolated, above the troops as a way of maintaining the mystique of the wise leader having all the answers? I laughed. I didn't even understand the questions. Then there was the discipline issue. If I were too friendly, would they begin to question my orders? I almost passed the door to the fighter bay as I was so deep in thought. The good news was that I obviously knew this ship if I could find my way while thinking about other things. 

    "Hi Boss," Simon said with a large grin, jerking me out of my musing. "Slumming or do you want something?" 

    "Just checking on how the O-fighter exercise went," I said, looking around the bay. Although we were inside a metal box, I had the feeling of being outdoors versus the feeling of confinement I felt inside the mountain. That was probably the reason why I loved flying the Pitohui. 

    "Everything went well, the O-fighters were responsive to my commands. I loved being actively involved. Made me feel like a puppeteer with the O-fighters on strings dancing to my commands. Can't imagine a wing commander in a real battle with literally hundreds of cruisers and thousands of fighters filling the space," Simon said his voice an octave higher and his eyes sparkling with energy. I gagged as acid rose in my throat at the image, responsibility, madness, and me the responsible puppeteer. My knees went weak but before I could collapse the image faded. 

    You do to self what we do to enemy. 

    Thank you, Wurryn, I thought. 

    "You alright, Boss? You look a bit pale." Simon had stopped and was looking wide-eyed at me. 

    "Sorry, Simon," I said. "I'm not enjoying all the good things that are going on, and the outstanding people who are making them happen. I'm obsessing on the future. I think what we need is inter-house competitions to get the O-fighters in top form." 

    "That would be fantastic!" Simon had a face-splitting smile and a gleam in his eyes.

  


   
    [22] The LTN Club Expands 

    Bennett stood when everyone had found a place to get comfortable. His new four-man room had four beds, although they had been made into two large beds by shoving two single beds together, and they had acquired two small steel tables with four folding chairs each. The result was a room that easily accommodated the eight people currently present with room to expand. Bennet had managed to obtain a new room with Frazer, Ronda, and Rylee who were also members of the LTN Club. The four had become a sexual unit over the previous months. "I'd like to welcome Helga from the House of Medical and Yong from the House of War," Bennett said, to start their weekly meeting. "They were approved during our last get together. "Helga, would you please tell us a little about yourself?" 

    "I've been on Anixia for over three years. I am a two-star worker, and I am not unhappy with the work. In fact, I quite enjoy it; however, I believe the Anixians are selfish and stupid. Selfish for not sharing with Earth, when they could save millions of lives with their medical technology. Stupid, in that an alliance with Earth would solve all their problems. They would have millions to support their military and to provide their security." She gave a defiant nod and sat with a satisfying look on her face before nodding to Yong who stood. 

    "I'm Andy Yong, four years on Anixia and qualified to be a captain. I have finished navigation, weapons, and ECM training and currently serving as the XO on the Rufous. I worked long and hard for the position of captain and should have been given the Black Eagle, but no, they gave the position to a fighter pilot with no cruiser experience. I've decided that if Anixia doesn’t want my services, fuck them, I'll leave," he snarled as he threw himself into his chair. 

    "Wing Leader VanHorne, what is going on with the fighter training?" Bennett asked emphasizing his senior position and diverting attention away from Yong before he turned it into a bitch session. They were meeting to plan an escape, not to rant and rave about personal trials and tribulations.  

    "Our teenager is treating the fighter units like pieces on a computer game, which she probably spent most of her life playing while growing up. Our robotic fighter pilots will be up against living, breathing, intelligent pilots with years of war experience. Our robotic pilots will be like clay pigeons." VanHorne's voice rang with contempt. 

    "The rumors claim those robotic pilots are doing well against our live pilots," Rylee said and shrugged. 

    "The war according to Admiral Kayla the magnificent," VanHorne sneered. "I'd rather not wait around to tell you, I told you so." 

    "I'm the XO on the Rufous Eagle," Yong said. "Captain Dmitry was impressed. He said they were giving our pilots a demanding workout." 

    VanHorne gave a dismissive gesture with a wave of his hand. "They are doing well against our fighter pilots who have no experience against a professional military trained group." 

    "What about the Tullizor?" Rylee asked? 

    "They are training against our pilots, not the Tullizor," Van Horne shook his head and gave a crooked smile. "You think robots are going to adjust to a new enemy with an innovative approach? No, they are going to do the same thing they were programmed to do. As soon as our opponents see that, they will be easy to destroy." 

    "What would you do?" Rylee asked, grinning with amusement. 

    "Admit Anixia is doomed and take all the humans back to Earth. Helga makes far more sense than Kayla." 

    Bennett decided to intervene before the conversation became contentious. He wanted everyone on the same page and supportive not combative. "We now have two medical qualified individuals. Do either of you know if the rumor about needing booster shots is true or false?" 

    "False," Helga said and Ronda nodded agreement. "Their machines diagnose and then fix. There are no controls to partially cure or to insert another disease which would need treatment in the future. That was said to stop a hijacking in progress. Clever but not true. As for the time to reach Earth, it's a three-day trip. I know as I have been a member of the crew several times." 

    "I can speak to the cruiser traps," Yong said while raising a hand. "There are definite traps that can cause the cruiser to take control, which the captain cannot override. In addition, there are at least one or two that the captain can activate. Once activated or initiated, no one but an Anixian can countermand it." 

    "We need to identify those traps and how they can be avoided," Bennett laughed. "Or how to get a cooperating Anixian to go along." 

    

  


   
      

    [23] All Stars Are Not Equal 

    In my opinion, we have been extraordinarily lucky not to have had any alien visitors, which would signal we had been discovered and an invasion imminent. The O-fighter training had been going well and Simon had won the first Puppeteer award. The winner had to have the most two out of three matches in competition against the other three houses. Now that the O-fighter exercises were going well, I decided it was time to include the O-cruisers as we now had five of them. I had worked with Watcher and Listener for over a month to develop software that could duplicate the fighter pilot training exercises. The result was like a real-life simulator. Finally, I called for a meeting of the cruiser captains and their XOs. I held the meeting in the conference room on the Black Eagle. 

    The captains had a mixture of guarded expressions when they arrived. I could not honestly blame them. They had been called to a meeting by a teenager who was younger than them by at least ten-to-twenty years. Worse yet, the teenager was apparently in command. Surprisingly, no one asked the reason for the meeting. They each entered, nodded hello, inspected the table I had provided at the back of the room with snacks and drinks, fetched something, and sat. 

    "Good morning," I said from a sitting position at the head of the table, although wanting to stand and walk around to relieve my nervousness. I felt sitting was less pretentious. "I wish conditions here on Anixia were such that we could have quarters close to each other, giving us an opportunity to get to know one another. I hope we can correct that in the future, but for now an update meeting now and then to dispel the latest rumors might help." I took a sip of water as my mouth felt dry and it gave me a chance to divert my eyes from the twenty eyes evaluating my every muscle twitch. "My recent exploration of our closest neighbors made it obvious that the Anixian’s current military strategy won't work unless we can go unnoticed for several centuries or we can get Anixia listed as a bird sanctuary." That generated a few grins and snorts. 

    "Why?" Captain Borvo asked in an adult-to-child tone. He was a wiry tall man, in his forties, with a mustache, goatee, and short-cut hair. He had a slight curl to his lip like a bully preparing to have fun with a weaker opponent. "You have a history of making decisions without seeking others’ opinions or advice. Strange, as you are still in your teens and have the least experience of anyone here." 

    I gave a short laugh. "True, Captain Borvo, I am still in my teens, but it is obvious to this teenager that the current strategy would not even work against the Tullizor in the long run. They can afford to lose every battle with us and win the war because they can replace their losses. We cannot. Our replacements from Earth total less than three hundred individuals a year. As a consequence, we don't have one cruiser with a full squadron of fighters and no chance of ever achieving that goal. If the Tullizor were the only space traveling nation in the area, some of us might be willing to cross our fingers and hope we could survive a war of attrition. Unfortunately, they are not. That might not matter either if the Tullizor had the largest and the most superior technology. They don't." 

    "That's your inexperienced assessment," Borvo sneered while assessing the mood around the table as he warmed to the confrontation. 

    "That is also true, Captain Borvo," I said. "I concede you are much older than me and have had more diverse experiences, so I would love to hear your assessment and what information leads to your conclusion." 

    "I just don't agree with your assessment," he shouted. 

    "That is a brilliant counter argument, Captain Borvo." Now, I was warming to the debate. "However, the other captains might want a little bit more information on how you came to disagree with my assessment." I looked around the room seeing a mixture of expressions from agreement to dismay. A few seemed to be enjoying the fight. 

    "It doesn't matter. It's all speculation. The bottom line is that I'm not taking orders from a girl who isn't old enough to make a legal contract on Earth," Borvo shouted as he half rose out of his chair and slammed his palm onto the metal table so hard it shook. His face twisted in hate as he glared at me. 

    "I'm sorry, Captain Borvo. I don't remember giving you any orders," I shrugged. "I was merely trying to explain the necessity for a change in strategy." 

    "I am just informing you that I won't take orders from you! You do not get to dictate our strategy. You are a captain just like me. No, not like me, an inexperienced junior captain," he smiled as he relaxed back into his chair. 

    "Does your XO agree with you?" I asked as I shifted my gaze to the woman sitting next to him, which I knew from a search of the records was Marianna, a mother of two in her late forties. She had a stout figure, medium height, and shoulder length black hair tied in a bun. Her normally pleasant round face was ashen as her gaze swiveled back and forth between us. 

    "Kayla, what is the new strategy?" Captain Basson asked, saving Marianna from having to answer the question. "I've had enough interactions with you to be interested.” 

    "Right now, the shortage of fighter pilots is a critical factor, because they are our main line of offence and defense. Without the fighters the battles would be between cruisers, each of which contains a year's worth of candidates from Earth. I thought a potential solution would be to have unmanned fighters." I held up my hand before anyone could respond. "Many will say the Anixians tried that, and it didn't work. True, but we have their experience as to what worked and what didn't. Don't forget the Tullizor did not annihilate the Anixians' cruisers, therefore the unmanned cruisers worked to a limited extent. Now we have humans to improve the weaknesses in the software and to direct the unmanned fighters during the battle. In addition, a system to upgrade the software so the robot-pilots’ experience is never lost. We don't care if they shoot down more of our robot-pilots than we do of theirs. They are killing copies of pilots. We have the ability to replace the fighters, just not the pilots. Our initial test of the unmanned fighters shows them to be effective and equal to our current best, and since humans will directly monitor them, they can alternate their tactical programming to adapt to the current situation. I reason we could do the same with our cruisers. If the enemy destroys an unmanned cruiser, we lose little, whereas with the loss of a manned cruiser, we lose a year's worth of recruits along with their experience." 

    "What now, Kayla?" Captain Yarona asked. 

    "I want to conduct training exercises that will provide our unmanned cruiser pilots, called hawk-Owls, the basic experience to attack the enemy's cruisers as well as provide you with the knowledge to command a fleet of unmanned cruisers," I said. "The manned cruisers have been upgraded so as to only require half as many crew as before. My ultimate goal is for each manned cruiser to have a fleet of O-cruisers, unmanned cruisers, with a wing of O-fighters." 

    "What if we don't agree with your hypothetical solution?" Borvo asked, looking around the table for support. 

    "In that case, Captain Borvo," I shrugged, "we will do everything we can to find a position with which you are more comfortable." 

    "You can't do that. You are just a captain like everyone else here. You have three stars just like the rest of us," Borvo sneered. 

    "What you said is technically true, Captain Borvo," I said with a sigh. "Can I have a show of hands of those who are unwilling to participate in the new strategy?" I avoided the part about taking orders from me as I had no idea who would or should lead in case of an invasion. While waiting, I scanned the room. People were walking around talking to each other and scanning their peers before taking a stand. 

     As everyone sat, Borvo raised his hand, scowling as he scanned the others. Yong, Dmitry's XO, started to raise his hand but lowered it when he looked at his captain. 

    "Thank you. Please meet with my XO, Hyun, and set up a schedule for me to work with you on the new O-cruisers. We are calling the O-cruiser pilots hawk-Owls to differentiate from the fighter's unmanned pilots which, we are calling pygmy-Owls," I said, then fixed my gaze on Borvo. "Mr. Borvo, I will have the Anixians review your initial survey and work with you to find a position with which you are more comfortable. But in the end, you are in the military and do not get to vote on who you work for, or the work you are assigned, and could find yourself working for another stupid teenager." 

    "I will take this to Black Eagle. He promoted me not you," Borvo growled. "When he sees the unmitigated mess you are making of his military, hopefully he will assign you someplace where you won't be disruptive and let the adults chart Anixia's future." 

    I couldn't help an inappropriate young girl's giggle, but it felt good. "Mr. Borvo, I would be eternally grateful if you could convince him to do just that. I liked being a fighter pilot if he asks." 

    "I'll bet Bradley is delighted to have you out of his unit and wouldn't welcome you back," Borvo said, warming to the rant. Hyun ruined it by laughing. "What the fuck are you laughing at?" Borvo actually stood and pointed a finger at Hyun. "You think you are going to replace her or me as captain? Or that Black Eagle won't agree she's dangerous?" 

    "No, Captain Borvo. I'm not ready to be a captain, just as Kayla doesn’t believe she's ready to command the military. No, I'm laughing at how stupid you and many others believe the Anixians to be. They not only know everything Kayla is doing, but she has Black Eagle's complete confidence." 

    "Bullshit!" Borvo shouted, choosing in mid-swing not to slam the table again. 

    Hyun laughed again. "You were right about you and her each having three stars and being promoted by Black Eagle. The problem is that your three stars are in the human House of War, while Kayla's three stars are in the Anixian House of War. While you and the rest of us are looking at today, she's looking centuries ahead." As Hyun finished, all eyes in the room shot from Hyun to me. She reached across me, pushed up my shirt sleeve, which was covering my Sleeve, and raised my arm for all to see. "It's not age that makes a good leader. It's those with the vision and courage to take action." 

    The room erupted into a cacophony of whispered conversations and remarks. 

    

  


   
      

    [24] A New Way of Thinking 

    I sat in Captain Yarona's office, on the Bald Eagle, drinking my favorite almond coffee. 

    "Captain Yarona–" I began. 

    "Shirley, please," Yarona said quickly. 

    "Shirley, you can now think of yourself as an admiral commanding a fleet of cruisers with multiple squadrons of fighters. I'm hoping for each of you to have three O-cruisers in your fleet, over time to expand that to a group, and to have two squadrons of fighters on each O-cruiser," I said and smiled at the look of shock on her face as I took a sip of my coffee. "For now, each of you will be working to develop formations and tactics and to teach your hawk-Owls to be semi-independent." 

    "How do we do that?" she asked. 

    "Somewhat like you would teach a new child. By letting them observe your actions as you take part in exercises, then by letting them mimic those actions, and finally by letting them operate solo under your supervision." 

    "My God, Kayla. Hyun was right. We are focused on today, while you are focused years ahead of us. I also agree with her about not feeling ready for promotion. I was comfortable as a captain but I’m not ready to be an admiral in charge of a fleet," she snorted and grinned. 

    Over the next month, I spent a week with each captain working with three O-cruisers. I left the Haast for last to give Marianna time to ease into her new position of captain. Whoever made the human's assignments reassigned Borvo to the House of Support, and I had Joseph add him to the Watch List. It would be too much of a stretch to believe he would not be trouble at some point. 

    A month later, we began exercises between cruisers. That proved interesting and confusing, and the captains agreed to hold after-the-exercise critiques. 

    "It's scary being responsible for multiple cruisers and their attack fighter squadrons," Captain Basson said at the first critique. "Like a game of four-dimensional chess, but at the same time, it's immensely intoxicating to have so much power.” 

    As we got accustomed to working with multiple cruisers and fighters, we began developing standard formations and attack strategies and gave them cryptic designations: 

    CS01, a no frills straight on attack to overwhelm the enemy’s force using the O-cruisers. 

    CS02, a complete stealth mode attack where the fleet went to battery power. 

         - CS02a, until the enemy fleet was within one hundred kilometers. 

         - CS02b. until the enemy fleet was past the Anixian fleet. 

    CS03, three lines comprised of two manned cruisers with their six O-cruisers. 

    CS04, Independent action. 

    CS05, under Black Eagle control. 

        -  CS05a, the entire Anixian force present. 

        -  CS05c, Black Eagle with the Crowned Eagle's fleet. 

        - CS05b, Black Eagle with the Bald Eagle's fleet. 

       - CS05m, Black Eagle with the Merlin Eagle's fleet. 

        - CS05r, Black Eagle with the Rufous Eagle's fleet. 

                CS06##, Black Eagle with the appropriate numbered fleets. For example, CS06bm– designating the Black Eagle with the Bald Eagle and Merlin. 

    CS07## indicating specific fleets. For example, CS07mb–the Merlin and Bald Eagles. 

    Within three months, we had ten O-cruisers and the weekly exercises were becoming nightmarishly complicated. 

    Proving we were on a race against time, two unidentified cruisers entered Anixian space. 

    

  


   
      

    [25] Searching for A Solution 

    "We have a new member and a new development," Bennett said as the members of the LTN Club found places to sit or lay. "Ex-Captain Borvo is joining our group. Welcome Captain Borvo." 

    "Thank you, Bennett," Borvo said. "I'm glad to find a few folks who are sane and not delusional enough to think a teenager can run a nation's military. Wing Leader VanHorne has the right of it. We are under a ticking time bomb to act. I have just been informed, that two Jumanu war cruisers have entered Anixia space. That brings the current list of potentially warlike nations to three: Tullizor, Jumanu, and Soofir. The first one to test our teenage commander will crush her robotic fleet and be our new masters. They are unlikely to be as easy-going as the Anixians, which will dash our chances of ever seeing Earth again." 

    "Do you know the potential traps the cruiser possesses to thwart hijackers from commandeering their ships?" Frazer asked. 

    "Not for certain; however, I know most, if not all, revolve around the captain. He has verbal commands that will give control to the ship–" 

    "What do you mean, give control to the ship?" Rylee interrupted. "You mean the ship doesn't need us? Maybe Kayla's right and robotic fighters and cruisers can save us from any invaders." 

    "No. Not the same thing. On Earth we have driverless cars that can transport you from place X to place Y. That is relatively easy," Borvo said and smiled. "Building a car that can protect its passengers from intelligent beings attempting to destroy the vehicle is an entirely different level of artificial intelligence. Remember, the Anixians had to hijack humans because they were not smart enough to build a cruiser that could do that. It's a fool who thinks doing something again that doesn't work will produce a different result." 

    "That isn't the point. Is it possible to tell the cruiser to go from point X to point Y, and can it do that without a Bridge crew?" Rylee persisted, her hands on her hips and brown eyes lasered into Borvo's. 

    "I don't know for sure, but I think the ship's software is capable of doing just that," Borvo admitted. 

    "Then any Anixian could get the cruiser to take us to Earth?" Rylee stood rocking from her heals to her toes and looking excited. 

    "That is true. The Anixians have complete trust in each other, which is clear by letting Kayla leave Anixia. She could easily have gone to Earth," Borvo said. 

    "Well then, there is our answer," Rylee said, spreading her arms in a gesture of having solved the problem. 

    "They won't cooperate," Borvo said, slowly as if talking to a mentally challenged person. 

    "Are they immune to pain?" Rylee asked.  

    "No, but they would gladly sacrifice their life rather than potentially harm the Anixian people," Borvo said. 

    "How could they do that? We would get the information we need someplace where they couldn't access the controls," Rylee insisted, frustrated by their slowness to understand.  

    "Do any of you understand the Anixian language?" Borvo asked but continued before anyone could respond. "Well, you need to understand their language to converse with the ship's computer. Do you think the captain is going to tell the system to do what we want? He is more likely to order the system to cut the engines, which will turn off the life support systems. I have to admit Kayla has the right of it when she tells the hijackers, the Anixians aren't stupid. They know humans aren't trustworthy." 

    "What about turning off the system's computer?" VanHorne asked? 

    Borvo laughed. "Without the central computer, the cruiser would be no different than an asteroid." 

    "What is the solution then?" Bennett asked. "It sounds as if the cruiser could take us to Earth without our help with a simple command." 

    "Kayla," VanHorne said to slowly nodding heads. 

    

  


   
      

    [26] Friend or Foe? 

    I had called for all the cruiser and fighter wing commanders to assemble in the Black Eagle's conference room where monitors had been setup to track the unknown cruisers. One of the cruisers remained near the Wave exit while the other slowly crept toward Anixia. 

    "Kayla," Hyun, who remained on the Bridge, said into the room's speakers. "The approaching ship has been tentatively identified as a Jumanu war cruiser based on the artifacts Captain Oadagaz showed us. They are maintaining a five percent of max acceleration and are estimated to arrive at Anixia in eighteen and one-half hours." Hyun and I had agreed to leave off my rank, partially because that had yet to be established, everyone now knew I had the authority to give orders and calling me captain would appear to put the other captains on an equal footing with me. Ironically, I would prefer they take the responsibility… I really didn't know what I wanted, I mused. I certainly didn't want men like Borvo making life and death decisions for Anixia or me. 

    "Hyun, let's meet the Jumanu cruiser on a vector with the same acceleration which will be approximately halfway. Link three O-cruisers to Blacky," I said, hoping the slow approach indicated a desire on their part to talk. 

    "What are you planning?" Captain Basson asked, which was a question everyone in the room had on their mind. 

    I shrugged. "I am assuming their slow approach indicates a willingness to talk while the cruiser at the entrance to the Wave is a warning that any aggression will result in a call for a retaliation force. I'm hoping my response is sending the same message, a willingness to talk but ready to use force in response to any aggression." 

    "How do you know we can talk?" Captain Dmitry asked.  

    "I don't. I will attempt to work with them to develop a translator box like I did with the Dagazians if they appear interested. Even if they have translators, they will not have one for English. 

    "Is that wise?" Captain Dmitry asked. 

    "That is one of those we will know later answers," I said. "Destroying the Jumanu cruiser will more than likely be considered a declaration of war. Talking with them may also result in a war, but at least we will learn a bit about the Jumanu's intentions and buy us time to prepare." 

    "Perhaps, one of us should go instead of you," Captain Yarona suggested, although she did not appear to be volunteering, 

    I restrained a laugh but could not stop a grin. "Afraid one of you will inherit the position? I cannot blame you. It is a shitty position with no offsetting benefits I'm aware of. Even if they intend conquest, I see no advantage for them to start a war without giving us options. While I try to establish communications, I would like you to establish a command post on one of your cruisers and keep everything powered down to avoid giving the Jumanu any information about our strength. You may also want to give some thought on what to do if I am wrong. Hyun will keep you informed, but from our previous experience with the Dagaz translator, the process will take several weeks." 

    "I think Captain Yarona is right," Hyun said when I returned to the Bridge. "The Jumanu may kidnap you when they discover you speak for the Anixians." 

    "I'm going to represent myself as a spokesperson for the Anixians. Everyone knows that spokespersons are throw away individuals who can't make decisions," I said. "Abie, get out your flip cards. I think that will be our opening gambit. If they accept, are you still willing to be our first contact with the aliens?" 

    "Yes," Abie said, nodding. "That was fun with the Dagazians. Besides, if I can prevent miscommunications and maybe a war, it fits my desired profession as a pre-medical doctor–one that saves people from becoming injured and, therefore, not needing a doctor." 

    Four hours later, Hyun pointed to the monitor. "Captain, the Jumanu have sent their own stick-figure video." 

    As I watched, it showed a small red ship and a broad red-stick figure leaving a large red cruiser-like ship, presumably a Jumanu, Jumanu shuttle, and Jumanu cruiser, and traveling to a large grey cruiser-like ship, presumably an Anixian ship. Next the red and grey figures standing next to each other. 

    "Not bad," I said, although not sure how we would communicate–gestures and more stick figure animations I assumed. "Abie dig out our animation to the Dagazians and adapt it for the Jumanu." 

    Less than five minutes later, Abie showed me the revised animation. It started by showing a small grey vehicle leaving with a thin grey stick figure from a grey cruiser-like ship and traveling to a red cruiser-like ship. Then the grey figure entering the red cruiser-like ship. Next it showed a red figure walking around with a grey figure who was pointing to objects while the red figure talked. Then the grey figure returning to the grey ship. Finally, a red and grey figure standing together next to a machine. The red figure talked, then the machine talked, then a grey figure talked, and then a machine talked. 

    "Quite good," I said. "Just wish we knew how to say, yes. No telling what any gesture we make would mean to them. Even on Earth the same gesture could mean something different in another culture.  

    I had Abie make another stick video showing a large lightning bolt then twenty small ones. Then a red and grey ship each separated from a black vertical line and each moving by one small lightning bolt until they reached the line. 

    "You want them to meet us halfway and to approach at their current speed," Abie said.  

    "Exactly." I said, nodding. "Hyun leave the O-cruisers a light second behind us." 

    "Isn't that a bit dangerous?" 

    "I'm guessing that at this point they want the translator more than a fight, whether they are peaceful or intent on war." I shrugged. "Even on Earth, the idea is not to destroy the other country but to make them submit. The invaders want something that will be easier to get if they can communicate. We will be more cautious when we have a working translator." 

    An hour later, Abie had the video and Hyun sent it. A half hour later, the Jumanu returned the video again showing the two ships approaching and stopping consistent with Abie's video. 

    Four hours later the two ships stopped exactly twenty thousand kilometers apart and Abie departed in one of our standard shuttles for the four-minute ride to the Jumanu cruiser. 

    Over the next week, Abie left for the Jumanu ship at nine in the morning, ship time, and returned late in the afternoon. There she transferred the day's session to Oracle. At the end of the week, Abie began refining the rough translation by pointing to objects in the database and saying the words in English and had the translator repeat the word in Jumanu. The Jumanu would then repeat the word, correcting pronunciation or using a better-word choice. After three weeks, Abie began with sentences. At the end of six weeks, we had a reasonable civilian translation device. The Jumanu had avoided anything technical beyond high school level mathematics and general science. 

    I arranged to meet on the Black Eagle and decided to take Abie along as a reward for all the work she had done and the fantastic results. 

    Oracle, what do you think of their language? I thought while sitting in the captain's chair as I prepared for my first encounter with the Jumanu. 

    An extremely aggressive language and very structured. Be careful. They revere strength. 

    "Abie, they know I'm a captain, but you must be careful to treat me like a negotiator for the Anixians and not like a decision maker," I said as we made it to our shuttle bay to greet the Jumanu shuttle. "If they think I'm important it may tempt them to kidnap us." 

    Oracle, can you give me a portable plate like on the captain's console, so that I can speak to you mind to mind from anywhere on the Black Eagle? I thought with my hand on the plate. 

    Yes, with minor adjustments your Sleeve can be made to work, but it will be on all the time unless you authorize me to cancel the link. 

    I authorize the change to my Sleeve, I thought. 

    The change will be temporary. You will need to go to the Anixian House of Medicine if you want the change to be permanent. 

    

  


   
      

    [27] Leaving the Nest Prematurely 

    Borvo burst into Bennett's room flushed with excitement. Looking around he found Bennett humping Rylee and Frazer entangled with Ronda.  

    "You can finish your love fest later," he shouted, panting from his mad dash from his new quarters in the support complex. "Bennett, you need to call a meeting of the LTN Club now. Two Jumanu war cruisers have entered Anixian space. This may present a unique opportunity for us to escape." 

    Rylee wrapped her legs around Bennett's back when he appeared ready to stop thrusting into her. Borvo shook his head in disgust then turned back and shut the door in resignation. Two minutes later, Rylee's legs dropped away, and Bennett rolled off her, soaked in sweat and panting. 

    "You and the Jumanu's timing suck," Bennett said. "Alright, let's hear the news." 

    "Queen Kayla has ordered all cruisers to prepare for battle but not to do anything to disclose their locations. She is planning on taking the Black Eagle to meet the Jumanu ships since there are only two of them." 

    "I don't think we are ready to steal a cruiser," Frazer said as he and Ronda stood and pulled on nightwear. 

    "I agree," Borvo said, while admiring Rylee's perky breasts. She had made no effort to move since Bennett rolled off her. "The situation is going to be unpredictable and may present a once in a lifetime opportunity. Otherwise, we are looking at a year or more which may be too late." 

    "I agree we need to monitor the situation and be ready to seize any opportunity," Bennett said as he stood drying himself with a towel. "I will call a meeting for tonight. We will know more by then," he snorted. "Borvo, relax. You of all people should know the less planning the more risk and the more dependence on luck. Our risk is already significant even with good planning." 

    Borvo reluctantly nodded. 

    "Tonight, after dinner," Bennett said. 

    As the day dragged on and the time for the LTN meeting drew near, the number of rumors had increased exponentially. 

    "Well, I know we are all excited and hoping this unexpected Jumanu visit will present an opportunity for us to leave the nest," Bennett began when everyone had gotten settled. "But I warn you that the stakes are high–our lives if we act prematurely." He gave a hangdog expression. "Better a slave than wandering a radioactive planet and dying a painful death." 

    "Unless the new masters are worse than the old," Borvo said. 

    "Agreed," Bennett said. "What are the latest rumors?" 

    "Facts," VanHorne said. "Our wise commander has decided to create an English/Jumanu translation device so that the two leaders can talk, and she can dazzle the Jumanu with her importance. Then when he knows all our weaknesses, for example that we have an inexperienced teenager running our defense, or that robots are flying our fighters and cruisers, he won't be surprised." 

    "She did pretty well against the Tullizor," Ronda said with a wry smile. 

    "Because we had the element of surprise!" Borvo interjected. 

    "How long do we have until this meeting and who will be invited?" Bennett asked, unsure how long it would take to build a translator. 

    "Probably a couple of months," Frazer said after nibbling on his lip for a minute. "Normally eight to twelve weeks but she created one for the Dagazians, so she and her ECM operator have extensive experience with the process." 

    "Therefore, we have about four weeks to put together a plan," VanHorne said. 

    "VanHorne, we need more precise information about the meeting: where, who, and when. Borvo, Rylee, more information about the cruiser traps and how to defeat, or at least, avoid them, and how to find Earth would also be nice to know," Bennett said, feeling energized at the prospect of action. "Critical information we need before we can make a workable, and more importantly, a survivable plan." 

    "Bennett, how much authority do you have in Records?" Borvo asked, then added. "Can you make assignments, move people around?" 

    "I'm a two-star records person. I can make changes, but it has to have been approved by an appropriate level person." He gave an evil grin. "Of course, I can make the changes whether I actually have approval or not. Except for very minor changes, most would be discovered eventually." 

    "What personnel changes?" Borvo insisted. 

    Bennett laughed. "Yes, I could assign you as the new captain to one of the cruisers and claim Commander Kayla authorized it. Under normal circumstances that would be discovered within an hour, and I would be walking on the surface of Anixia the next day." He held up a hand to stop comments. "If a crew member were injured and the person assigned was qualified to fill that slot, and Kayla was preoccupied, then the change may not be noticed for hours, maybe as long as a day." 

    

  


   
      

    [28] Complications Galore 

    When the Jumanu shuttle docked, three human-looking men except for the facial features resembling baboons emerged: elongated muzzle with a reddish stripe down the middle and protruding blue ridges on the sides. Each individual stood a few centimeters shorter than me but wider, heavier, and more muscular. The middle Jumanu was clearly in charge as the men on either side of him stood a half meter behind him. 

    Abie stepped forward and handed him the latest version of the Jumanu translator, a small ten-centimeter-square black box. On top were four switches labeled in Jumanu: Power, On/Off, Pause, and Volume. On the two opposing sides a microphone and on the other two sides were speakers.  

    "Welcome aboard the Black Eagle, Captain. I am Captain Kayla, commander of the Black Eagle. I have been designated the spokesperson for Anixia," I said while holding my hands empty and palm up, which Abie had said was a typical friendly greeting. As I spoke, I heard the translation box's voice spill out guttural, harsh sounding words.  

    "Thank you, Captain Kayla, I am Force Leader ju-Takeshi, captain of the Silver Crusher," he said with a similar gesture. "I was impressed with your Abie and the translation device she produced." 

    "Stick-figure videos are very nice and can be helpful when there is no common language, but it is better if we can speak with a similar language and in sight of each other," I said while holding easy-eye contact. Abie had cautioned me that staring could be considered a challenge and avoiding eye contact was for servants or lessor non-equals. She had spent an hour with me trying to teach me the subtle differences. "Less chance for misinterpretation. There are various foods on the table you may wish to sample," I said, pointing to a table at the back of the room. Abie had obtained a small DNA sample after agreeing to exchange samples. "Our medical people assure me that they are compatible with your metabolism. We can begin talks when you are ready." Oracle had warned me to be careful not to appear to be giving orders to him, saying to sit rather sit if you feel like it. 

    "Without knowing the other's culture, it is easy to misinterpret words and gestures." He showed his teeth which Abie had assured me was a grin, although they had several teeth-showing expressions which were not grins or friendly. "We had that trouble with your neighbors, the Tullizor. They like to fight and hate birds." He flapped his elbows like wings. "Your bird has wings," he pointed to Wurryn perching on the back of my chair, "but you don't appear to have wings." 

    "We have two species on this planet," I said while debating how much to disclose. "A species that evolved from animals that fly and one from tree climbers–birds and monkeys. We are partners and share the planet." 

    Ju-Takeshi's eyes went to Wurryn. 

    "No," I said. "This is a Tyonian Owl and not an Anixian. He is a different species, a companion." 

    "We also evolved from tree climbers," ju-Takeshi said after another look at Wurryn. "We are searching for intelligent species to join the Jumanu alliance." 

    I wondered how accurately our new translator was dealing with concepts like alliances. 

    "What does membership involve?" I asked. 

    "Membership depends on the level of the species' contribution," ju-Takeshi said with another flash of teeth. "There are a number of intelligent species throughout this galaxy. Some with large war fleets, some with small fleets, and some with no fleets." He used his hands spread forty, twenty, and zero centimeters apart to indicate the disparity. "Some have good food source, some good technology, and others good tools and knowledge of war." He pointed to his mouth, head, and made a two-fisted gesture against his chest and again flashed his teeth. 

    "What rules?" I asked trying to think of a gesture to represent a government but failed. Then looked to Abie. "Abie can you think of any stick people pictures to represent a government–" 

    Ju-Takeshi and I stiffened when Hyun's voice came over the conference room speakers.  

    "Captain, the Haast has left orbit. Its current vector will intersect with us in less than two hours." Hyun's voice sounded conflicted at having to interrupt the meeting, and at how much to say because the active translator would enable the Jumanu to understand her. 

    At the same time my Sleeve buzzed. When I looked down, it was a Watch List message. 

    Borvo reassigned as the captain of the Haast replacing Marianna who is in the hospital. 

    I nibbled on my lips as a distraction as I thought,  

    Oracle, what assignments within the last eight hours? 

    Bennett, two-star Records, Ronda, two-star medic, and Rylee, two-star navigator, all assigned to the Haast. In addition, Frazer two-star weapons, and Helga, two-star medic on the Rufous.  

    "Trouble?" ju-Takeshi asked as he looked around the room. At the same time, his two companions stood reaching for their weapons harnesses, only to find them empty. They had left their weapons on the table in the back of the room where Abie and I had left ours. Marines or bodyguards, I wondered. 

    "Yes," I said. "Individuals who want power" I touched my fist to my chest. "No honor," I said and turned my back to Abie who caught on at once and lightly hit me on my back and head. Ju-Takeshi showed his teeth indicating what I thought meant understanding. 

    "Please tell your people not to take any action. You are my guest, and I will ensure no one tries to harm you," I said. "He has stolen a war cruiser and plans to leave the system," I said, cursing Borvo who was forcing me to say and show more than I wanted at this stage of our relationship. 

    "Leave where?" ju-Takeshi asked. 

    "To a backward system where his war cruiser will make him a ruler," I said thinking that would keep Earth and our relationship with the Anixians out of the discussions. "He has no honor, small mind," I pointed to my head and moved my thumb and index finger close together. "He would make a terrible person in charge." I said hoping to distract ju-Takeshi from asking too many questions. 

    "What are you going to do?" ju-Takeshi asked, looking more interested than concerned. 

    "I plan to wait and find out who supports him, so we can get rid of them all." I drew my finger across my throat. Ju-Takeshi made loud sounds like laughing and turned to his companions and made the same finger-across-the-throat gesture, causing them to laugh. 

    "Captain," Hyun's voice, an octave higher. "What do you want me to do?" 

    "XO, lock the door to the Bridge but allow them to enter the Black Eagle, and tell the police to stay put and take no action to stop them," I said. "I'm interested. Let's see what they want and how they think they are going to get it." 

    Ju-Takeshi was watching me with undisguised interest. "You are interesting. You look like Abie, a woman, but much younger. Not look like warrior but act like one," ju-Takeshi said and received nods from his companions. 

    That's because I don't know what I'm doing. I'm winging it, I mused. "I have to wait to see who needs killing and who doesn't." 

    That got more of what I was assuming was laughter. I was glad he was amused. This had the potential to be a major cluster fuck or a New Year's party celebration depending on how I handled it. I not only needed to stop the hijackers but to impress ju-Takeshi. I hoped Borvo was running the operation as I thought he was a sledgehammer type, much like the last several attempted hijackings. That would be easier to deal with. 

    "Well, Abie, any ideas on how to explain a government with stick figures?" I asked. To my surprise, she turned her tablet for ju-Takeshi and me to see. 

    "Force Leader ju-Takeshi, a government is how people of a nation are ruled," Abie said. On the first page was a single stick figure. "Here all the people report to one person who is in charge and makes all the decisions. That is called a Monarchy if the person is restrained by a set of rules; a Theocracy if his rules are from a god or higher power; and a Dictatorship if the person has no limits on his power." Abie flipped to a new picture that had several stick people linked together holding hands. "Where a group of people rule, it is called an Oligarchy if the group holds absolute power, an Aristocracy government if the group is from a class of people, and a Democracy if each person is chosen by the people of a group to represent them." 

    "Thank you, Abie," I said. "The details are a bit more complicated, but I think Abie did an excellent job of outlining the basic idea of a government–the entity who rules its people." 

    "I understand," ju-Takeshi said. "We have a democracy government if I understand correctly. Each planet selects a counselor who represents them. These counselors make up a group that sets the rules and requirements. What do you have?" 

    "We have an Oligarchy,” I said deciding that was the closest, as all the humans were in the military and as such under martial law with one leader, and the Anixians had one leader appointed by the Anixian houses–two leaders appointed– 

    "Captain," Hyun’s voice came through the conference room speakers. "Per your instructions I have let their shuttle enter the normal shuttle bay. A party of four are making their way to the Bridge." 

    "XO, direct them to the conference room. They are not a threat," I said, hoping they wouldn't kill anyone on the way. They would need help if their hijacking was going to work. Ju-Takeshi gave me an amused look. Several minutes later the conference room door opened and VanHorne stepped in followed by Rylee, Frazer, and Bennett. 

    VanHorne was grinning. "These lasers cannot be shut off as the digital receivers have been removed after being assigned to each of us." He pointed his laser at the food table and fired a short blast to prove his point, causing plates and food to be splatter against the wall. I noticed you were kind enough to leave your lasers on the table for us." He picked up one, aimed it toward the food and pressed the trigger. Nothing happened. "Tell the system to deactivate all weapons." 

    "Come with me to the Bridge and I will," I said, seeking information about the group and their intentions. 

    "Bimbo, we know about your ability to gas the Bridge," VanHorne said. We are not as stupid as the last bunch of thugs. We have done our homework." 

    "Then you know the system will provide me with information when I'm outside of the Bridge but will not acknowledge my orders except from the captain's chair." 

    VanHorne tried not to look unsure, but his hesitation was confirmation that he didn't have a clue. "Tell Hyun to open a communication line to the other captains." He pointed his laser threateningly at my chest. 

    "XO, give ex-Wing Leader VanHorne an open line to the cruiser captains," I said, trying not to look too calm. 

    "Fellow captains, I am Wing Leader VanHorne. A group of us have decided we no longer wish to be slaves. Captain Borvo is currently in command of the Haast, and I am now in control of the Black Eagle. I invite you to join us. You will never get another chance like this one. Now that the Jumanu have found Anixia, with Kayla leading the military, the Jumanu will have an easy victory. She doesn't have a clue what she is doing." 

    "Fellow captains of Anixia" Hyun's voice again. "Kayla left me this note to read if the hijackers boarded the Black Eagle," Oracle said using Hyun's voice. "Fellow captains, we again have a group of oath breakers willing to risk your lives for their own glory and greed. I would ask those faithful to Anixia to remain in orbit so that we will know who was willing to betray us and by so doing have forfeited their lives. We live because the Anixians saved our lives and for that they deserve our loyalty. I know you would like to see your homes again but that was the price of life, and a very fair deal. I will tell you that everyone who follows these traitors who are selling you out, and trading your lives for their own glory, will die lost in space. End of message." 

    "You bitch, how did you do that?" VanHorne shouted.  

    Oracle, break the open line connection, I thought. "It wasn't hard to figure out what thugs would do or say. Rich or poor you all think alike," I said, wondering about his next move. "Although Rylee is a capable navigator, she doesn't know enough to get you out of this system." 

    "True but you and Hanna do," VanHorne sneered. "You are going to cooperate or watch you and your friends lose body parts until you do. Better to submit now while you have arms and legs to enjoy Earth. We will have lots of time to slice you and your friends up, since no one is loyal to you or the birds." 

    

  


   
      

      

    [29] Tough Decisions 

    "I'm staying. I like Kayla's thinking," Captain Yarona gave a bark of a laugh, "and I think she will come out the winner." 

    "How is she going to do that?" Basson asked. "They have her captured as well as the Haast and the Rufous." 

    "I don't have a clue, but I wouldn't want to be in the hijackers' shoes right now," Yarona laughed again and shrugged. "The hijackers envision they have multiple hammers, and Kayla only has a stick. They are confused. That stick is a magic wand." 

    "I think I agree with you, Shirley," Basson said with a grin. “She readily agrees she doesn't have a hammer or the experience to use one if she did. She believes in stealth and deception. I am going to stick with the honorable side. If she wins, she will be someone worth following and to head the Phoenix Houses." 

    "She also has the backing of the Anixians," Yarona said. 

    "I can attest to that," Basson nodded. "While I was training her to be a captain, she insisted I send a message directly to Black Eagle because she wanted a change to the simulator. I admit I thought the change worthless, and that Black Eagle would remove her from the training. Within a few hours two senior Anixians showed up, listened to her, and ran off to make the changes. The changes were of the magic wand type, as well as sneaky and deceptive." 

    "Which one of us would have taken on six Tullizor cruisers?" Yarona asked, rhetorically. 

    "I too thought it reckless at the time until I heard her logic. Her wing leader also thought her idea crazy, but she motivated him to try, and he pulled it off with only a one fighter loss. I think she can inspire us to greatness." 

    

  


   
      

    [30] The Plan Meets Reality 

    They mean you harm. Want me to scramble minds? I heard Wurryn inside my head. 

    Can you do that without scrambling mine, Abie, and the Jumanu? I wondered. 

    Abie may feel some discomfort. Don't know about the Jumanu. Never encountered before, came the answer. 

    Not yet. Study the Jumanu's minds. May need to someday, I thought. 

    "Captain," Hyun's voice over the speakers. "The Rufous is leaving orbit. None of the other cruisers are leaving." 

    "Fools," VanHorne shouted. "Though it doesn't matter. Three war cruisers are enough to make us kings." 

    I laughed, not that it was funny. I hoped to get him mad and talking in an effort to find out more about the hijacking group, fishing for information. "You can't be the leader of this group, VanHorne, nor can Borvo," I said, wanting all the loose ends understood before I acted. "You and he don't have the patience to develop a decent plan. You think force is the ultimate solution. Capture the dumb teenager, slap her a couple of times, and she will grovel at your feet, willing to help you betray anyone and everyone because that is what you would do." 

    Wurryn, too bad you cannot read their minds. It would be so much easier. 

    I can, but not to the detail you require. My function is to protect not snoop. 

    "I am, Kayla," Bennett said, breaking into my conversation with Wurryn. "I would have liked to have waited until we had more knowledge, but Mr. VanHorne's gamble appears to have paid off. I don't think you are the kind of a person to watch your friends be mutilated when you can stop it or that you are immune to pain." 

    "Interesting, you don't believe me as evil as you and your friends, who would kill, mutilate, and betray any person or group to satisfy your wants. You confused compassion for weakness. The Anixians do not believe in killing, but they are fiercely loyal and are not stupid. You have correctly deduced that only an Anixian can fly an Anixian cruiser any place useful but fail to understand loyalty. Capturing an Anixian and having him or her cooperate is not the same thing. Three cruisers or a hundred does not produce success without a cooperating Anixian. Unlike humans who will do anything for money and power, Anixians are loyal to their nation. Like them, I am willing to die to protect Anixia." 

    "Rylee, grab Abie. Let's begin our demonstration on her and teach the child commander the difference between theory and reality," VanHorne said, smiling as Rylee reluctantly approached Abie. To my surprise, Abie appeared more curious than scared. 

    Oracle, activate the injections now, I thought while touching my Sleeve. Before Rylee reached Abie, one after the other they dropped to the floor. A precaution the Anixians had taken early on after the second hijacking attempt and the killing of several Anixians. They had inserted a poison capsule in every subsequent recruit, one that could be activated with a digital signal on orders from any Anixian. Inform the hawk-Owls on the Haast and Rufous that Anixian Kayla is declaring a hijacking in progress, and they are to assume total control. They are to lock all ship and human weapons, gas the Bridge, and match vectors with the Black Eagle. When I looked at ju-Takeshi, his eyes went from the floor to me. 

    "Interesting, Force Commander Kayla. You are not one to take lightly," ju-Takeshi said with one of his teeth-exposed looks. "Can I assume you also have control of the other cruisers?" 

    "Yes, Force Leader ju-Takeshi. Please inform your cruisers they are in no danger," I said, hoping I had impressed him. 

    He nodded and spoke in Jumanu which his voice box repeated in English. "This is Force Leader. Turn off all weapons. The Anixian cruisers are friendly." 

    "Thank you, Force Leader ju-Takeshi. With your agreement I would like to postpone our meeting until tomorrow so I can clean up this mess." When he nodded, I continued. "Hyun, notify security I want the four traitors moved to the bay where the Jumanu's shuttle is parked." 

    "Yes, Captain…" Hyun hesitated as if to say something, then clicked off.  

    "Abie, come. We will escort Force Leader ju-Takeshi and his companions to their shuttle." On the walk to the shuttle bay, Armin and Hilda passed us on a run. "I apologize Force Leader, but there will be a slight delay to ensure the space to the Silver Crusher is safe." 

     He nodded and the three entered their shuttle. A few minutes later Armin and Hilda appeared with Bennett, Rylee, Frazer, and VanHorne on an equipment mover.  

    "Leave us. I will talk with you after I see our guests off," I said and waited for them to leave before speaking. "Abie, you can leave now." I nodded to the door to the hallway. 

    "I would like to help," Abie's gaze went to the four on the cart. "I'm part of your prime Bridge crew and understand my obligation to keep your words and actions private." She did not smile. "Your job is to protect Anixia, and your prime Bridge crew's job is to watch your back." 

    "Thank you, Abie." We dragged the bodies off the cart and onto the floor, secured the cart in the equipment area, and moved to a safe area where we could watch. "XO open the shuttle bay door," I said and watched as the four bodies slid into open space as ju-Takeshi's shuttle exited. Abie followed me as I negotiated my way back to the police area where Armin and Hilda were waiting. 

    "You ordered us to stay in our area," Armin said while looking at me for an explanation. 

    "The system warned me that their lasers had been modified and couldn't be turned off. I thought it best not to tempt them into shooting you or someone else trying to help until I understood the situation. Uncontrolled violence could have jeopardized the Jumanus' lives and caused a war." 

    "I didn't see any wounds on them, and they were still alive…?" Hilda said. 

    "For the record, the four died while attempting to hijack the Black Eagle and were threatening to create a war with the Jumanu," I said and waited for Armin and Hilda to nod. "They were buried in space. We still have their accomplices to deal with. I want you and Hilda to oversee securing Borvo, Ronda, Helga, and anyone else who appears to have aided those individuals. There will be a trial in a day or two to ascertain the guilty parties." 

    

  


   
      

    [31] Talks Continue 

    "I expected a cruiser battle when I heard those men say they had control of three cruisers," ju-Takeshi's translation box said when we met the next day on the Black Eagle. 

    "The Anixians hired humans to stop the Tullizor from committing genocide. Their contracts were very generous; however, there are some who feel they can break their contract and still keep the benefits they were paid. That is bad enough, but they think the Anixians owe them a cruiser to return home, and that they are entitled to take one by force. While the Anixians are not warriors, they are not stupid and have traps in their cruisers to thwart hijackers." 

    "Home?" ju-Takeshi asked. 

    "The humans' home world," I replied and changed the topic. "What is your mission if you are at liberty to say?? 

    "I am Force Leader. Can say whatever I want," ju-Takeshi said. "The Soofir are a race who evolved from cat-like creatures. We and they have been enemies for centuries. Our disputes have been many, but border clashes are the most prevalent. They usually only involve a couple of systems. My mission is to scout our rimward area, looking for signs of trouble, new Soofir systems, and to find potential Jumanu allies. Eventually the Jumanu and the Soofir will fight a super war since we do not talk, a small war will escalate into a super war. Therefore, we each seek allies in the hope of convincing our opponents they would lose a major confrontation. Besides, the Soofir are not the only superpower in the galaxy. I believe you would make a good ally and would be willing to discuss membership with you." 

    "I would need to know more about what it means to be a member as well as our roles and responsibilities," I said feeling blindfolded, standing with a wooden stick inside a circle of piñatas, and expected to break open the one with the Jumanu secrets. The problem was that only one piñata had the answers; the others had bombs that would explode on contact. 

    "I need to get back to the Tullizor and Dagaz to supervise negotiations." Ju-Takeshi gave me a fang exposing expression. "I like your translation device. Maybe let someone walk around pointing and bring back here to make translator?" 

    "I would do that for you," I said thinking it would not hurt our relationship, and I would like to be able to speak to the Tullizor. "Abie, would you be interested? This is strictly on a volunteer basis, and I will send someone else with you, so you won't feel isolated." 

    Abie sat silent for a long while. "Yes, if the Force Leader will provide me with security," 

    "Excellent, your Abie is exceptionally talented. I will ensure she has a Tullizor translation when she returns. I give my word she will be as safe as Mother Jumanu, who is the head of the alliance. I will also have someone read the Jumanu alliance charter and record it using our Jumanu-Anixian translation box output. Abie can oversee the translation and will have it when she returns to have the Tullizor translation box created." 

    "Can you give us some time to find company for Abie and to get her things together?" I said, trying not to be giving orders. "We will send them over to the Silver Crusher when you are ready." 

    "I will send a shuttle back to take her and her companion when they are ready," he nodded, and I escorted him and his two guards to his shuttle. 

    "Abie, I know this is dangerous as Ju-Takeshi could double-cross us. It would be an excellent opportunity for him to find out everything you know about Anixia." 

    "I know," Abie said, "but I think the translators are more important to him for now. Besides, it will be the chance of a lifetime to learn more about the Jumanu. I will see their negotiation techniques and get to learn a lot more about their culture. That will be important for your subsequent membership negotiations and give you more time to get prepared. I'm like you, Kayla. I believe the deal with the Anixians was fair, and I'm hoping you can bring the Phoenix concept to life and am willing to risk my life to help you." 

    I gave Abie a tight hug. "It is going to take people like Hyun, Hanna, and you if Phoenix is ever going to be a reality," I said with tears in my eyes, knowing the sacrifice Abie was making. "Let’s go see if we can find you a suitable companion." I led her to the police unit and found Hilda and Armin discussing schedules. 

    "I'm looking for a volunteer for either the most exciting or excruciating sojourn of your life," I said, thinking I had enough experience with these two to trust them. In the end, I would have to trust people as our current triad could not do it alone. "Abie has agreed to accompany the Jumanu back to the Tullizor. It's an opportunity to learn a great deal about them, but it's a risk as they could use you to gain information about Anixia. Nevertheless, if we are going to survive, we have to learn to navigate the other intelligent life forms. The odds are good the force leader will honor my offer as he sees a great advantage in having translators and would like us in the Jumanu alliance. He can always use force later on if things don’t work out." 

    Hilda and Armin stared at each other for several minutes. "Me, I think," Hilda finally said. "You are senior and needed here to help Commander Kayla. I don't mind going. Besides, I'm female and better able to accompany Abie, and I agree with our teenage commander's innovating thinking." 

    Armin nodded. 

  


   
    [32] Building the Team 

    The Jumanu cruisers exited Anixian space early the next morning. I decided to return to the Saker compound and called for a meeting for later that day with the cruiser captains and their XOs from the Crowned Eagle and the Bald Eagle along with Marianna who was out of the hospital, all the Wing Leaders, Hyun, and Hanna. 

    "I called this meeting to discuss the recent hijacking and my talks with the Jumanu," I said when everyone had been seated. "I had decided to keep Black Eagle's request that I run the human house war effort low key to see if we could come together with a formal declaration. I thought rightly that appointing someone so young and with no military experience would cause problems. Additionally, I did not want the responsibility and could understand resentment with the decision. I was wrong. We are in the military and don't get to pick who is in charge. The military is not a democracy. Ergo, for better or worse, I am in charge. I will always encourage you to ask questions and to give me your advice, but it will always be my final decision and responsibility. Questions? Comments?" I paused, waiting for someone to speak. 

    "Speaking for myself," Captain Yarona said. "I doubt anyone else could have handled the hijacking as neatly as you did. I probably would have attacked the Haast with unknown consequences, and your robotic fighters and cruisers are a stroke of genius." 

    "I agree with Captain Yarona," Basson said. "I've seen enough of you in war to know you have excellent judgement. Well, maybe intuition as you had no previous military experience, but that may be an advantage. It gives you an open mind and leaves all options on the table." 

    "I agree," Bradley said. "I have a lot of experience with Kayla. She is very innovative and although concerned with winning, she doesn't believe the troops are pawns to be sacrificed. She believes the opposite. That the troops are valuable assets and their safety a high priority." 

    "I agree." Simon said. "I thought otherwise when she took on six Tullizor cruisers with only the Black Eagle and twelve fighters, but we won and only lost one fighter and six cruiser crewmen." 

    "Thank you," I said when there were no further comments. "The group which was started by Bennett in Records and Frazer in Weapons were analyzing why the previous three hijackings failed and were busy collecting information to ensure they knew how to avoid the previous hijackers’ mistakes. Their concern over the Jumanu's visit, a potential warlike nation, allowed Borvo and VanHorne to rush the group into acting prematurely. Borvo and VanHorne thought they could force me into flying them to Earth." 

    "That's why they boarded the Black Eagle, to capture you?" Pugh asked. "I'm surprised you let them board without a fight." 

    "Fighting would have potentially killed many innocent people. Avoiding a fight gave us another advantage, time to determine who were the people directly involved and those aiding them." 

    "The whole crew," Gramier said angrily. "Besides, you had to win to find out." 

    "Gramier's right. What happened?" Pugh asked. "I heard they had functioning lasers." 

    "They died trying to hijack the Black Eagle by force, and were buried in Anixian space," I said and gave a wry grin. "The irony is that they died in the system they were trying to escape to avoid dying there." 

    "What now, Commander Kayla?" Bradley asked, giving her a thumps-up gesture.  

    "The survivors require a trial," I said, "so everyone can get to hear why the latest hijacking didn't work. We also need to replace Dmitry–" 

    "What about Yong, the XO on the Rufous Eagle?" Yarona asked. 

    "I will be talking to all the XOs as they are the most qualified candidates," I said, wishing we had some sort of a loyalty test. "It was the reason I allowed Bennett on board, besides not wanting a shooting war. Ironically, I could just have left Anixian space. No one on the Haast or the Rufous would ever have reached Earth. They would have died lost in space. Although it was unlikely any of the crew would have tried to stop the hijacking, they were not part of the initial plot nor actively helped them. Waiting gave me a chance to determine if anyone actively supported the hijackers during the initial takeover. The Rufous is an excellent example. We would never have known Dmitry was…willing to renege on his commitment if I hadn't waited." I held up my hand to let me finish my thought. "Most of us would love to return to Earth healthy to be with family and friends. Me too, but we made a deal. A fantastic one. One that literally saved our lives. Forgetting that, I personally don't believe giving Earth the Anixian technology would produce the outcome we conjure in our minds. We think the countries of Earth would band together to create a space navy and go on to create a peaceful galaxy." I laughed. "If we cannot unite this new nation and encourage loyalty, we will perish. Think about it. If Bennett's group had succeeded, we would have lost three cruisers and their crews, because I could not have been forced to support them before I tripped every safeguard on the Black Eagle. Another example of what the dreamers think will happen versus what will happen in the real world." 

    Basson laughed. "You are right, Kayla. Even I thought they could force you to cooperate, and they would succeed in making it to Earth. Once there with the Anixian technology, Earth's nations would unite. Highly unlikely given Earth's history." 

    "The trials are not to find those who would love to return to Earth," I said while scanning the group, "but to identify those who would kill and betray anyone and everyone to achieve their obsession for power, money, and fame." 

    

  


   
      

    
[33] The Trial 

    As an Anixian, I was allowed to review the findings against the individuals on trial for the hijacking of the Haast, Rufous, and attempted hijacking of the Black Eagle, although an Anixian from the House of Law was in charge of the trial. 

    A tall Anixian condor in a black robe entered the packed shuttle bay and sat. His voice box linked into the speakers around the room. "I am Truth-seeker from the House of Law. First, let me state that I have reviewed the system tapes from the Black Eagle which confirms Kayla, Hyun, and Abie's account of the actions of Bennett, Frazer, VanHorne, and Rylee attempting to hijack the Black Eagle by force. They entered the Black Eagle armed and intended to dismember Commander Kayla and her prime ECM operator to force her to help them hijack the Black Eagle." Truth-seeker announced after sitting. "Policeman Armin, what are the charges and what proof do you have against the individuals on the Haast and Rufous?" Truth-seeker asked. 

    "I'm charging Borvo, Yong, Ronda, and Helga with attempting to hijack the Haast and Rufous Eagle." Armin said. "I have witnesses in addition to conversations captured by the cruisers' systems." 

    Armin then called several individuals from the Bridge crew of the Haast who reiterated conversations between Borvo, Ronda, Helga, Bennett, Rylee, and Frazer about capturing the Black Eagle and intending to return to Earth. 

    Truth-seeker then spent over a half hour reviewing the Haast's Oracle recordings before speaking. 

    "The System corroborates the witness statements and confirms the defendants were in fact members of a group who had been planning to hijack a cruiser and return to Earth. They thought the distraction caused by the unexpected arrival of the Jumanu cruisers was their chance to execute their plan. I find all four guilty."   

    "I object, Truth-seeker. Bennett had indicated he was acting on orders from Kayla. That is how we got assigned to the Haast," Borvo said, standing and pointing to Kayla. 

    "Kayla, is that true?" Truth-Seeker asked using his voice box, but then added in Anixian, "if they only knew how much information a ship's Oracle captures, video and audio, they would realize how useless it is to lie." I answered with a shake of my head, saying “no.” 

    Truth-seeker ignored Borvo and shifted his gaze to Dmitry. "Dmitry, you ignored Kayla's order to stay hidden with the intent of joining those trying to leave Anixia–" 

    "Sir, I thought Kayla needed help and hoped I could stop the hijackers," Dmitry said. "The system will verify that." 

    "The system does verify that you made comments to that effect," Truth-seeker said. "The problem is that Kayla's orders were very specific, saying those faithful to Anixia were to remain in orbit." 

    "I thought she was being forced to say what she said," Dmitry said. 

    "Given you believed she was being forced, how could you have hoped to help with the Rufous?" 

    "I don't know," Dmitry said. "I just reacted." 

    "We are then left with a dilemma; you are either clever or stupid. Clever in making sure you said nothing that could be interpreted as supporting the hijacking group in case you failed to steal the Rufous, or stupid in rushing into an unknown situation without knowing how you could help. In America you would be presumed innocent if we could not prove you are guilty, but this is Anixia and here there is no presumption of innocence," he paused, looking at me. Then in Anixian, said, "Do you, as the head of the human houses, have a solution?" 

    "No satisfactory solution, Truth-seeker," I said reluctantly. "Unfortunately, on Anixia, malicious actions and reckless actions are equally dangerous to the security of Anixia. I would recommend we reassign Dmitry and hold judgement for one year.” 

    "You can't, I'm innocent!" Dmitry shouted as he stood glaring at me. "I don't deserve that for being stupid." 

    "Maybe not, but I would rather err on the side of the majority; the thousands who could suffer if I give you the benefit of the doubt and I'm wrong." 

    The man is guilty. 

    How do you know, Wurryn? 

    His thoughts betray him. 

    I guess we finally have a loyalty test, I mused with some relief. 

    Can't protect if I can't determine intent. 

    "So be it," Truth-seeker said, interrupting my conversation with Wurryn. "Borvo, Ronda, Helga, and Yong have lost the protection of their houses and will be banished to the surface. Dmitry will be reassigned with cause." 

    

  


   
      

    [34] No Need for Private Security 

    "Although you keep surviving the hijackers, you need more security," Joseph said as we sat having lunch. Then he laughed. "Although the hijackers are rather in a no-win situation. They should just shoot you on sight but know you are the key to unlocking their dream of power, riches, and fame. At the same time, they can't trust you not to screw up their careful planning. I hate to say it, but our police as security have proved unsuccessful." 

    "It's not what they were created to do," I said. "It's more of a job for marines, but we don't have any since we don't need ground troops." 

    "Speaking of ground troops, what happened on Potoo?" Joseph asked. "The rumors claimed you were visiting some planet and tried to save some birds being attacked by reptiles. You saved the birds and took one as a pet." He looked at the Tyonian Owl on the back of my chair before giving me a frown which showed he didn't believe the story. 

    "That's the rumor you and the police should encourage. It has some truth and avoids mentioning our food source or the true nature of the Tyonian Owl." I reached up and stroked Wurryn's chest who cooed almost imperceptibly. "How much do you know about our food production and its protection?" 

    "Not much in the way of details," he said. "I know we cannot grow enough on Anixia to support the current population, and I heard Potoo has a variety of primitive life forms, some very large like in the prehistoric period on Earth.” 

    "Correct. How is it protected from the planet's life forms?" I asked. "Large animals can destroy a garden just by walking through it, and it can be a food source for small and large animals." 

    "I assume we construct an electronic perimeter or force field around each garden and post guards in case the field is breached," Joseph said, looking at me through squinting eyes. 

    "That's what they did in the beginning," I nodded, "but that proved inadequate. Some of the larger animals were unaffected by the shocks, while others avoided the fields by jumping, flying, or otherwise learning to defeat it. The gardens were often destroyed. Guards were a little more effective; however, they were often attacked and killed. Ironically, the Tyonian Owls," I pointed a finger back at the bird perched behind me, "were extremely effective in raiding our gardens. It took a few years to discover they were protecting the gardens from the other animals because they found certain food groups nourishing and tasty. It took nearly a year to negotiate an agreement with them. For protecting the garden, they are entitled to a share of the produce. That requires us to grow an additional amount of the food they prefer." 

    "How can that bird defend the gardens against animals ten to fifty sizes larger than them?" Joseph shook his head in disbelief. 

    “The Tyonian Owls can get inside their heads, causing pain and confusion." I gave him a slack-jaw expression. "When my tour guide took me to see the gardens, we arrived at one of them just as they were engaged in a battle with their natural enemy, a large mess of iguanas. My guide was incapacitated while I remained functional. I managed to kill enough of the attacking iguanas using my buzz stick and laser for the Tyonian Owls to gain control. They declared me an elder and assigned me what they call a warden. Wardens are unique Tyonian Owls with the special ability to project thoughts inside other creatures' minds. They are the equivalent to our special forces. I therefore now have a special layer of protection, but he will be more effective if people consider him a pet." Wurryn, a small demonstration as if he were about to hurt me. 

    "I can't believe that bird…" Joseph's eyes lost focus and his jaw dropped open. After almost a minute, his whole body shook and his eyes regained focus. "That was scary. It was like I lost control of my mind and was unable to focus." 

    "That is what they do to animals attempting to encroach on our gardens," I said. “Their only enemy is the iguanas, which are only dangerous when the mess is overwhelmingly large." 

    Joseph grinned. "So, the approved rumor is that you were hurt attempting to save some birds on an unknown planet you were visiting that were being attacked by a mess of iguanas. One became attached to you, and you decided to keep it." 

    "Perfect," I said, "for that smart hijacker who decides I'm too dangerous to be kept alive." 

    

  


   
      

    [35] Revelations 

    The next month was busy. The Anixians produced another three manned cruisers, the Osprey, Steppe, and Harpy, in addition to twenty-six O-fighters, bringing the total number of manned cruisers to eight, O-cruisers to sixteen, and O-fighters to two hundred eighty-eight. That gave each cruiser half a squadron, twelve fighters. 

    "Your dream is slowly becoming a reality," Hanna said as she and Hyun sat in my office on Blacky drinking coffee. "By the end of the year we are scheduled to have thirty-two O-cruisers with an O-fighter squadron on each, a total of seven hundred sixty-eight O-fighters." 

    "The only problem is managing the madness," Hyun said looking up and shaking her head in despair. "Being a captain is confusing enough. I now appreciate why you wanted to be the best navigator and not a captain." 

    "I always wanted to be the best at one thing, rather than mediocre at multiple things," Hanna said, giving me an apologetic look. 

    "That is how we should approach this…job…captain," I said. "To be the best we can and to win with the fewest loss of crew. Like a shell game but with cruisers and fighters. Your job is to distract and confuse your opponent and ultimately win." 

    "But the operators of the shell game cheat," Hanna protested. 

    "Exactly. This is the one game where cheating is not illegal. The only objective is to win. It doesn't matter how." I grinned and added before she or Hyun could object. "There are no rules, so you can't cheat. I suspect the worst thing you can do is to be predictable. That is why the Anixian's Oracle-driven cruisers were not effective. They all used the exact same software and were therefore predictable. That is why I wanted each pygmy- and hawk-Owl to be unique, so they would not act precisely the same. In addition, having a human monitoring their activity will mean the owls can be made to change their tactics if the current one isn't working or a better one presents itself." 

    "The other argument, which is valid, is that we will be up against professional commanders with war experience," Hyun said, frowning with concern. 

    "That cuts both ways." I gave an evil grin. "First, they will be expecting us to fight like professionals and won't be expecting our tactics. Secondly, our learning mistakes won't cause the hundreds of deaths their mistakes will, as they will be killing empty cruisers and fighters. It also enables us to try new ideas since people don't have to die if it was a lousy idea." 

    "What do you think about the Jumanu?" Hyun asked. "They could drug or torture Abie for information about Anixia. She and Hilda have a lot of knowledge.” 

    "I admit that was a risky gambit, and I hated potentially sacrificing Abie and Hilda in the hope of learning more about the Jumanu, although what they learn could save Anixia. It was an agonizing decision as Abie and Hilda are individuals, I trust to be in our inner circle. They have the same goals and visions for Phoenix that we do and are willing to risk their lives like us to make it happen. I'm gambling that at this point, the Jumanu want the translators more than to gain more information about Anixia. Abie and Hilda will have a month's worth of exposure to the Jumanu, which will be invaluable in helping us negotiate with them, trusting when we should not, or vice versa, not trusting when we should. You have to realize, I'm only nineteen and have no experience in war, or negotiating, or judging people much less dealing with galactic nations." I put my head in my hands and wanted to cry. Damn Black Eagle and the Anixian's prophecies. 

    Hanna had the nerve to laugh. "Better you than any of us. I can just imagine Borvo, or VanHorne, or Bennett in your shoes. They would hijack all the cruisers and head for Earth, and die stranded in space." 

    "I wonder what Basson, Bradley, or Joseph would have done?" Hyun asked. "I doubt they would abandon the Anixians, but would they have just crossed their fingers and hoped that the current strategy would be sufficient? Frankly, Kayla, Black Eagle made the right decision. I don't know if Grey-seer truly saw the future and a human leading the Anixians, but Black Eagle picked the right human to lead." 

    The following week, two Jumanu cruisers appeared, again one stayed next to the Wave exit. Five hours later a smiling Abie and Hilda returned to the Black Eagle. As they exited the Jumanu shuttle, I felt like a thousand-kilogram weight had been lifted off me, and gravity was barely keeping me anchored to the deck. 

    "My heroines have returned," I said giving each woman a tight hug. "Come, let's retire to my office. Hyun and Hanna are there and will need to know what you discovered." When we arrived, I had drinks and snacks delivered. 

    "Well Abie, how did it go?" I asked when everyone had grabbed something to eat and drink. 

    "Ju-Takeshi, appointed one of his officers to manage our security. We each had two Jumanu guards with us every hour of the day and night. Although they were with us all the time, I didn't get the feeling they were there to watch what we did or to restrict our movements, but to make sure we were safe." 

    Hilda nodded agreement. "Their cruiser ran with the precision of a Swiss watch," Hilda said, looking off as if thinking. "Just what you would expect from a highly disciplined military unit. Sometime during the negotiations with the Tullizor, tensions escalated and the Tullizor decided to show the Jumanu that they could not be pushed around. Ju-Takeshi let us on his Bridge as forty Tullizor cruisers met the Jumanu's twenty. I’m not sure why he let us watch, but I was sure ju-Takeshi knew he would win. When the Tullizor fired their first salvo, the Jumanu split into five groups of four and accelerated in what appeared random directions. I suspect they were not random but a carefully choreographed plan, like what you developed for the fighters and are working on for the cruisers. Within three hours, the Tullizor surrendered. The Jumanu had destroyed ten cruisers, fifteen others had significant damage, and only five were fully functional. From ju-Takeshi's remarks, I got the idea he sensed the Tullizor trained in formations and when their formations were destroyed, they were vulnerable." 

    "Ju-Takeshi, really likes you, Kayla," Abie said and smiled. "You impressed him with your handling of the hijackers. He commented several times you were a ferocious fucking golden cat, to tread lightly around. Apparently, golden cats are a special breed of Soofir that are particularly dangerous." She reached into her bag and came out with several data chips. "This one is the information chips I collected from my weeks with the Tullizor after their disagreement with the Jumanu and then with the Jumanu adding their words to the Tullizor. It will need to be refined but should make a reasonable beginning Tullizor to Jumanu and Tullizor to English translators. This chip is from our Dagaz to human translator with the proper Jumanu words added. It can be used to improve on the Jumanu to Tullizor translator. This chip is a Jumanu to English translation of their alliance charter and," she smiled and waved another chip above her head, "this chip is the charter in Jumanu script, which the system can use to create a program to read their literature, communications, and guides." 

    "Fantastic, Abie. The more we know about our neighbors, the fewer surprises and, therefore, the safer we are. You two are officially part of my inner circle. Those I trust with what the military would call top-secret information, to watch my back, and to be loyal to the Phoenix concept–two nations rising from the ashes and uniting as one. An unnamed group responsible for ensuring the Phoenix concept becomes a reality." 

    

  


   
      

    [36] Never Ending Decisions 

    I sat talking to Black Eagle, several weeks after Abie and Hilda had returned from the Jumanu tour of the Dagaz and Tullizor systems. 

    "You have been very busy, Kayla," Black Eagle said. "You were right, a strategy that depended on volunteers from Earth would have taken centuries to achieve what you have in a little over a year." 

    "There seems to be a difference of opinion on whether the phantom strategy will work or not," I said. "At the present time, it is a theory that has yet to be tested." 

    Black Eagle laughed. "It might not matter. Our opponent may be very reluctant to challenge the massive number of cruisers and fighters he would be facing. If willing, he will be facing far more military force than we could have summoned with five cruisers and a hundred fighters. Not to mention, that scenario would expose far more crew to injury and death. We could win the battle and lose the war. You are doing the best you can, given the current situation. I know you think you are too young for the responsibility you have attained, but I believe your youthful age is an advantage." 

    I couldn't help an open-mouthed stare, which caused M-seer to laugh. 

    "You have no preconceived ideas or biases or prejudices to limit your thinking. I know all the captains thought you reckless in taking on the six Tullizor cruisers. None of them would have even thought of trying. Nor would they have thought of the consequences of letting our five cruisers engage the Tullizor's six. I know that is a bit unfair since none of you had combat experience much less cruiser war experience. You did not either, but you managed to see the threat and a possible solution. Ironically, age may be a disadvantage in war, but it's hard to test that theory as seniority comes with age. Yet, all of our science breakthroughs are discovered by men and women in their prime, not in old age." 

    I was sure there was something wrong with that logic but couldn't think of a counter argument.  

    "How do you feel about having something in your head that can be used to kill you?" he asked, appearing a little nervous. "We did it against everything we believe. A desperate attempt to counter human unpredictability and…their propensity to kill."  

    I held up a hand. "I don't blame you for taking precautions. Besides, I doubt that compound would kill a healthy human, and if it could, you would not have the will power to use the device. Yes, I knew that when I spaced them. That is not one of the Anixian's traps I would like one of them to deduce and communicate." 

    "The meek aren't going to inherit the Earth, are they?" he said with much sadness. 

    "No. Nor are rabbits going to dominate wolves." 

    "What do you plan to do with the Jumanu?" 

    It was my turn to laugh. "It's the same problem you have with humans. We could use a powerful ally since the Tullizor are not the only warlike nation lurking in the galaxy. The problem is the price and cost of trust." 

    Black Eagle nodded, knowing exactly what I meant from their no-option dealings with humans. "I understand you can communicate with the Tyonian Owl," he said but it was really a question. “Can you?” 

    "More and more each day," I said. "The wardens have a unique ability to pair with the brains of any species. Kind of like a blue-tooth connection. Mostly they use it to disrupt their predators, and on Potoo to keep animals from destroying the gardens. But since Wurryn is with me day and night, he is beginning to understand what I'm thinking by correlating what is happening in my brain with what he hears and sees. But like your injector, that is something best kept a secret." 

    "What about your friends?" 

    "A long time ago, Hanna also had a prophecy," I said. "She saw or conjectured that Hyun, she, and I would become friends and joined the House of War specifically to help the Anixians. We are in a sense a triad who trust each other like the Anixians do. When you decided I was the wingless Anixian, I decided I could not be effective on my own. In reality, it is going to take a large group of trusted humans for us to succeed, so I have started expanding my circle of trusted friends. Of course, few will be part of the triad. Abie and Hilda are now part of my circle. They risked much going with the Jumanu to create translators with the Dagazians and Tullizor. In the process they got a much better insight into the Jumanu, which will help me when I have to negotiate with them. Do you know if I can add another translator chip to the Anixian device I have in my head? It could give me an advantage if I could understand what they are saying when they were talking among themselves. In fact, Abie and Hilda brought back a copy of the Jumanu charter. So, I believe we will soon be able to read their written documents." 

    "Tell Gentle-fixer what you want, and she will make it happen." He laughed. "She could remove the injector device while she was at it." 

    "No, I don't mind the device, and it may come in handy in the future." 

    

  


   
      

    [37] Understanding Is the Key to Success 

    "That's an interesting idea," Gentle-fixer said as she sat staring at me. "You would like to have multiple translators like the Anixian one you already have. But you already have translators to speak to the Dagazians and now the Jumanu." 

    "That is true, however, it would be nice to understand the Jumanu who don't have translators and those who have their translators turned off." 

    "Sneaky," Gentle-fixer said with a twinkle in her eyes. "Similar to what the Anixians did with the humans."  

    "Necessary when we are negotiating the fate of Anixia," I said. 

    "Yes, necessary. We Anixians are far too trusting since we trust each other." Gentle-fixer gave a sound I thought a sigh of resignation. "Humans were a surprise when we first interacted with them, and you are implying other species may also be less than honest?" 

    "My upbringing on Earth taught me that politicians, those who represent their countries, are each looking for an advantage for their nation. To achieve an advantage, they are not above lying and promising things they have no intention of honoring. Although I intend to honor what I promise, I do not want Anixia to suffer because of my inexperience or stupidity." 

    Gentle-fixer laughed. "No, we wouldn't want that. I will need to make some changes to the current device to be able to add additional languages and provide some easy way to update and add new languages without surgery. You will need an operation to replace the current device but not for future updates." 

      

    "Thank you, Gentle-fixer. One more question," I said, playing with an idea I had. "The various nations don't have a common financial system; therefore, I'm assuming they would be engaging in old-fashion bartering. If we needed something from another species, what medical technology would it be safe to sell or rent that would not compromise us and could be terminated or held at a given level if necessary." 

    "Interesting," Gentle-fixer said. "While we struggle with today, you are struggling with tomorrow. I will let you know when I have your new device ready." 

    "Oh," I said. "The Black Eagle's Oracle said I would need you to make my current Sleeve's ability permanent to communicate with him when I'm not in the captain's chair." 

    "Yes, we can take care of that when you have the other surgery.  

    A week later, Gentle-fixer notified me she was ready with my new device. I went in the next day and was there all day. She removed the old device and replaced it with the new one. I encountered no side effects but stayed there overnight to be safe. The next day, Abie arrived with the Tullizor, Dagazian, and Jumanu translators. It took only an hour to load the three new languages. Afterward, Gentle-fixer put a cap on my head which had multiple wires attached to a monitor. 

    "Now the fun part," Gentle-fixer said while singing an Anixian song. It was strange hearing the actual sounds from her and the translation in my head. 

    Soaring high above the land unseen 

    Watching prey and predator in their unending quest 

    Soaring higher into the clouds  

    Free, quiet, and hidden 

    Soaring like an arrow straight and true 

    To food, water, and a mate. 

    "Kayla," Gentle-fixer's voice jerked me back to the present. "I have Abie in another room so you can't hear her voice. She will be talking into a microphone which I will direct to one of these three translators. You will be hearing the translation–English to Tullizor, to Dagazian, or to Jumanu. I would like you to repeat what you hear from your new Anixian translator." 

    I smiled knowing she was speaking Anixian as she had no translator box. 

    "Good morning, Commander Kayla, this is pre-doctor Abie speaking to you from a galaxy far, far away…" 

    "That was amazing, Gentle-fixer," I said sometime later when she turned off the translators. "Yes, it worked the first time," she laughed. "Now if we can just make you capable of replicating each language. Impossible since the species do not have the same vocal equipment…yet…that is what would make it a challenging project. I will have to consider it." 

    "Have you considered what technology we could trade if necessary?" I asked. 

    "Each nation has a medical unit on their cruisers which can perform close to miracles yet can't fix everything. Perhaps we could add equipment to fix injuries they can't currently fix. We could rent the component and make it self-destruct if tampered with or if the subscription is not renewed. Of course, there is always our new skull-translator. Systems must have multiple languages as does Earth. While you were in surgery, I fixed your Sleeve so that the changes Black Eagle's Oracle made are now permanent." 

    "How did it go, Commander?" Abie asked, smiling ear to ear. 

    "Excellent, Abie," I said. "You have now become a master pre-doctor. These translators could prevent wars. You should be promoted to alien ambassador. That kind of fits with your pre-doctor career."  

    Abie beamed ear-to-ear. 

    

  


   
      

    [38] A New Neighbor Arrives 

    "Commander!" Hanna's voice sounded an octave higher than normal, which for her was unusual as she was generally very calm. "Twenty-five cruisers have entered Anixian space. They are in what I assume is an attack formation, four rows of six with a single cruiser between the first and second row. They do not have a Tullizor, Jumanu, or Dagazian signature. At their current acceleration, I estimate nine hours to reach Anixia." 

    "XO, declare AlertCon One," I said, and could not help a resigned shake of my head. Only last week had we agreed upon a formal code for emergencies. We had decided not to use America's DefCon jargon changing it to AlertCon. The alert applied to all the human houses. 

    AlertCon One: Imminent danger. Captains, XOs, and wing commanders linked with the Black Eagle within one hour. Crews on board within two hours and at Battle Stations. Houses fully functional within one hour. 

    AlertCon Two: Potential danger. Captains, XOs, and wing commanders linked with the Black Eagle within two hours. Crews on board within four hours and at standby. Houses fully functional within two hours. 

    AlertCon Three: Unknown danger. Captains, XOs, and wing commanders linked with the Black Eagle within two hours. Crews and houses prepared to go to AlertCon two. 

    When the hour was up and each cruiser had a captain and at least one senior person present, I began. "First, this is not a practice drill. The Alert is real. We have twenty-five unidentified cruisers in what appears to be an attack formation approximately eight hours from Anixia. Unless something changes, I must assume they are warlike and intend to meet them with our current six functional manned cruisers. We will use a CS03 configuration; however, there is no point is trying to use the Steppe or Harpy, since we have no captains currently assigned and the potential candidates haven't had any practice. I want each O-cruiser to have a full fighter squadron on board. If you aren't up to twenty-four fighters on each O-cruiser, find what you need. I know we have enough, we just need to make sure they are equally distributed among you. Next make sure your training missiles… No, keep your training missiles. They will be good as a distraction. Make sure you have three O-cruisers linked to your manned cruiser. In one hour, I want the Black Eagle and the Crowned Eagle in the first row with their six O-cruisers. The Bald Eagle and the Haast in the second rows with their six O-cruisers, and the Osprey and Rufous in the third row." 

    "Once we are in formation, I will outline my strategy and will listen to alternative ideas. You must always remember, Anixia will never have a hammer and wouldn't know how to use one if we did, but the opposing force is composed of professional captains who not only have hammers but like them. We, on the other hand, want the opposing force to think we have a hammer and intend to use it or alternatively, that we are stupid. We are looking for ways to lie, deceive, and cheat." I smiled and slowly Hanna produced a grin.  

    

  


   
      

    [39] Golden Cats 

    "Captain Issatfi, why are we stopping here?" Neifo asked. Neifo was the XO of the Soofir cruiser, Golden Jaguar, and proud to be the executive officer under a Golden Cat, an honor given to only the most talented of the current of the Soofir's executive officers. Issatfi was from the Cheetah line, lean and elegant with the golden headband that declared her a ruthless master of the art of war. She was cunning, tenacious, and without mercy. 

    "Curiosity, Neifo. One of my great grandfathers, Zenalfo, was sent with a five-cruiser squadron to scout the anti-spinward area. That was over a century ago. At the time, our nation was having multiple border wars with the Jumanu, and simultaneously fighting with several independent systems of lizards and bugs and could not afford a larger squadron. According to our family history, he visited this cursed system. It is called Anixia and inhabited by birds, which Zenalfo described as delicious to eat. The planet had no space-capable ships, and only a few shuttle type vehicles. He quickly destroyed those vehicles and developed techniques for capturing the birds. In the process, he discovered they had very advanced biological laboratories." She paused for a sip of fish-tea. 

    "They sound like they were an intelligent species," Neifo commented. 

    "Not too smart as they resisted my grandfather's efforts to bend them to our superiority. Since they would not submit to his authority, he began hunting them and discovered they were very tasty. Zenalfo left one cruiser to collect, prepare, and freeze bird meat for transporting back to Soofir. 

    Zenalfo found the Dagazians as he travelled further anti-spinward. The Dagazians had evolved from tree climbers and appeared peaceful but had a fleet too large to take on with only four cruisers. Rather shameful that he didn't test them, but he didn't. He marked their location and continued on. He next found the Tullizor who also had space travel but at a very primitive level of technology. After he convinced the Tullizor they were no match for his four-cruiser fleet, he declared Tullizor space a Soofir enclave and returned to Anixia. 

    There he found the entire crew dead. They had died of some mysterious disease which they found highly contagious even months after the crew had died. Before long, the two crews who were investigating what had happened became sick. Not sure how the disease was spread, but he went back to the Tullizor. There he gave the Tullizor upgrades to their missiles, engines, and other equipment, ordered them to upgrade and expand their fleet, to wage war on the Dagazians, and to destroy Anixia. He cautioned the Tullizor that if Anixia wasn't destroyed when he returned, the Soofir would destroy the Tullizor." She grinned and her face turned so maniacal that Neifo took a step backward. "I thought it appropriate to stop at Anixia to see whether the Tullizor followed my grandfather's orders and deserve a pat on their tails or get their tails cut off as a lesson to what happens when you don't obey orders." 

    "Captain!" Neifo pointed toward the radar monitor. "The Anixians have twenty-four cruisers." 

    "Yes, XO. I see." Issatfi licked her lips and purred. "This mission isn't going to be as boring as I had anticipated. When I am finished with the birds' toys, Anixia is not going to have a rock larger than my fist and the Tullizor will be tailless." Her eyes sparkled and the evil purr dropped the temperature inside the Bridge several degrees. "XO, formation 4-6, and authorized force 0-0 even if they are dumb enough to surrender." 

    Neifo, knew Issatfi had dropped into Golden Cat battle mode, or mania some would whisper where they couldn't be overheard. In battle mode the Golden Cats were reported to have a clear mind that missed nothing, had no distracting thoughts like whether they would win or lose or die, fear or joy, just strategies and tactics on how best to destroy the enemy. They were said to be impossible to stop. Oh, they lost battles and could be stopped, but the cost to the winners usually made it feel more like a disastrous defeat. Authorized force 0-0 meant no survivors in battle or on the planet. 

    

  


   
      

    [40] The First Great Test 

    "It's highly likely we are facing the Soofir," I said when we positioned as I had directed. "They are a race evolved from cat-like creatures. We received a stick-figure video showing two groups approaching each other, one black and one white. One half of the black group, which I assumed was us, knelt while the other half did not. The group that didn't kneel got their heads cut off while the kneeling group had leashes put on them." I paused and nodded to Hyun to send the video to the captains.  

    "We have two hours before we will be within missile range, although unless the Soofir's ECM is four centuries out of date, we would be extremely lucky to score one direct hit at that time. Nevertheless, I will fire a couple of missile loads at that point. The rest of the front row can follow randomly with their own missiles. At least half of your missiles should be the test missiles we have been using for practice along with any older missiles you have on board. As I said, they are unlikely to score a hit." 

    "Why bother then," Marianna asked, which I knew was on everyone's mind. 

    "My first strategy will always be to look stupid. Hopefully, that relaxes the enemy commander's guard and makes him less cautious. Next, we need a distraction. Firing missiles hopefully focuses their attention on the missiles and not the other junk hurtling toward them. That will be a half squadron of O-fighters from the Black and Crowned Eagles attached O-cruisers. 

    “Half of the O-fighters from the Black Eagle's assigned O-cruisers will attack the back two rows from the rear. When the Black Eagle starts firing, the Crowned Eagle will begin firing and releasing their O-fighters as our entire formation slows to allow our fighters to begin their K-box approaches. They will pass the Soofir fleet, then reverse for a K-box attack from the rear. Our first row will drop to the last position in the formation. When that happens, the second row will fire exactly like the first using test missiles, releasing half their O-fighters for an attack against rows one and two. By now, hopefully they think we are idiots. Wing Leaders attacking rows three and four, I want those O-fighters well past the last row of Soofir cruisers so that when their engine starts to turn back toward the Soofir it will be ignored. With the proper timing you could destroy the two rear rows before they knew you were there. If we get the timing right, the first and second row of the Soofir fleet should also be under attack at that time.  

    “The entire formation will slow again, after our second-row fires and releases half their O-fighters to facilitate the K-box run against the first and second row of the Soofir fleet." I paused and took a sip of coffee. My mouth felt as dry as the inside of a tanning bed. "Probably nothing will go as planned, but it's our starting gambit. After that we will each have to use our best judgement depending on how the battle is going. But it would be good if we could stop any Soofir from leaving. Oh, I forgot. I expect to see everyone at the victory party." 

    "You may think that's a joke," Simon interjected. "But I know she means it, and I don't plan on disappointing her." 

    I smiled, as I heard a chorus of, "Me neither." 

    I sat back exhausted as if I had just fought a battle. Maybe it's the hours before the battle that are the worst. The nagging fear I forgot something important that would cause us to lose the battle.  

    Oracle, timing will be crucial. I will need your help, I thought. 

    What would you like me to keep track of Captain Kayla? 

      

    First, the time the first O-fighters should turn around for their K-box run on the rear rows of Soofir, and then given the time the first O-fighters will turn around to start their run, the time the second group of fighters should start their K-box run against the Soofir's first row to arrive about the time our O-fighters are attacking the rear of the Soofir formation. 

      

    "What would you like me to do?" Hanna asked. I was tempted to say cross your fingers but that would sound like I didn't know what I was doing, which I didn't, but no one was supposed to know that. 

    "Manage our three O-cruisers and let Simon physically manage his O-fighters," I said. "Not to worry, this time I will give you the overall strategy, but you need to direct the cruisers accordingly. Consider this pre-training for captain of the Steppe." And my training against seasoned war captains, I thought. As well as testing Black Eagle's versus VanHorne's judgement about making me the head of the military. The outcome of which was only hours away from being decided. 

    

  


   
      

    [41] The Hammer Versus The Stick                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

    "No, young Neifo," Issatfi purred, although her eyes never stopped scanning the monitors. "It does not matter if the Anixians have twenty-four or eighty-four cruisers. The essence of war is not the vehicles the enemy are in or the numbers; it is the drivers that matter. They make the difference.”  

    "The birds are firing at us," Neifo said with a sneer. "Their drivers must be scared or witless. At this distance, they have no chance of scoring a hit. Our ECM operators will have all day to swat them away. It's a waste of missiles." 

    "The real question, Neifo, is why?" Issatfi said in a voice devoid of emotions. "Are they nervous, inexperienced, or do they want us to think they are? Are they mice or rats?" 

    Neifo would rather they were mice, but suspected his captain preferred rats, vicious rats. Serving under a Golden Cat was exciting and terrifying at the same time. She had issued authorized force 0-0, translation: zero combatants and zero planet survivors. 

    As he watched, the Anixian cruisers began slowing and the second row became the first and began firing their missiles. "They are petrified mice," Neifo said, feeling the excitement of the upcoming slaughter. 

    "Maybe," Issatfi's dead voice said. "Or very smart rats." 

    Neifo shook his head in confusion. Not only were they wasting missiles they will need later, but they were also slowly retreating. "Captain, we are approaching the window for our missile attack." 

    "Go to Attack Plan One," Issatfi said. "Let's see what the mice do in response." 

    As Neifo gave the order, the front row of six split, three moved several kilometers to port, three moved several kilometers to starboard, and the Golden Jaguar slowed, which had been just behind the first row, and waited as the three rows moved up, putting the Golden Jaguar just behind the now first row of six. A classical cat's head with two paws spread and ready to attack the flanks. 

    "Neifo, Attack Plan Zero!" Issatfi’s voice snapped, sharp and hard. Neifo stood frozen as fighters suddenly appeared behind the last row, missiles ripping into the Soofir cruisers, destroying five: cats 041, 042, 044, 045, and 046, disappearing one after another. 

    "Disperse," Neifo shouted as if that would make the cruiser formation hear better or act faster. He had no sooner finished speaking than fighters appeared out of nowhere, attacking the front row. Just as quickly, they released their missiles and disappeared. 

    "Rats," Issatfi's dead voice said as she surveyed the central hologram. Four of the cruisers in the now last row were no longer functional, cats 033, 034, and 036, while cat 035 was only marginally operational. In the now first row, cats 021, 023, 024, and 026 were non-functional, while only cat 022 was fully functional. Only twelve out of twenty-five cruisers: 043, 031, 032, 022, 025, 011, 012, 013, 014, 015, 016, and the Golden Jaguar had escaped the carnage. At the same time, three Anixian cruisers were heading toward each of the three Soofir cruisers on the formation's flanks. Since their normal tactic, spread the first row and accelerate toward the enemy, had not survived contact with their opponent, Issatfi pondered her response. Where had those damn fighters come from, and why hadn't they detected them before they were only seconds from the fleet? "Neifo, have the dispersing cruisers release their fighters," she said, deciding to wait until she saw the results of the rats’ attack on her flanking cruisers. That would give her a better understanding of the rats and probable attack options against the rats’ commander. 

  


 
    [42] Free for All 

    "Captain Basson, those three Soofir cruisers on your starboard are your responsibility," I said as I directed my three O-cruisers towards the three Soofir cruisers to my port side. That would leave twelve O-cruisers and the four manned cruisers in the main formation. I released the remaining thirty-six O-fighters under Simon's control as we approached the three Soofir cruisers. "Simon, I want you to harass the cruisers randomly while the O-cruisers approach. You can recall your O-fighters to the Black Eagle to replenish their missiles," I said. 

    Yes, ma'am," he responded. Within minutes thirty-six O-fighters were heading toward the awaiting three Soofir cruisers. "Weapons, you are free to fire when you are ready. Wait with the ship killers," I said, sitting safely hundreds of kilometers away watching. Laser fire slashed out at the swarming Anixian O-fighters as they zig zagged in, out, and around the three cruisers. Simultaneously, the Anixian O-cruisers were firing four missiles every forty-five seconds. At the same time, the Soofir had released their sixty fighters, twenty each, and their cruisers were each firing five missiles every forty seconds at the three approaching Anixian O-cruisers. The hits were random and few as the distances still required over forty seconds to reach their target. The number of hits would improve as the distance decreased between the two forces. 

    As I watched, three Anixian fighters exploded and hawk-Owl 03 took two hits causing moderate damage. I cut all power to hawk-Owl 03, loaded Vulture missiles, and waited. Two more Anixian fighters exploded as I continued to watch. After hawk-Owl 01 and hawk-Owl 02 took several hits, I cut all power to one then the other while loading Vulture missiles and waited as the distance continued to decrease. The Anixian O-cruisers were now all but invisible to the ECM operators and on a collision course with the three Soofir cruisers. Five minutes later, the three O-cruisers fired two successive four missile loads of Vulture missiles and the three Soofir cruisers erupted in a chain reaction of explosions. 

   



 Captain Basson  

    Captain Basson released his three O-cruisers in the direction of his three assigned Soofir cruisers to his starboard, while pondering an attack strategy. For a moment he felt paralyzed but shook it off when the three Soofir turned toward him and released their fighters. He decided on Kayla's favorite trick. 

    "Todd, release your O-fighters and set a vector to intercept the three Soofir cruisers. Set your K-boxes for a frontal attack. When I begin firing, that's your signal to cut your engines as I slow." Five minutes later, Todd reported the fighters were in position, and Basson began firing missiles and slowed. A minute later, the Soofir began firing missiles and forty fighters were hurtling toward him. He could not imagine what he would do if his three O-cruisers were manned with hundreds of crew. He concluded Black Eagle was a true Oracle selecting Kayla. He smiled. Win or lose, he was losing only cruisers and fighters, not people. 

    Two of his O-cruisers took multiple hits and he cut their power. Before he could cut the engines to his third O-cruiser after multiple hits, it exploded. Several minutes later he saw the thirty-six Anixian O-fighters engines ignite and scored repeated direct hits on the three Soofir cruisers. Two of the Soofir cruisers were heavily damaged and the third lost power. Shortly afterward, another one lost power and multiple explosions ripped the third into pieces. His cruisers stopped firing. He smiled in satisfaction and relief, not one person killed in a major confrontation between six war cruisers. "Well," he amended out loud, "not one human." 

      

   



 Golden Issatfi 

    Issatfi sat watching the hologram as the six Anixian cruisers approached her six flanking cruisers. On her starboard side, the captain released his fighters and began firing missiles several minutes later. A pretty standard if uninspired tactic. The Soofir rate of fire was at least five seconds faster and fired five to their four missiles. She snarled with delight as the Anixian fighters winked out two to one faster than the Soofir fighters and louder when all three cruisers lost power. Her snarl turned to a growl of fury as the dead Anixian cruisers fired missiles, destroying her three cruisers.  

    On her port side, the captain had not released his fighters but had begun firing missiles and appeared to be slowing, similar to what the Anixian fleet did on their initial approach to the Soofir fleet. As she watched, one of the Anixian cruisers exploded after multiple direct hits and the other two lost power. Her smile quickly disappeared as multiple fighters suddenly appeared and struck the three Soofir cruisers, destroying them. Then by magic the two Anixian cruisers appeared. 

    A magic act she concluded and after a moment growled, "a very sneaky rat." She concluded they fling the fighters out, then the cruisers slow to give them time to reach their targets. That means the crew must be in space suits while the engines are off, and they somehow have the ability to calculate the time the engines must remain off. She purred, "We must be unpredictable to catch the rats.” 

    "XO, all units, execute Action Plan Three, break formation and pursue independent attack strategy," Issatfi said as she sat back to observe as she prepared to enter the fight, ignoring the fact that she should return to tell the Soofir Council what she had discovered. But a golden cat never thought retreat a choice. Her blood boiled with rage and the hunger to destroy the rats consumed her. 

    Six Soofir cruisers accelerated toward the three Anixian two row formations, each a solo war machine. 

   



 Commander Kayla 

    Kayla watched her hologram of space and to her surprise and relief the remaining functional Soofir cruisers where converging on the main Anixian formation. Relieved they intended to stay and fight as they would have learned a lot about the Anixian military strength and tactics, she was surprised that they were acting like fighter pilots and not in any kind of a formation. Well, not too much of a surprise, she mused. The Soofir commander must have deduced we needed a stable or predictable target. 

    "Captains Hyun, Yarona, Marianna, and Kent, it's your turn. As the formation decelerates spread your O-cruisers further apart but maintain the two rows and prepare to engage the incoming Soofir cruisers. Release your O-fighters but have their engines off until they have targets. I think the Soofir commander has deduced we need stable targets, so let's make them look for us. As you are moving O-cruisers and O-fighters in position, all manned cruisers are to cut to battery power. No heroes. We cannot afford to lose human crew. Captain Basson let’s get our O-cruisers and O-fighters back into the fight. Let's keep our manned fighters out of the chaos." I switched channels. "Simon, you can leave your O-fighters where they are. I don't think we will need them. If you want something to do you can hunt among the disabled Soofir cruisers. This won't be our last rodeo." 

    "Yes, Commander. I'll let the others know." Simon clicked off. 

    Kayla noticed a lone cruiser near the point of their first contact moving toward the Anixian formation. The Soofir commander, she realized with a flash. He has been watching Basson and my O-cruisers and has deduced as least part of our tactics–we need stable or predictable targets–and has informed his cruisers. 

    "Basson, do you see that lone cruiser between us and heading towards our formation?" I said on his private channel. "If I'm not mistaken, that is the Soofir commander. I think we could intercept him before he reaches our formation." 

    "Oracle, compute a vector to intercept that lone Soofir cruiser heading this way," I said. Only seconds later it appeared on my display, and I sent the new vector to my two O-cruisers. The minutes ticked by with agonizing slowness, like watching the sand in an hourglass. Unfortunately, the Soofir commander was paying attention and judging by his evasive maneuvers and vector changes, he or she had decided to take on the four enemy cruisers. 

   



 Golden Issatfi 

    Issatfi bared her teeth as she recognized the cruisers, she had been evaluating had vectors which were on an intercept course with the Golden Jaguar. Their magic act was no longer a threat. 

    "Pilot, ten degrees to starboard, under evasive action, slow fifty gravities, and prepare weapons to engage." 

    Well, Neifo, what do you think of our mice now?" 

    "They are sneaky because they are frightened mice," he said after some hesitancy. "We will destroy them." 

    "No. XO. We will make them pay the price of engaging a Golden Cat squadron, but they will win. The Anixian commander is not a frightened mouse but a very clever rat. We don't even know where she is hiding. A very worthy adversary. I would have liked a rematch."  

   



 Commander Kayla 

    "Captain, the Soofir is turning to engage our O-cruisers," Hanna said. "He has fired five missiles." 

    I cut the O-cruisers' engines and waited to see his response. Nothing. The Soofir continued the evasive maneuvers while moving closer. It was obvious the Soofir knew he had lost but was determined to destroy the two Anixian cruisers. I could not slow the speed of either cruiser without giving away its position, so I did nothing while awaiting the inevitable. As the distance closed, lasers suddenly streaked out hitting the closest cruiser. I pressed the fire icons and eight Vulcan missiles raced toward the Soofir cruiser. They managed to stop five but the other three scored direct hits. The Soofir ship bucked with explosions but managed to fire three missiles. Two missiles scored direct hits on one cruiser and multiple laser strikes on both. One more exchange and all three cruisers exploded. 

    

  


   
      

    [43] From the Ashes, A New Phoenix 

    "I told you Commander Kayla was serious about the victory party," Simon said over an open channel Hanna had granted him access to. "She knows things we don't. That's why she's the Boss." 

    I looked to Hanna who shrugged. "He asked permission, and I couldn't say no to those puppy-dog eyes and wagging tail," she grinned. "Now everyone knows the battle is over and it's alright to smile and laugh again."  

    I nodded. Hanna was right. It may not be good military discipline, but it broke the pent-up tension everyone had built up over the past day. Besides, we were not professional soldiers and had a right to make up our own traditions. A space battle without any human deaths deserved a major celebration.  

    "Hanna, put me on an open channel, please." I smiled and wagged my butt. "Yes, fellow warriors, a celebration is in order. I believe we can celebrate not only a major space battle, but also the birth of a nation. The Phoenix Nation may be the first nation to be composed of two species, Anixian and human. Both died and were today born out of the ashes. Although the Anixians are pacifists, without their medical technology we humans would not be alive; and without their cruisers and fighter technology, we could not have survived the alien invasions. Conversely, without the humans, the Anixians could not have survived as a civilized society free to fly again. I believe the defeat of the Soofir fleet means many of us will live to be great grandfathers and grandmothers and to see cities on the land." I paused wondering what comments people were making. "That is the good news. The bad news is that we need to collect all of the Soofir debris we can before it becomes lost in space. It needs to be examined for its technology, and the metal collected to replace our losses and to continue to build our space force, since this will not be our last rodeo. One last item, I am going to ask the Anixians to provide each cruiser several experts from the various houses to accompany us to identify what may be useful and what just needs recycling. I will give you a recycling area after I talk with the Anixians. Kayla out." I cut the connection. 

    "Wow," Hanna said. "You are going to have to quit that, "I'm only a teenager” whining after that speech. As Simon put it, you're the Boss." She laughed. "What now, Boss?" 

    "XO, put us in an Anixia orbit. I need to talk to Black Eagle to see if he liked my speech," I said, hoping I didn't exceed my authority. I considered myself the Secretary of Defense, not the president or even the vice-president. 

    I either slept or shut down on the way back to Anixia because the next thing I remembered was Hanna's voice.  

    "Captain Kayla, we are in Anixia orbit, and I have your shuttle and the Pitohui, if you prefer, ready to depart." 

    "Thank you, Hanna." I said, feeling mentally exhausted. “The shuttle, I think. Not sure I'm fit to fly a fighter right now." I rose and made my way to the shuttle bay, climbed aboard, and slept through the two-hour ride. Nervously, I made my way to the fighter pilots' area and found the lift to Black Eagle's quarters awaiting me. The ride up seemed to take only seconds. 

    "Welcome, Kayla," Black Eagle said. Surveying the room, I saw the senior members of the Anixian houses. They were all standing including Black Eagle. "We, the Anixian council, applaud your victory and your historical speech. We will have a Phoenix calendar made with today being the first day of the first year. We have named people to accompany your cleanup efforts and to help you sort through the metals we can use and equipment we would like to investigate. We have chosen an area in high orbit to deposit everything until it can be collected for processing. Much of it can be transported to Potoo on our supply ship for recycling. When you are ready, we should also discuss the new government's structure. The Phoenix nation will need one." 

    I walked over to an empty chair and sat before I could collapse from the overwhelming number of details that were assaulting me. 

    "Child…Kayla," Black Eagle said. "I and others will help, and there is no rush. You can set the priorities, and together we will address them, as necessary. Cleaning up the mess the Soofir left," I detected amusement in his eyes, "assessing our military needs, and having that celebration, comes first. As you have said several times before, we have only been weeks ahead of being prepared for the next disaster. It is far too easy to gloat on today's successes and ignore tomorrow's challenges." 

    

  


   
      

    [44] Who to Trust 

    Collecting the debris took six days. I thought the actual sorting, classifying, analyzing, and recycling could take a year or more. Equipment that was potentially still operational had to be analyzed for the technology, recyclable material had to be transferred to Potoo, and the software studied. 

    Even though we surprised the Soofir, the damage was significant: eight of the eighteen O-cruisers destroyed, four required repairs, twenty-one O-fighters of the ninety-six destroyed, and eleven required repairs. 

    To maintain some semblance of military alertness, the celebration was a two-day affair at each human house of war: Saker, Merlin, Kestrel, and Gyrfalcon. The cruisers attached to the celebrating house were free for the two days, while two of the others were on standby, one-third staffed, and the third cruiser fully manned. In effect it was an eight-day celebration. I attended each house's celebration.  

    "Well, Commander Kayla," Wing Leader Pugh said, as he, Marianna, I, and several others stood in a small circle talking. 

    "Kayla, please. It's a party," I said. 

    "Kayla, I take back all my criticism of you over the past year," he laughed. "I think it's a natural human instinct to resist change and to obsess over today’s good and bad news. Without your changes, the Soofir would have rolled over us like a tsunami. Worse yet, rather than help, too many of us were watching you with an electron microscope to confirm our skepticism. You have helped me believe the Phoenix concept is possible and something worth striving towards." 

    On the eighth day, the last day of the celebration, I was sitting with Basson, Bradley, Simon, Hyun, and Hanna when my Sleeve buzzed with an emergency message. 

    Alien ships have entered Anixian space. They are believed to be Jumanu cruisers and number nineteen. 

    Maybe I was wrong, and ju-Takeshi was planning to use force to get what he wanted, otherwise, why so many cruisers? No advance panicking, I chided myself. "The Jumanu are back," I said as I typed.  

    AlertCon Two. The Jumanu are back.  

    "Duty calls," I said as I rose. "Hopefully, Force Leader ju-Takeshi is back to discuss Anixia… Phoenix joining the Jumanu alliance, but in case he has a sword instead of a pen, we should be ready." 

    "Won't you need Black Eagle there?" Basson asked. 

    "I would love that, but I see the alliance more like joining NATO with the Jumanu the equivalent of the United States and in charge," I said. "It is definitely not like becoming a citizen of the United States where all men are created equal and have the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. More like joining Anixia–you are in the military and the only question is where you best meet the needs of Anixia. Anyway, I'm not going to make any commitments for Phoenix without getting Black Eagle's approval." 

    While walking to the fighter area for my Pitohui, I wondered what ju-Takeshi wanted and why he brought his entire squadron with him. Was it a show of force, or was he just moving on, to wherever his responsibilities required? Or was he here to force an answer from Anixia? If so, what choices did Anixia…Phoenix have? Fight? We could not fight the entire galaxy by ourselves, but what were we willing to give up for support and to not be considered an enemy? The questions had my head spinning and before I knew it, I was pushed out of the fighter pilot's cave and soaring toward the Black Eagle. When I got too close to a shuttle, it jarred me back to the present. The sky was full of shuttles pouring out of houses' caves and heading for their cruisers in orbit. A good lesson: don't fly when you are consumed with thoughts and unable to focus. Inside Blacky, I made my way to the Bridge and saw Hanna was already there. 

    "Hanna, open a visual channel to the captains," I said as I mounted the platform on which the captain's chair sat. "How did you get here so quickly?" 

    "I was on Blacky. Now that I'm the XO, I have access to Blacky, and I like studying on the ship sometimes. It's quiet and I have the real equipment I can examine," she chuckled, "and I'm here when my captain needs me." 

    "What do you think, Hanna, about ju-Takeshi bringing his entire squadron?" I asked. 

    "Best not to guess; otherwise, you could form a false scenario and force circumstances to conform to it." Hanna shrugged. "One of my grandfather's many sayings." 

    "Good advice, I think." Looking up at the monitor I saw all six frames filled with the captains' faces. "I have been informed that ju-Takeshi, the Jumanu force leader, has returned, but this time with his entire squadron. I have no idea what he wants; however, the good news is that we have translators and can talk to each other. Stick-picture videos are nice but lack a lot of detail. I am waiting for a message from the force leader and to see what formation his cruisers take." 

    "Do you think he is here to force a solution?" Basson asked. 

    "My best guess is that he is here to negotiate with us to join the Jumanu alliance," I said. "The question is whether the squadron is part of the negotiations, or he's off to someplace else and dropped by to answer any questions we have and to give us our options. It might be something like NATO back on Earth. You are with us, or you are on your own, or the more typical, you are with us, or you are against us." 

    "Captain," Hanna interrupted. "All but two cruisers appear to be staying close to the exit point while two are proceeding into the system. The cruiser, Silver Crusher, is transmitting." Hanna looked to me with a should I look. 

    "Put it on speaker, XO," I said. "No reason the captains should not know what is going on." 

    Hanna nodded to the communications officer. After a short pause, the sound of ju-Takeshi's translator could be heard. "Commander Kayla, no need to worry. It is time I return to Cradle. That is a rough translation of the planet's name and where Jumanu intelligent life evolved. It is time for me to report my findings to Mother Jumanu. I thought to find out where you stand with respect to joining the alliance." 

    "Hanna, record and send the following response," I said. 

    "Force Leader ju-Takeshi, I would enjoy discussing alliance membership with you. We could meet on the Black Eagle if you have no objection." 

    "Captain, message sent," Hanna said. 

     "Can you negotiate with him?" Captain Marianna asked, which I would wager was on everyone's mind. Some wondering whether I needed Black Eagle's permission, others whether I considered myself a dictator and my word sufficient, and others whether ju-Takeshi could dictate our compliance. 

    "That is an interesting question that we are going to find out shortly." I laughed. "Feels like when you are driving, and the police pull you over. You are trying to remember whether you were speeding, or ran a light or stop sign, or hit someone and didn't stop, and then whether you are going to get a ticket, a warning, or taken to jail. Finally, what your parents are going to say when they find out?" 

    Yarona laughed. "Better you than any of us. Ju-Takeshi appears to like you and as Simon repeatedly says, Kayla knows things we don't, that's why she's the Boss." That generated smirks and laughs. Even Hanna and my Bridge crew, who I noticed were all present and seated at their assigned positions, had ear-to-ear grins. 

    "I would like to be a bug on the wall during that meeting," Kent said, and received general comments and gestures of agreement. 

    "Basson, I am going out to meet ju-Takeshi. We do not currently have enough O-cruisers to assign three to each of us. I am going to take one, which I'm hoping ju-Takeshi will interpret as a sign of trust and of our confidence to defend Anixia. Assign three in the order of experience. Everyone should be combat ready but maintain all systems on minimum power. No outward signs we are preparing for a war, because with the Jumanu that may just start one." 

    "XO, let's go meet my friend, ju-Takeshi," I said and relaxed back in my chair. To my surprise, Abie rose and came walking over to me. 

    "Captain, this may help," she said with a look of satisfaction, as she extended a gold metal headband. "They found this in the Cat commander's cruiser. She doesn't need it anymore, so we took it. Ju-Takeshi is in awe of the Golden Cat commanders." 

    "Thank you, Abie," I said taking it from her. I thought it real gold as it was relatively heavy for such a delicate thin band, less than four centimeters wide and zero-point four wide. Something close to a saber tooth cat etched into the gold and figures similar to hieroglyphs ran around the band. The etching was filled with red making them stand out. "I don't think I would like to wear this. Might start a war or competition." 

    "I agree," Abie said. "What if I hang it someplace conspicuous in the conference room? Sort of a reminder of the cost of fucking with our force commander." 

    "Alright. Can't hurt." 

    

  


   
      

      

    [45] I'm Not Ready, Again 

    I waited in the shuttle bay as ju-Takeshi and his two bodyguards exited the Jumanu shuttle. 

    "Welcome aboard the Black Eagle, Force Leader ju-Takeshi," I said, lightly holding his gaze. I was told his display of teeth was a smile and tried a similar show of teeth.  

    "I noticed a lot of debris midway into the system, Force Commander Kayla. An accident?" ju-Takeshi asked. 

    "Mostly Soofir debris," I said. "They entered the system intending to scorch our planet." 

    Ju-Takeshi nodded before he spoke. "According to the Tullizor, a few centuries back the Soofir upgraded the Tullizor's technology and enlisted them to annihilate Anixia and to declare war on Dagaz." 

    "Do you know why?" I asked. 

    "According to the Tullizor, while here the Soofir caught a very contagious disease and lost an entire cruiser crew. They demanded the planet be scorched in retaliation for the deaths. The Soofir planned to make Anixia, Tullizor, and Dagaz an extension of the Soofir empire. They probably decided to put a military base on Anixia after it was cleansed. That would expand Soofir space and provide a cluster of military power against anyone encroaching on their space." 

    "That sounds like a period when the Anixians were invaded and hunted because they refused to submit to the invaders," I said. 

    "A common disease on Anixia?" ju-Takeshi asked, looking a bit nervous. 

    "I think one caused by the Anixians in self-defense," I said. "It was their only defense against the Soofir as they had no military at that time. They were and still are pacifists. I don't think they intended the disease to be as lethal as it turned out to be." 

    When we entered the conference room, I waved toward the table toward the back of the room. "If you wish something to eat or drink." 

    He poured one of the coffee drinks and sat. "I think the Soofir might have been in a bad mood as they had threatened to annihilate the Tullizor if Anixia wasn't destroyed when they returned." Ju-Takeshi smiled. "Probably a small scouting party doing what I'm doing, examining the fringe of our borders. How many cruisers did they send?" 

    "Twenty-five," I said, which caused ju-Takeshi's eyes to go wide.  

    "A full combat squadron," he said. "Not like them to retreat. Their Golden Cat commanders would not have. They are not only excellent tacticians but vicious bitches. They would rather lose their whole task force than retreat." 

    "She did exactly that," I said, lifting my arm and pointing back over my head toward the rear of the room, knowing that was where Abie had hung the gold band. Ju-Takeshi rose and walked back to stare at the headband. 

    "Twenty-five cruisers?" he asked as he sat, staring at me in awe. "How many ships did you lose?" 

    "Eight," I said knowing ju-Takeshi would consider that impressive as it would have been impossible without having surprised them. Ju-Takeshi shook his head in disbelief. 

    "I was considering offering you a level-two membership based on what I observed during the hijacking incident, but just surviving a Golden Cat combat taskforce is an impressive victory. A Golden Cat often takes on opponents with forty or fifty cruisers and wins with less than fifty percent losses," he said. "I believe Mother Jumanu will want to meet you and will award you level-one membership. That will give you full voting rights and a voice on the council." He grinned. "Of course, the council currently has sixteen members, but it will give you a voice. Level-two only has an indirect voice as part of a group." He flashed his teeth. "I have my task force with me as I am returning home for my annual report. This would be an excellent chance for you to join me and have me there to vouch for you." 

    "Thank you, Force Leader, that is very generous," I said, needing desperately to seek Black Eagle's counsel and to think. "Would you permit me a day or two to consult with both houses…species?" 

    Ju-Takeshi nodded, flashing his teeth. He stayed for several hours answering my questions about the Jumanu charter, his world, and its member states. I equated it to NATO, with America/Jumanu having six members, Taurak, three members, Kondor three members, Draak two members, and Liuth, two members. Ironically, all the level-one members were from the tree climbers and predators except for the Taurak who are ground dwelling vegetarians. Level-two members were much more diverse. The Tullizor would be in level-two. The status of the Dagazians had yet to be decided. According to ju-Takeshi, the Dagazians felt a kinship with Anixia and wanted to meet with me before deciding. 

    Later that day, I met with Black Eagle. "Kayla, we the Anixians believe that the decision to align ourselves with anyone is a military one, and since you are the leader of the military, it is rightly your decision." His beak-like mouth clicked several times indicating laughing. "Decisions made by committees take too long and often contain too many ifs, ands, and buts to be useful. Do the best you can. That is all anyone can expect." 

    "Then I'll be going to Jumanu. I need a feel for their culture and their Mother Jumanu. I hope that will give me an insight into what they expect from us and what I can expect from them. As you have learned from the humans, allies cannot always be trusted." 

    I returned to the Black Eagle and called for a meeting of the captains and wing leaders. 

    "Sorry for the no-notice meeting, but the Jumanu force leader wants me to return to Cradle, the capital of Jumanu, to discuss membership," I said, looking around the room for the reaction. 

    "Isn't that dangerous?" Yarona asked, giving me that motherly look of concern. 

    "After this last year, I think I'm getting numb to danger. He is offering Phoenix a seat on the Jumanu Alliance Council. Our defeat of a Golden Cat has elevated our status. We need to understand our allies as well as our enemies if we are going to survive, and this would be an excellent opportunity to observe their culture and the council. I'm doing this with Black Eagle's approval." Which is true, I mused although not in the way everyone will perceive the statement. "Basson, you are the senior captain, so I'm leaving you in charge. Black Eagle knows." 

    After everyone left, I waved for Hyun and Hanna to stay. 

    "Damn, I would like to be going along," Hyun said, clearly frustrated. 

    "If there is another invasion and we take two cruisers to Jumanu, Anixia would only have four cruisers, and Marianna and Kent are inexperienced captains. I need you here to push for training and… I would like you to talk to Listener and Watcher on my behalf. I would like them to upgrade all of the hawk-Owls to be able to fly solo to Potoo and back. That way when a cruiser needs repairs, we will not need a captain or crew to get it fixed. You can ride along in case there is a problem. Besides, I would not trust anyone else, and you will get a tour of Potoo." 

    "Yes, that's a reasonable consolation prize," she laughed. "Maybe I can earn a Tyonian Owl while I'm there."  

    

  


   
      

    [46] In Way Over My Head 

    As we made our way toward the jump point, Hanna came over to the captain's chair. "That was fantastic," she said, smiling. "Ju-Takeshi sent over his navigator, Einer, to explain the route and the various transition points. Vermar and I now have a rather good star map of the area between Anixia and Jumanu. We will pass the exits for Draak and Liuth space before entering Jumanu space." 

    "What do you think of our new navigator?" I asked. He had good scores while in training and on second shift. 

    Hanna leaned closer. "I like him. Abie says he's solid, dependable, and one hundred percent supportive of you." 

    "I don't know what will happen on Cradle, but we will need loyal and dependable people, especially the prime Bridge crew," I said, trusting Abie's assessment. 

    "If some people had doubts about you commanding the military, the Soofir battle resolved them," Hanna said, and laughed. "You are the Boss as Simon is fond of saying. Your spectacular termination of what looked like the mother of all hijackings has made people more accepting of life on Anixia. I don't think people are going to be so susceptible to hijackers like Bennett’s and Abbott’s fame and riches theory," she grinned. "I think even the VanHorne and Borvo supporters have come to realize the risk-reward ratio is astronomical and taking the risk is close to suicide." 

    "To sane and rational individuals," I said, while wondering if hijackers like Doug and Carl were sane. Criminals tended to think crime paid regardless of the risk. "I'll settle for lengthening the time between attempts." 

    "Entering the Wave in sixty seconds," Vermar announced. 

    The trip took three days. I spent a part of each day walking around talking with the crew and getting familiar with each department.  

    "Good afternoon, Captain… is that the right title?" Armin asked as I entered the police area. Hilda rose as Armin did. I waved them to sit, still not sure how to handle the military protocol. We were obviously in the military–a combat unit–but none of us had any formal training or were previously part of a military unit. Our scant knowledge came from watching television and movies, which took liberties with reality. 

    "Captain is good," I said as I poured myself a cup of coffee and sat. 

    "I kind of like Boss," Hilda said with a chuckle. 

    "We are kind of making it up as we go along," I said. "I would like everyone to take their jobs seriously because our lives depend on everyone doing their best but hope we don't take ourselves too seriously. We were lucky to get a second chance at life and need to enjoy it." 

    "Armin, I prefer our teenage boss to some stuffy old admiral," Hilda laughed. "I'm going to miss calling you our teenage leader when you turn twenty." 

    "Black Eagle is having a Phoenix calendar made with the date of the Soofir battle as the first day of the year," I said. "I guess Records could correlate the day we were picked up on Earth to the new calendar…or, maybe we should make our birthday the day we were saved. BtS, Before the Soofir, counting backward to the oldest survivor, and AtS, After the Soofir." 

    "There is no doubt that is the day we rose out of the ashes like the Phoenix," Armin said. "A new life, new planet, and a new future none of us could have imagined. So, a new birthday seems appropriate." 

    "Armin, I'm hoping we aren't going to be on Jumanu for more than a few days. Based on that assumption I'm not going to authorize any planet-side leave. If, however, it appears we will be there longer, all leave will be coordinated through you. No more than ten percent on leave at any one time, and they must have a Jumanu guide with them at all times. In addition, I'll want Abie to give them a pre-leave talk. The Jumanu language is extremely aggressive, indicating they are also. Not knowing their culture, we could easily commit a terrible insult or break laws without knowing, and we have no embassy on Cradle." 

    "What about you, Boss?" Hilda asked with a slight twitch of her lips. 

    "I'm hoping to attach to ju-Takeshi. I somehow doubt anyone would tell the force leader his guest did something wrong." 

    "Leaving the Wave in five minutes," Vermar announced. 

    I was positive this was an experience for which I wasn’t ready. I somehow doubted Mother Jumanu was a sweet old lady with a gentle personality. Probably more like Queen Boudicca who toppled the Roman Capitol of Britain, and from there, rode her troops down through London and St. Albans, destroying cities and slaughtering over seventy thousand. 

    

  


   
      

    [47] Mother Jumanu 

    As I had anticipated, ju-Takeshi met me at the Cradle Space Station and transported me in his private shuttle planet-side where we transferred to a six-person skimmer. Onboard were a pilot, ju-Takeshi, his two bodyguards, and me. 

    "The planet is divided into schools," ju-Takeshi said as we passed an area with over twenty two-story buildings. "This is our naval academy. The area with the white buildings is dedicated to recruits, the blue buildings to officers, and the black buildings to senior level staff and our advanced war-tactics school." He pointed to each as the shuttle passed overhead. Each area appeared to cover ten plus kilometers. "To your left are our medical schools, again white for beginners, red for advanced, and silver for research and development. As you can see from this altitude, the various schools surround Cradle City." 

    From the air, the city was easily distinguishable with its taller buildings and higher density as compared to the rings of schools, which had smaller buildings and more open space. 

    "You can identify each individual's school affiliation by their arm patch and his level by its color," ju-Takeshi said, pointing to his right arm. "Mine is black for the war school, and my black cruiser and crossed lightning bolts depict my senior level. We must wear our school patches when out in public. It indicates who we are," he laughed. "I like the Anixian's permanently-attached Sleeves with its communication device and rank, very clever. We need our rank insignia only when on duty or in uniform." 

    I showed my teeth. "We are organized by houses. The houses are organized by species, Anixians and humans, and then by profession: the Sleeve makes it easy to show and to upgrade one's status. The Anixian houses are biology, electronics, architecture, law, and war. They are in the diamond shaped area. The human houses include medical, support, weapons, records, and war. They are in the round shaped area and are under the Anixian House of War. One star is a person in training, two stars a person competent in their field, and three stars for a person in charge." 

    "Very Interesting," ju-Takeshi said. "I'm informed that Mother Jumanu will see us tomorrow morning at dawn. Normally, it could take a week to see her." 

    "A testament to your status, ju-Takeshi," I said showing my teeth. He nodded showing his. "You can stay at my living quarters for now," ju-Takeshi said as the skimmer landed in a reserved landing area at least twenty plus kilometers from the city. That made me wonder about the cultural norms. It did not seem right to have a political guest stay at your house. We were not friends, and although we were a different species, ju-Takeshi resembled a short, one hundred sixty-three-centimeter, human weightlifter, except for his elongated muzzle with a reddish stripe down the middle and protruding blue ridges on the sides. As I looked around the landing area, there were a number of large two-story houses.  

    A small female, one hundred fifty-five centimeters tall, who looked mature, answered the door. "Master ju-Takeshi, we have prepared the master guest suite for your human." 

    "Thank you, Ildiko," ju-Takeshi said as he ushered me inside. "My guest is Force Commander Kayla." His voice box repeated in English. He nodded toward me, and her eyes went wide. 

    "If it doesn't violate any norm, Kayla will suffice," I said, causing Ildiko to look nervously around as my voice box spoke in Jumanu. Then seeing the small box, she nodded. I was glad I had the Jumanu language added to my implanted Anixian translator. This way I knew exactly what the Jumanu were saying without having to turn on my translator box. I would hear more candid remarks if they thought I couldn't understand their language. 

    Inside there were a few nick-knacks. The furniture looked new and expensive based on my years on Earth, but a little less comfortable as I assessed the cushions and lack of pillows. Ju-Takeshi escorted me to the guest bedroom, which was a huge room with an equally large bed. 

    "Make yourself comfortable until dinner," ju-Takeshi said waving at the room. "Ildiko will be in shortly to explain how everything works." 

    He had no sooner left than Ildiko appeared. "Kayla, with your permission, I will show you around your suite and show you how everything works." She paused until I nodded. The guest bedroom was truly a suite. There was an attached bathroom complete with toilet, shower, hot water tub, and stocked with every toiletry one could imagine. It also had a sitting room for relaxing, reading, or entertaining a friend, complete with an electronics suite. Ildiko spent over an hour showing me in detail how everything worked. In turn, I gave her a brief synopsis of life on Anixia. 

    Dinner consisted of a variety of meats and vegetables which I carefully sampled after ju-Takeshi's doctor reviewed the blood sample I had given ju-Takeshi and pronounced everything on the table safe except for one liquid. The food had strange tastes and textures, but was not unpleasant, and several items were quite tasty. I concluded a force leader was an important man and was well compensated. 

    After a light breakfast, the skimmer flew us into the city and landed inside a complex of ten buildings, which to my surprise were rather similar with no interesting architectural features. In fact, as I thought about it, there wasn't a lot of uniqueness about most of the houses and buildings I had seen so far. They tended to have a very utilitarian look.  

    Ju-Takeshi directed me into the smallest building, which had guards dressed in dark-green camouflage looking uniforms with an assortment of weapons. None of the guards looked friendly. The guards at the iron door surveyed us carefully before another one opened the door. Inside were four more guards; one of which checked ju-Takeshi's credentials while another one scanned us and verified, we were expected. All the guards watched us like loose rattlesnakes. Not one word was spoken. When they were satisfied, one guard led us down a long hallway to a double door with golden symbols and four more guards. 

    "Force Leader ju-Takeshi to see Mother Jumanu," the guard accompanying us said as we neared the doors. One guard opened one door and whispered something to someone on the inside. Several minutes later, both doors were opened, and we were waved in. A long silver runner led to a raised platform where a woman sat. She wore a black uniform similar to the one worn by ju-Takeshi, but with no patches or other insignia. As we got closer, I saw her uniform moved like silk when she leaned forward, and her sleeves at the flared openings each had three silver lightning bolts. 

    "Your report, Force Leader Takeshi," she said, leaving off the ju prefix as she outranked him. The guards had confiscated both translation boxes. The guard who had led us to Mother Jumanu's audience room followed us into the chamber carrying them. 

    "Mother, it was an interesting trip. I toured the area anti-spinward and rimward of us. The Soofir rimward borders remain quiet, and I discovered no newly occupied systems. However, rimward I found three inhabited systems. The Dagazian system, which has a small space force. The people are non-combative, despite having evolved from tree climbers. Their fleet is there as a defense to combat aggression from the Tullizor. The Tullizor are a species evolved from lizards and only have a reasonable combat force because of previous support from the Soofir, who look to expand in that area. The third inhabitable system is Anixia which is inhabited by two species, one evolved from birds who are pacifists and one evolved from tree climbers who constitute their military force. The Tullizor told me that the Soofir visited their system a few centuries ago. After teaching the Tullizor manners the Soofir claimed Tullizor as a subordinate system. The Soofir then upgraded the Tullizor space force and directed them to annihilate the Anixians and declare war on the Dagazians, as the Soofir scouting fleet at the time was too small for the task. As a result, the Tullizor have been harassing Anixia for years, and the land can no longer sustain life. However, despite being pacifists, the birds on Anixia have survived and have found refuge inside the mountains." 

    He stopped when she raised a hand. "Interesting Takeshi, but who is this woman, does she speak for the birds, and why does Anixia deserve a seat on the council? She is noticeably young and is not wearing military clothing. I hope you haven't disappointed me, Force Leader Takeshi." 

    "Never, great Mother. I was curious, so I visited Anixia. There I was greeted by four cruisers. Commander Kayla met me and offered to make us a Jumanu/Anixian translator. I saw potential value in such a device and agreed. The device they produced was incredibly good and allowed us to carry on a reasonable conversation. I thought we could use such devices in our council meetings, and they would be useful as we expand." 

    "I concur with your evaluation," Mother Jumanu said with a small nod. "Our current translators are limited and slow. That makes Anixia useful but not level-one useful." 

    Ju-Takeshi nodded, then continued. "While I was there, I learned that the Anixians found a primitive planet whose people enjoyed wars. They made a deal with people who had acquired fatal diseases their medical people could not cure. The Anixians promised to cure them of their fatal diseases if they would immigrate to Anixia, join their military, and fight the Tullizor. While we were having our discussions, a hijacking occurred. Several individuals decided to hijack multiple cruisers and return to their backward planet, expecting to receive fame and great rewards. Kayla let the hijacking leader enter her cruiser, where they threatened to torture her for the information they needed to pilot the cruiser to their home world. I had expected a cruiser battle. She killed the four hijackers and had control of the hijacked cruisers within minutes. Not one shot was fired. I asked her afterward why she had let them enter her cruiser. She said so she could determine all of the guilty parties." 

    "That's intriguing, but…" Mother Jumanu said frowning.  

    "True, Mother. She then agreed to send some people back with me to make translators for the Dagazians and Tullizor. We can now communicate effectively with all three nations and talks for joining the Jumanu alliance have been productive. 

    "That is excellent, but…" Mother Jumanu said as her frown deepened, but ju-Takeshi continued unfazed. 

    "When I returned with my fleet to finish our discussions, I found the space littered with significant Soofir debris." Ju-Takeshi beamed an ear-to-ear, teeth flashing smile. "A twenty-five-cruiser fleet had attacked Anixia with a Golden Cat in command–" 

    "The Anixians defeated the Soofir fleet?" Mother Jumanu's head snapped in my direction. "Her?" 

    "Yes, Mother. She is the commander of the Anixian military and has the Golden Cat headband on her cruiser to prove it. They lost only eight cruisers!" 

    "Captain Cillin!" Mother Jumanu rose and pointed a finger at me. "Was she searched, thoroughly?" 

    "Yes, Mother, and scanned. She had no weapons or electronic devices except those that I am holding and the communication device on her arm. We could not remove it as it is permanently attached to bones in her arm. We did check that is wasn't active." 

    "Takeshi, do you know that Commander Kayla understands every word we are saying?" Her voice had dropped to a whisper.  

    "No, Mother. She always uses a translator." 

    Mother Jumanu turned to glare at me. "You understand the Jumanu language," she said as a statement not as a question. I moved my hands about sixty centimeters apart then closed them to thirty. "How?" She asked in a more normal tone. I touched my head with one finger. She laughed all the way back to her chair. "You are right, Takeshi. The Anixians deserve Level-one membership. She is far more dangerous than you think. Welcome to full membership in the Jumanu alliance, whatever your title, Kayla." 

    I took one of the translator boxes from Captain Cillin and gave a small bow. "Thank you, Mother Jumanu. Our senior Anixian medic thinks one day we won't need these boxes." 

    "If I understand, the birds are the creators of the vehicles and tools, and the humans are the drivers and users of the tools," Mother Jumanu said, while studying me with a critical eye. 

    "That is accurate, Mother Jumanu. I have an implant that translates your words into something I can understand," I said, deciding Mother Jumanu was also extremely dangerous. She had been observing me while ju-Takeshi was talking, and although I was pretending to be looking around, she had deduced the illogical–I could understand what they were saying. 

    "How do you defeat a Golden Cat with so few losses?" She asked. "The cursed Soofir are excellent tacticians and at least my force leaders equal, and the Golden Cats are phenomenal tacticians as well as fanatical." 

    "In my limited experience, most commanders have hammers and it's their favorite weapon," I said. "I don't have a hammer and wouldn't know how to use one if I did. The Golden Cat's mistake was expecting me to have a hammer. By the time she deduced the correct strategy to use against me, she had lost too many cruisers to recover." 

    Mother Jumanu laughed. "Maybe I need more female force leaders. The problem is that too often the females are mentored by men. You were smart to choose your own path." 

    "I don't like hammer wars," I said. "They produce too many deaths on both sides, losses a small nation cannot afford. The object is to win. Too many, including the Soofir, believe that there is honor in war." 

    "You don't?' Mother asked, leaning forward in the chair. 

    "No. There is only winning or losing, and death." 

    "I like you, Kayla. You understand war." 

    

  


   
      

    [48] The JAC 

    After Mother Jumanu's interview, ju-Takeshi directed me toward a round building with a dome. 

    "I need to get you registered with the Jumanu Alliance Council, JAC, as they are meeting in two days," ju-Takeshi said. "We also need to get you a room in the JAC's facility now that Anixia is officially a Level-one member. Mother was impressed by you." 

    "She is a very impressive woman," I said. "How does one get the position of Mother? Is it a blood line, or selected by some committee, or by the people?" 

    "The position, Mother or Father Jumanu, is selected by the Jumanu council members. He or she is usually a child of a Jumanu council member's family." 

    At the door were two guards in the same uniforms as the Mother's guards. Ju-Takeshi ejected a small disk from a hand-held device and handed it to the guard who slipped it into a similar device, read it, and then looked at me. He nodded to his partner, who opened the door. Inside was a large circular vestibule with an open two-story ceiling lined with man-sized statues in different military-looking clothing. I surmised it depicted the military uniforms going back through the centuries. At eye-level were large monitors that were cycling through images of cities, landscapes, and people. I assumed they were from the members home planets. We stopped at a circular counter located in the middle of the vestibule. There, Ju-Takeshi handed the disc to a female with a thin face with long black hair and wearing the same combat uniform. She nodded and spent ten minutes on several machines before turning back to face us. 

    "Force Leader ju-Takeshi, does the Councilwoman speak Jumanu or will she need an interpreter?" she asked, looking from ju-Takeshi to me. 

    I held up one of the translation devices and spoke. "I can understand your language." 

    "Do you have an… insignia to represent your planet?" the woman asked. 

    Ironically, I had been playing around with insignia and potential uniforms for our new nation. I clicked on my Sleeve several times to find the image. When it finally appeared on my Sleeve, I held it up for the woman to see. I didn't have approval for it to be the Phoenix's patch, but I didn't think it would matter. I assumed I could change it when one was officially approved. I liked it–a stylized red two-headed Phoenix, with stylized fire underneath the bird on a dark-blue-sky-like field. The red bird and fire for hardiness and valor, and blue for vigilance, perseverance, and justice. 

    "We will have your councilor's robe for you before the meeting tomorrow," the woman continued. "For now, you should wear this if you leave your room." She handed me a plastic placard twelve by twenty-four centimeters with my facial picture in the center, Jumanu hieroglyph-like writing down the side of the image, my phoenix patch in the top left half and red matrix-barcode-like stamps in each of the four corners. The placard hung on a black and red ribbon. 

    As I accepted the placard, another female guard appeared and proceeded to escort ju-Takeshi and me on a tour of the facility. First was the meeting room, which had a large circular table in the center of the room under a two-story-high skylight. The table currently had sixteen positions, but workers looked to be adding another position in an empty space–the table appeared to have been constructed to hold twenty-five. 

    Ju-Takeshi pointed to where the workers were working. "Mother wasted no time. They are already constructing your seat at the table. Your translators will be a major improvement. The glass rooms that circle the upper level are for the Jumanu interpreters." He paused and pointed to a position which had room for another seat on either side of it. "That is the seat for Mother Jumanu. She has the final say on all issues, although she can be overruled by a vote of three out of four members, but that would be a vote of no confidence and a new leader would be appointed by the planets' ruling families." 

    "Then the new leader is always a Jumanu," I said but it was a question.  

    "Today. That will probably change over time because of the three out of four rule, which also exists to change the alliance rules. With the addition of Anixia, we now have eleven non-Jumanu councilors. One councilor per system," he smiled, "we are only four votes away from them having the votes to rewrite the rules." 

    Our female guide next stopped at the restaurant, which was open every day, a recreation room, toilets, guard room, and then up to the member’s rooms on the second floor.  

    "Wave your placard in front of the red light," my guide said as she stopped in front of a door with Jumanu writing. I did and the door slid open. The suite proved larger than the one at ju-Takeshi's residence and included a second room with a couch and several padded chairs, which looked to be a small room for meetings or greeting guests. "Councilor Kayla, if you need anything at any hour of the day or night, you can call the front desk. Can I be of any further help?" 

    "No, thank you…?" I prompted. 

    "Ja-Dalena," she said, giving me a questioning look. 

    "Thank you, ja-Dalena. You have been most helpful." I said, giving what I hoped was the correct facial expression for a smile. 

    "Well, Councilor Kayla, you appear to be in good hands," ju-Takeshi said as he opened the door. "I will see you within a month. Mother is going to be concerned about the Soofir interest in Dagaz and Tullizor and will want me to monitor the area." 

    It had been a long stressful day although it appeared everything went well. Looking around, I decided the hot water pool looked too good to resist. I lay submerged for over an hour according to my Sleeve's watch and felt relaxed and ready for bed. I slept like the dead, and only woke when I heard a chime. I rose, threw on a robe, and opened the door to find ja-Dalena. 

    "Good morning, Councilor Kayla. I have been assigned to you to help," she said, and quickly added. "I was told you understand the Jumanu language?" 

    I nodded, put my hand up for her to wait as I fetched my translator box. "Yes, ja-Dalena, I do, but I need my translator box to speak Jumanu." 

    "You should call me Dalena as you are more important than me." She bowed her head to me. 

    "I would appreciate your help," I said, "since I don't have a clue what I am doing. You can start by helping me with Jumanu facial expressions and gestures. I don't want to give an Anixian's smile if it means something negative to the Jumanu." When she nodded, I smiled. "On Anixia, humans would consider this facial expression a smile–indicating that the person was happy or approved of something." 

    For the next hour, ja-Dalena and I traded facial expressions and an assortment of gestures and postures. We were both laughing hysterically by the time ja-Dalena looked at the clock on the wall. 

    "Councilor, the council will begin in two hours, so if you wish to eat, we should stop. We will have plenty of time later. I am assigned to you until you leave. By the time you finish eating, they should also have your robe ready." 

    "Robe?" I asked. 

    "Yes, each councilor has a robe to designate their planet and proclaim him or her a councilor." She gave a deep throaty sound I now knew was a laugh. "Makes them feel equal as they are all wearing robes of the same quality and design." 

    At the restaurant, ja-Dalena went over each item on the menu and got me a sampler plate so I could try each. She was careful to point out the items I may not want to try and those I should definitely avoid, after consulting a list the doctor attached to the consulate had given her. 

    In my suite, I had a wash and dressed in what I was sure wasn't appropriate for a Jumanu Councilor. On Anixia no one dressed up, caves didn't require or encourage formal wear. When Dalena returned, she carried a floor-length robe. The main color was a dark blue with small white star-like spots. The entire robe was trimmed in red, felt like silk, had sleeves that flared open some twelve centimeters from the end, and had my Phoenix emblem embroidered on the left breast. 

    "It's gorgeous, Dalena," I laughed. "I feel like a little girl wearing my mother's clothes." 

    Ja-Dalena put her hands together like she was praying, the gesture for something profoundly serious. "Remember Councilor Kayla, that you are the equal of everyone in the chamber, except for Mother." 

    "Thank you, Dalena. That is excellent advice. How are your assignments made?" I asked, thinking I would like ja-Dalena assigned to me each time. She had not only been super helpful but was fun to be around." 

    "Somewhat random, except when someone has a special need," she said, with a shrug which I had learned was one of those universal gestures. "Councilors can request a specific person." 

    "Good. Unless you have an objection, I would like you when I come for a council meeting." 

    "Thank you, Councilor Kayla. I would like that," ja-Dalena said with a teeth-showing smile. "You are an interesting person…and not as serious as most of the councilors." 

    "You mean pompous," I said quietly like a secret. 

    Ja-Dalena put her finger horizontally across her lips to indicate not spoken aloud rather than vertically like a human would and nodded. 

    

  


   
      

      

    [49] The Jumanu Council 

    Good to her word, ja-Dalena gave me an overview of a normal council meeting. 

    "You are expected to be in the council chamber and seated by morning which is officially ten hundred hours," ja-Dalena said and then added. "Afternoon is officially fifteen hundred hours, and night twenty hundred. Mother will enter several minutes later and sit. Mother's senior officer will announce that the meeting is now in session. Mother normally begins with whatever messages she has. Then she will ask each of you for an update. Afterward, you will debate any issues that were identified during the individual updates. That is your chance to bring up issues you want discussed by the council. When Mother signals, the senior officer will announce the meeting has ended." 

    "How long do these meetings last?" I asked. 

    "Anywhere from one to eight days, depending on the agenda and the issues identified," ja-Dalena smiled at the look on my face, "but usually only one or two days." 

    Ja-Dalena took me to the conference room ten minutes early and delivered me to my seat. "Councilor Kayla, I will be seated in the row of seats just behind you," ja-Dalena said, and pointed to the padded bench that circled the conference table separated by twenty meters. "Those earphones are for you to hear the interpreters. My understanding is that the interpreter will communicate with you in Jumanu since we have no one that knows the Anixian language." She waited for me to nod before continuing. "All you have to do to get me is raise your hand and point to your right shoulder with one finger,” she made the gesture. I nodded, sat, and scanned the table. Over half of the members had stern looking faces, and they were all staring in my direction. I was tempted to wave or standup and introduce myself but decided it was better to wait for Mother to do the honors, since I did not know the protocol. Their eyes left me as new members arrived. The room was eerily silent considering there were a lot of people in the room: interpreters in the glass rooms above, people scattered along the bench where ja-Dalena sat, and councilors. Soon afterward, a door opened, and two guards preceded Mother, while two followed her to her chair. Three stepped back as she sat. 

    "The Jumanu Alliance Council is now in session," the guard who remained said. 

    "Good morning, councilors," Mother Jumanu said as she scanned the table. "Today the alliance has added a new member, Anixia. Their Councilor is called Kayla. Their system sits rimward of Draak. We are fortunate to find Anixia worthy of Level-one membership, as the Soofir are interested in the three-star cluster where three space going militaries exist: the Anixians, the Dagazians, and the Tullizor. The Tullizor, who were working under the Soofir, are the most aggressive. The Dagazians have a smaller space military and tend to be a non-aggressive race, which means they prefer to take a defensive posture. The Anixians have a two-species government, one pacifistic and one military. Their previous posture has also been defensive, but they see the advantages of joining the alliance. They recently destroyed a Golden Cat combat squadron with minimal losses. In addition, they have the ability to create reasonably good translators. You will notice she is not wearing earphones. It is something each of you should explore with the Anixians. They have created several boxes that can understand Jumanu, translate the words into Anixian, and convert Anixian into Jumanu speech. The future possibilities for the alliance are staggering. Just having one on each cruiser would allow our captains to communicate when they encounter each other in space. Perfect security, as the enemy will not be able to fake their identity. I will negotiate with the Anixians for devices for all the alliance cruisers and individual devices for each councilor to translate Jumanu to their specific language and your language to Jumanu. The cost will be shared proportionately among the members. Any disagreements?" she asked as she looked around the table. That answered several of my questions. The cost of being a member and how do you pay, which apparently is with services and products. "Now I would like to hear each member's update.”  

    A man similar looking to ju-Takeshi, who sat at Mother's right and wore a Jumanu emblem was first to speak. He was from Cradle and apparently responsible for the control of the Jumanu space force. He covered the most recent survey results since the last meeting. It included four reports, one of which was from ju-Takeshi. He commanded ten combat units, which covered the entire space circling the alliance's perimeter. That confirmed my feelings that space nations could have several hundred war cruisers and populations in the billions. I smiled. Obviously, membership was not based on numbers or size of the military but on performance and potential. Defeating the Golden Cat combat force had trumped the numbers, and the translators were a potential bonanza for the alliance.  

    Next, each of the councilors spoke. I was fine with the Jumanu councilors, but the others were a problem. The translators were also a problem. Like someone who needed a dictionary to look up specific words. Eventually, it became my turn. I put the translator box on the table, thinking the translators would at least be familiar with the Jumanu language. No one would know English. 

    "I apologize. I was just made a councilor yesterday and I'm not prepared to give a report. Fortunately, the Cradle report included what would have been my major update, the fact that the Soofir invaded the Anixian system. They had a bad day. They came to destroy Anixia and its people but were destroyed instead." 

    "How many died?" the interpreter for Draak asked into my earphone. 

    "Eight cruisers," I answered, wanting to add, not a single human, but that would be giving too much information away. 

    "I think we are going to find Anixia a good addition to the Jumanu alliance," Mother Jumanu interjected. "Like a scorpion, they are small but have a dangerous stinger." 

    We spent the rest of the day setting up a schedule for each of the four non-Jumanu nations to visit Anixia to produce translators. With no further issues to be addressed, the alliance council session was officially closed. 

    I spent the next three days with the people from Cradle's financial institution, learning the Jumanu money system and setting a price for the translation boxes and fixing Anixia's contribution to the alliance. 

    As I got ready to leave the next day, ja-Dalena looked anxious. "Councilor Kayla, you should be careful," she said. "The Language School is not happy with you. In a way, our people are like humans. They are not above politics and even assassinations. The majority of their income is from contracts as interpreters for the councilors, both here on Cradle and also on each of the Jumanu alliance planets. Your translation device threatens their very existence. Since Councilor Bolade will be accompanying you back to Draak, he will have an interpreter along with him." 

    "You think they would try something while on my cruiser?" I asked, while wondering if ja-Dalena's fear resulted from her culture or history. Now that she had brought it to my attention, translation devices would reduce the need for live interpreters. Even on earth, translator devices would cost jobs, but here on Jumanu they would affect a profession and an entire segment of their society. It would be like doing away with teachers or accountants. 

    "Maybe," ja-Dalena said. "I think it will depend upon what level of threat they consider you and your device, long or short term, and whether they could control the distribution. I'm sure there are machinations that are beyond me. All I know is that it could potentially adversely impact the Language School and many people's lives." 

    "Thank you, ja-Dalena, for sharing that with me." I said, nodding agreement. I was thinking like the young and inexperienced girl I am. A translator device would be a technological leap forward and beneficial to society, but I had not stopped to consider the potential negative impact. On Earth, new technologies created new industries and, therefore new jobs; those that lost jobs just had to adapt. Jumanu and its allies were not Earth. Their cultures and norms were unique. Earth, for example was comprised of many different countries and governments. At least Jumanu appeared to be one country with one government. Unfortunately, I had already started the proverbial snowball rolling down the mountain. 

    

  


   
      

    [50] Planet Haadon, The Draak 

    As ja-Dalena had predicted, Councilor Bolade arrived with two advisors/bodyguards and a woman who was obviously Jumanu. 

    "Welcome aboard the Black Eagle, Councilor Bolade," I said as he exited the shuttle. He replied in a rather loud raspy sounding language. After a minute or so the woman spoke in Jumanu. 

    "Councilor Kayla, my name is ja-Hedvig. I am a Jumanu-Draak interpreter for Councilor Bolade since he does not speak Jumanu. I was told you can understand our language but cannot speak it. However, you have a device that speaks Jumanu." 

    "That is true, ja-Hedvig," I said, pointing to the box hanging from a strap around my waist which made the appropriate Jumanu sounds. 

    "Councilman Bolade thanks you for permitting him to travel back to Draak with you," ja-Hedvig said in Jumanu. "He is very excited about the possibility of a device that would permit him to understand what is being said to him in Jumanu and being able to answer in kind." 

    I would have bet a year of my life that this was not a direct translation, which was the potential problem with live interpreters. You never knew if the interpreter intentionally inserted his own interpretation, or his own version, or unintentionally or intentionally left something out. A software translation would include every word but could miss the true meaning of a colloquialism that only a native would know. 

    She doesn't like you., I heard Wurryn's thought. 

    Study her in case she or one of her kind does become a problem, I thought in reply, then added. Also, the Draakians. 

    "This is Abie, the person who will work with you during the trip to Draak to begin the process of creating a Draak-Jumanu translator," I said turning and pointing to Abie who stood a couple of meters behind me. I was impressed with Ja-Hedvig's voice when she spoke Draakian. Of course, I didn't know if the sounds she made were correct, but they sounded authentic. I wondered how many years it took to learn and felt a pang of guilt that the Anixian translator could destroy all that hard work and affect her livelihood. 

    During our trip to Haadon, the capital of the Draak empire, Abie, Ja-Hedvig, Bolade, and his two bodyguards spent every waking moment pointing at things and repeating the Draakian and Jumanu words. 

    Haadon was situated on a very mountainous continent, and the cities were built primarily on the sides of mountains to allow the relatively level areas to be used for food production, landing facilities, and other operations needing level ground. I would not have been surprised if they did not have some facilities inside the mountains like on Anixia. We stayed only two days. During that time, I met the Draak council that ruled the government. From what I learned from ja-Hedvig; the council consisted of the ruling families on both of Draak's inhabited planets. I gave a synopsis of life on Anixia and the translator project and was given a tour of their medical facilities. My impression was that both the Jumanu and Draak had good medical facilities but not as good as the Anixian’s. 

    Again, Abie and Hilda agreed to stay, after Bolade promised to provide security for the two and to bring them back to Anixia after completing their preliminary work. 

    "Thank you, Abie–" I began as she and Hilda prepared to enter the shuttle that would deliver them to the planet. 

    "I should thank you," Abie said, her face lit with excitement. "I'm getting a free tour of the galaxy and receiving VIP treatment in the process. I couldn't have imagined in my best dreams a life so interesting and exciting." 

    "I am standing next to a teenager who is going on sixty, and a mature woman going on sixteen." Hilda laughed and shook her head. "But I have to agree with Abie, life is certainly not boring around you two." 

    "Thanks to you two, we are getting a more intimate picture of our neighbors and hopefully presenting a favorable view of Anixia," I said, knowing this personal contact was far better than any diplomatic mission. "I wish I could stay, but I think the Anixians would like an update, and we still need to form a Phoenix government. That may actually provide the structure to make the majority feel like immigrants to a new country rather than shanghaied crew." 

    

  


   
      

      

    [51] Phoenix, A New Player 

    "That was an interesting trip," Hanna said as we sat eating in Blacky's dining facility. 

    "I feel like I'm in a raft on a Class VI river," I said, thinking that a good analogy. "Fighting every minute to stay upright and avoid crashing into boulders, knowing there is no safety before the rapids end." 

    Hanna laughed. "Being your XO is like watching you traverse the rapids; however, the thought of being a captain and eventually a commander of a fleet feels like getting my own raft and joining you on the same river," Hanna said, looking off in the distance. "A paralyzing fear coupled with an exhilarating high like a junkie after taking his favorite drug." 

    "Exactly," I agreed. "One minute you know you are going to smash into the rocks ahead of you and be pounded to death, and the next somehow you avoid the rocks and soar past feeling like superwoman. It's an emotional rollercoaster. You barely recover from one event before you face the next." 

    "What's next?" Hanna asked. 

    "Formalizing a Phoenix government." 

    "Maybe this is a case of if it isn't broke don't fix it." Hanna smiled. 

    "Exactly," I said. "Are those rocks ahead to be avoided, or an illusion created by the waves and the shadows cast by the clouds?" 

    We arrived at Anixia the next day, and I immediately called for a meeting of the captains, noting our time of arrival. We were barely in orbit when the captains began arriving and everyone was on board within a half hour of the first arrival. 

    "First," I began. "Did anything significant happen while I was gone?" 

    "We began work on a constitution, but it is still only a rough draft," Basson said. "Other than that, it has been boring." 

    "Before I go see Black Eagle, I would like to see the draft," I said, interested to see if it mirrored the United States constitution, and to see if there were any potential problems from the Anixian standpoint. I wasn't born an Anixian, but I thought I had a good feel for their position. Besides, in the end, Black Eagle had to agree as the document had to include the Anixians. "The trip was interesting, and I believe worth me going to Cradle with the Jumanu ju-Takeishi," I began, to sighs of relief. "Our defeat of the Soofir combat squadron earned us Level-one status with the current sixteen-member Jumanu Alliance Council." I went on to explain my meeting with Mother Jumanu, the species currently on the committee, the excitement over the translation devices, and answered hundreds of questions. 

    "You think joining the Jumanu alliance is a positive deal for Anixia…Phoenix?" Basson asked. 

    "I think that is one of those, ask me again in twenty years, questions," I said. "I know there is a major confrontation going on between the Soofir and the Jumanu, that they each have hundreds of cruisers, and we are situated between the two adversaries. We cannot hope to stand alone, and based on our experience with the Soofir, the Jumanu appear to be the most reasonable partners. Staying neutral to explore our best option would make us expendable at best and an enemy at worst since neither side would trust us." 

    The meeting ended shortly afterward as no one had an alternative to suggest. I pulled Hyun and Hanna aside, and we retired to my office where I gave them more of my impressions of the Jumanu and Draak societies. 

    Hyun laughed. "That was your vacation. Now that you are back, you must oversee the creation of a constitution, form a new government, and set the goals for the Phoenix Space Force." 

    "While I'm doing that, what are you and Hanna doing?" I asked, already feeling overwhelmed. 

    "I," Hanna said indignantly. "Will be busy learning to be a captain." 

    "I," Hyun said with equal satisfaction. "Will be busy learning to be an admiral." 

    "That's your daytime job," I said, while wagging my finger. "I expect the triad to be burning the midnight oil with me over the constitution, government, and military objectives. 

    I spent the next two hours answering questions and going into more detail about the buildings and people and discussing the potential problem with the Language School. 

    Although it was late when they left, I decided to text Black Eagle via my Sleeve. 

    Sir, I know it is late, and I apologize for not seeing you first but the captains were very insistent I update them, and I wanted to know if there were any outstanding issues before I met with you. I'm available now or later at your convenience. Kayla. 

    He responded almost immediately. 

    Understood. I am available now and would be interested in talking with you. M-seer. 

    I was tired, more from the stress of the day than the late hour. Everyone that reported to me was older, most by many years, and it sometimes felt like assigning tasks to my parents. The Saker fighter's cave was empty, but Black Eagle's lift sat waiting for me when I arrived. I got on and the ride seemed faster than normal. 

    "Good evening, Kayla. I apologize for the late hour but have to admit I, like your captains, am interested to know the details of your trip to the Jumanu system." 

    "It will probably take years to know for sure how well it went, but I am cautiously optimistic." For the next two hours I described in detail the events of the last two weeks. 

    "When you decided to go to the Jumanu system with Force Leader ju-Takeshi, I have to admit I was concerned about your absence…the Soofir, the creation of a new government, potential hijackings, and lack of leadership." Black Eagle stopped as Marie put a drink next to him and a coffee drink next to me. 

    "Thank you, Marie. I needed this." I smiled at her. Marie appeared to be close to my grandmother's age, maybe five to ten years younger, with a mature figure, a round face with a permanently amused expression, and shoulder-length grey-streaked brown hair. I didn't know how long she had been serving Black Eagle, but it must have been for a long time as she had excellent timing and wasn't afraid to let him know her feelings. 

    "Of course, you did." She smiled and nodded to Black Eagle. "He is old, but he can take frequent naps, now that he has shifted many of his problems onto you. I'll bet you haven't had ten minutes to yourself all day. Anytime you want something, just shout Marie. I stay in the next room and will hear you." She turned and disappeared. 

    "Obviously, I am coming to rely on you. Marie is right, I have shifted a lot of my burden onto you, and you were right to go. I don't know how much help they can be, but it's a relief knowing we have allies on one side of us." He paused for a sip of his drink. "Have you given any thought to the new government?" 

    "I would like to keep it simple. The problem with America, from my limited exposure, is that it is too complicated. Everyone wanting to be heard and getting an equal voice is reasonable; however, it is all the special-interest organizations that not only get involved but exert a disproportionate influence on the government. People's rights should be equal. They are not. Those with money and influence are above the common man's law." I felt my cheeks burning with heat and would bet if I looked in a mirror my face would be scarlet. 

    "From our perspective, I would agree with you. Earth appears chaotic. Which was one of the reasons we never approached them," Black Eagle said. "We have few laws. Survival is our unifying theme." 

    "I would think one person representing the humans and one the Anixians. For the humans I would see a senate…which elects the one representing the humans," I said but held up a hand. "The senate cannot be randomly selected by the people. That is the problem with America. The positions become a profession not connected with the good of the country." 

    Black Eagle laughed, clicking his beak. "Good point. We Anixians are united because the only issue is our survival. The human government should also have a similar focus. Survival is a powerful motivator as you know from personal experience." 

    "Yes, the trick is changing the focus from the individual to the group."  

      

    

  


   
      

      

    [52] A New Government 

    I convened a group of what I thought senior people: the current cruiser captains, and other individuals with three stars. That gave me seventeen individuals: six captains, six fighter wing, four senior house leaders, and the senior police person. 

    "I've assembled the individuals who are currently the senior individuals in the human houses. The objective is to form a government and establish a constitution that incorporates the Anixians that will become the Phoenix nation," I began when everyone had settled down. "This is not only long overdue, but essential for our survival. We must begin to think of ourselves as immigrants, like in the early days of America, desperately seeking refuge in a new land from certain death in our previous home country. We were given that refuge in return for a pledge of allegiance to defend our new country from all foes. Survival is what makes the Anixians a unified race. They do not see themselves as individuals but as part of an organism under attack. If any part fails, the entire organism will eventually die. That is in fact true. Had any of the previous hijackers succeeded, either the Tullizor or the Soofir would have rolled over us. Even if they hadn't, the damage would have weakened us beyond our ability to recover. We can never win a war of attrition since we don't have the population to replace even one cruiser's crew.  

    "What Black Eagle and I are recommending is a single person representing each race, requiring their joint approval to pass any rules for the Phoenix government. The human representative would be appointed by a senate consisting of humans in senior positions. I am proposing that those senior individuals consist of all the humans with three stars as well as captains and wing commanders since they protect us from our enemies. Unlike early America, we are now part of a NATO-like organization, which is involved in a war that has been going on for centuries. Jumanu is similar to America, and we are more like a small nation such as Greece or Hungary," I said, feeling tired, and the discussions hadn't even started. I was afraid too many would want individual rights, which Phoenix could not afford. Like a rowing competition, all the rowers must be in perfect unison to win, or in our case survive. 

    The room was deathly silent for several minutes as each individual considered what I had said. 

    "Are you appointing yourself as the human's president?" someone asked. 

    "No, it's a shitty position. The senate can appoint anyone they want. The Anixians will do the same. Both must agree in order to pass any changes to our constitution or laws." 

    "That means they can veto anything they don't like," someone said. 

    "We have the same veto power over the Anixians," I said. "You are no longer in America where the individual has all sorts of inalienable rights. A country with hundreds of millions of citizens can afford to have protesters and conscientious objectors. We are teamed with another race without whose help we will perish. They provide our food, our equipment, and our vehicles of war. Similarly, without us they will perish. Those are the facts. We each must work together or perish." 

    "We could just leave and return to earth," another voice said. 

    "True. Criminals, many in power, sociopaths, and psychopaths would agree with that sentiment. They would consider those who loved their country and those willing to sacrifice their lives to protect it, fools; yet it is the fools who make a country great." 

    "Are you calling anyone who wants to leave a psychopath?" the speaker asked. 

    "No, but if not, then mentally challenged," I snorted. "I can give you a cruiser, a competent navigator and captain and do nothing to impede you from leaving. You would eventually die of starvation lost in space or from the cruiser activating a self-destruct safeguard. You forget, humans did not build that cruiser you want to steal. The Anixians did. You have no idea how the engines, computers, or security interact; otherwise, Earth would have had a cruiser years ago." 

    Pugh stood, smiling. "Sorry, Kayla. I think what you said needed saying in a serious debate, not in lecture mode. I've had my wishful moments over the years, and was not happy with a teenager running the military, but you have made a believer out of me. Your phantoms work, and saved us from being crushed by the Soofir, you obtained us a voice in a multi-nation alliance and have us forming a new government. For the first time, I feel like I belong to something rather than being attached to it." 

    Although I had been concerned at the direction the discussion had taken, it succeeded in getting everyone focused on their new system of government, and in three days we had the senate in place. It was no surprise when I was elected as the designated representative for the humans. The only good news was that I got them to form committees to write a constitution and to document the procedures and rules. The Anixians appointed Black Eagle their representative, and he approved the constitution draft with only a few minor word changes. With that, the Phoenix government came into existence. 

    Three weeks later, a Draak cruiser entered Anixian space, and six hours later Abie and Hilda were on board Blacky. 

    "I didn't ever think I could have so much fun," Abie said as we sat in my office with Hanna. "They treated me like royalty, and I'm providing a technology that will improve their society." 

    "Ja-Hedvig didn't appear happy," Hilda said.  

    "I don't blame her," I said, feeling sorry for her and her school. "Our devices could potentially destroy her career, negating her years of study, training, and experience. Not to mention, abolishing her school and place in Jumanu society. It would be like telling a doctor that his degree and experience are no longer needed, and he is being replaced with a robot." 

    "That's what happened on Anixia," Hilda said with a shrug. 

    "Not exactly," I said, considering medicine on Anixia. "The doctors are now medical researchers who maintain the robot doctors. Hopefully, a similar transition is possible for the interpreters. What now, Abie?" 

    "It's exciting, Oracle can now make Draak-to-Human, Draak-to-Jumanu, and Jumanu-to-Draak translators and then expand that to the equivalent Tullizor-Draak and Dagaz-Draak translators" Abie laughed. "You will soon be able to converse in nine languages." 

    The thought made my head spin when I realized that it would include the five languages in the Jumanu alliance, Tullizor, Dagazian, Anixian, and English. Mind blowing when you consider the chip in my brain would eventually allow me to be able to understand those languages like a native and have instant recognition since I wouldn't have to think about the meaning of each word. Perhaps my inner circle needed the implant, but without the Anixian translator software. 

    The Phoenix government’s military priorities made a daunting list: continue to increase the number of cruisers and fighters, staff the Steppe and Harpy, develop a war college for captains, XOs, and hawk-owl controllers, expand the live war games, and research new weapons.  

    

  


   
      

    [53] Priorities 

    I met with Iron-talon the next day. "Welcome Kayla. "Iron-talon's voice boomed in the confines of his small office. "You want changes to…?" he asked, watching me with his penetrating eyes that evaluated me from my shoes to the top of my hair. 

    "No, I would like something new," I said, and watched his head cock slightly and his eyes sparkle. "I would like a shotgun missile." 

    His head lowered to look down at my face. "What is a shotgun?" 

    “A shotgun is a rifle-like weapon with bullets that contain many small iron balls," I said. "When the shotgun is fired the bullet explodes and the iron balls are released in an expanding cone pattern." 

    "Iron will not penetrate a cruiser's battle metal." Iron-talon frowned. 

    "True. We need a missile that explodes at a set distance from its target or by a coded data stream. When activated, it releases multiple projectiles capable of punching a hole in the cruiser's armor." 

    He stood silent for several minutes before speaking, "depressurizing the cruiser...at many places…and killing many crew. Interesting problem…impossible to shoot down hundreds of small objects, but how to make small objects that can penetrate a cruiser's skin?" 

    Then it hit me. "What if the small objects striking the hull stick and transmit disruptive frequencies, blinding the cruiser?" 

    "Or stick to the hull, and ignite, burning their way through the metal," Iron-talon said, excitement in his eyes. "Interesting ideas. I will see what we can come up with." 

    "Oh, would you also create some kind of sensor suite that we can place near the entrance and exit points to our system to detect what is coming or going in time for us to react?" I asked. "We only have a nine-hour window, and it takes us two hours to get ready. Currently, if we close at the same acceleration, the enemy could be within two to three hours of Anixia by the time we meet. That is dangerously close for any group wanting to annihilate us."  

    Iron-talon, nodded agreement. I departed, satisfied the Anixian would be addressing the problems. 

    The next day, I contacted Basson, Yarona, Bradley, and Simon, and scheduled a meeting for later that day. 

    "What's up, Commander Kayla?" Bradley asked after everyone had gotten something to drink and sat. "Or is it Prime Minister?" 

    "Just Kayla, for now. Quite frankly I'm as confused as you are," I said, still fighting with determining the best protocol. It had gotten very confusing. When in command of cruisers, I was a commander or admiral as ridiculous as that seemed; otherwise, I was the head of the humans, and therefore a president or prime minister. Furthermore, on Jumanu, I was an ambassador and councilor. It gave me a mother of a headache.  

    "You have everyone's head spinning," Bradley said. "Every day it's something new. Phantom fighters, then phantom cruisers, then the Phoenix nation, and now a membership in the Jumanu alliance." 

    "I feel like my wrists, ankles, and throat are each tied by a rope to five different horses’ saddles. Meanwhile, there are people running around waving guns in the air, and I know eventually someone will pull the trigger." That got smiles and snorts from everyone. "We need to start a War College. Everyone needs to not only understand our current attack and defensive strategies but to work on new ones. They need to know how to apply them if forced to operate on their own or have to take command. Hesitation or confusion could cost us the war today, or tomorrow due to heavy losses today." 

    "Surely after beating the Soofir, we have a bit of a grace period?" Basson asked. 

    "Unfortunately, this area, which includes Tullizor, Dagaz, and Anixia, is a contested area that the Soofir and Jumanu both believe they own. Consequently, I do not believe the Soofir are going to ignore this area for long. The War College has first priority, training the hawk-Owl…ghost controllers next, then the fleet commanders. After all, we won’t need a Phoenix government if we cannot survive the Soofir and their friends."  

    A week later, I met with Abie.  

    "Abie, I have a special project for you," I said as we sat in my office on Blacky. "Find out who is responsible for the translator's software, probably the crows. Make sure they know you are doing this for me. The translator units must be able to be updated as new versions are produced and should be able to hold multiple languages. Although for now, each translator unit will contain only one language. I will want to take five units for each language back to Jumanu for the next quarterly meeting. The five would include Draak/Jumanu, Taurak/Jumanu, Kondor/Jumanu, and Liuth/Jumanu. I expect the Taurak here this week, the Kondor two weeks later, and the Liuth in four weeks. That should give us a month to get the units ready to take to Cradle." 

    

  


   
      

    [54] Cannot Trust Lizards 

    When I arrived on Blacky, I was met by Hanna and Iron-talon. They were both smiling, which was easy to detect on a human but much subtler on a gyrfalcon, who made a distinct sound accompanied by a gesture with his head. The gesture and sounds would vary by species. Nevertheless, I was sure the gyrfalcon was definitely smiling. He spoke in Anixian. 

    "We have produced an eye in the sky and put five around our Wave exits and entrances, and we produced your first working version of your shotgun missile. I think you could call it a bomb-pumped-pulse missile. Each missile has twenty, seventy-five-kilogram balls that emit an intense flash of electromagnetic energy produced by a small nuclear bomb's gamma rays. This flash of energy can permanently destroy or disrupt electronic equipment. Contact will ignite the balls, or you can set a timer. The good news is that destroying the missile carrying the bomb-pumped-pulse balls will also activate the balls." 

    I couldn't help but laugh. "Hanna, Iron-talon and his people have just delivered another non-hammer weapon that our enemies aren't going to like," I said, giggling like a small girl. "How did you test it?" I asked, not wanting to test during an actual invasion. This time he used his translator box. 

    "We loaded one of our damaged cruisers with all of our electronic equipment and ran several tests: letting the balls hit the cruiser before exploding, exploding the balls thirty seconds before reaching the cruiser, and by exploding our missiles in front of the balls. Our electronic equipment all failed and had to be replaced each time. They are also effective against incoming missiles." 

    "Wow!" Hanna exclaimed. "How far do we have to be from the bombs when they explode?" 

    "One hundred kilometers appears to be the minimum safe distance," Iron-talon said. 

    "Thank you, Iron-talon." I gave a bow. "You and your people are geniuses, providing us the tools we will need to survive. Without those tools, we would lose every encounter with experienced captains. They have hammers and know how to effectively wield them. We have no war experience and would need luck to survive. Our only advantage is subterfuge." 

    "I think everyone should be an XO under you," Hanna said, deep in thought. "Before being your XO, I thought war was like a boxing match, with rules. The good guys obeyed the rules; the bad guys cheated. You are teaching me that there are no rules, no referees, no good or bad guys, only winners and losers." 

    "Then I pronounce you ready to captain the Steppe," I said smiling ear-to-ear at Hanna's shocked expression. 

    The next several weeks fell into a comfortable routine: I gave several lectures on the new shotgun missiles, which everyone had begun calling screech-Owls. The Anixians had repaired the four crippled O-cruisers and were producing three O-fighters and one O-cruiser each week. We had appointed an XO for each captain and established a weekly training schedule: two live training exercises, three war college classes, and two rest days. Abie continued working with the non-Jumanu groups to gather the information necessary to produce working language translators. To date she had completed a preliminary Draak, Taurak, and Liuth dictionary for Oracle to turn into basic translators. She was currently working with the Kondor, a species evolved from large bear-like creatures, although they still looked more like bears than evolved beings. Their language was more unique as was the Anixian’s while the tree climbers were closer to humans. We even made some progress on the Phoenix constitution. Most of the changes were an effort to reduce the fifty-page document to something smaller, more succinct, and limited to the fundamental issues, leaving the details for future amendments.  

    I had just begun to relax, feeling like all the issues were at least in the process of being addressed. We replaced the eight cruisers we lost and repaired the four needing major work, had another weapon in our arsenal, an eye-in-the-sky early warning system–dubbed Cyclops, and training was progressing nicely. 

    "Have you had a physical checkup recently?" Black Eagle asked as we sat going over the status of our ongoing and potential future projects. "You look exhausted." 

    "To be honest, I feel drained of all my energy," I said, beginning to feel more comfortable with Black Eagle because of our many meetings. "I've been burning the candle at both ends. There are so many things to be done and no way of knowing when each will be needed." 

    He laughed. "We all feel your heightened concerns and are all working night and day to support you. You must, however, take care of yourself, Kayla. Phoenix cannot afford to lose you. We tend to be focused on today's issues and successes, while you are rightfully worrying about our future–" 

    My Sleeve began vibrating and flashing with an emergency message: 

    Cyclops one has detected a large number of incoming Tullizor cruisers. Currently, ten have emerged but more are arriving every minute. 

    My Sleeve continued to show the count…15…18…22…27…30... It froze at 33. I typed: 

    AlertCon one Tullizor invasion. 

    As I rose. "It appears to be an all-out invasion by the Tullizor, thirty-three cruisers," I snorted. "I should be careful what I wish for. I wanted to test Iron-talon's new screech-Owl missiles which I had equated to shotgun shells that disperse multiple lead pellets when fired. Our version expels multiple electronic pulse bombs. If they work as we theorize, it will be like fighting blind men. Sounds cruel and maybe it is…" 

    Black Eagle said nothing, just waved me off with a wing, which I thought silent acknowledgement.  

    Someone had placed the Pitohui on the launch pad, and I jumped in and was pushed out of the fighter bay only seconds after having secured the harness. A little over an hour later I was entering Blacky's fighter bay, where I exited at a run. 

    "Captain on the deck," Hanna shouted as I vaulted into the captain's chair. "We are still missing several captains." Captains Kent and Hyun’s faces where currently on the monitor in separate frames. 

    "We are being invaded by the Tullizor–" I said but was interrupted by Kent. 

    "Aren't the Tullizor's part of the Jumanu alliance?" 

    "Apparently, the lizards like cats more than monkeys, but it doesn't matter. We are about to make them ineligible for membership," I said noting Basson, Yarona, and Marianna had appeared on the monitor as Kent spoke. 

    "How?" 

    "People," I began, "thirty-three Tullizor cruisers have just entered Anixian space, and are, as we speak, aligning themselves in an attack formation of four lines of eight followed with a final command ship. I am assuming they plan on finally annihilating all life on Anixia–" 

    "Aren't they aligned with the Jumanu?" Basson asked. 

    "I’m not sure if that is a done deal or not. Right now, all that matters is that they are aligned against the Phoenix. My orders are simple and unequivocal. No Tullizor are to leave Anixian space–"   

    "What if they surrender?" Marianna asked, looking wide eyed. 

    "This is not a video game. This is a war where there are only winners and losers. Right now, I am in charge, and my orders are no survivors. If we allow anyone to live, they will talk, making it possible to deduce how we won. By necessity, we fight using deception, because we are incapable of supporting an overwhelming force. We are a Trojan Horse. Once anyone knows that their hammer captains will be able to identify cruisers crewed by humans and defeat us. Like it or not, those are my orders. After this engagement is over, you are free to discuss this policy and to relieve me of command. For now, you will follow my orders or be left on Anixia." I held each captain's eyes until they nodded. "Good. We will line up as we did with the Soofir–a CS03 formation. First line, Basson and myself each with four unmanned cruisers, Second line, Marianna and Yarona each with three unmanned cruisers. Kent and Hyun, you are our emergency reserve. You will remain two light seconds from Anixia, each with two O-cruisers in case any Tullizor cruiser manages to sneak by us, or we need support." I paused, waiting for everyone to comply. When everyone was in position, I continued. "XO, get everyone on an open line and keep it open." 

    Hanna nodded at Abie, and within a minute six faces appeared on the monitor in separate frames.  

    "Since the screech-Owl missiles haven't been tested in battle, we will have two plans: Deaf Lizards and Surprised Lizards," I said to mixed smiles. "Deaf Lizards is the primary plan. We will maintain a speed of one-tenth max. On my signal, you will launch your O-fighters and I will give you the timing for one half of your O-fighters. That timing will put them one and a half light-seconds behind the Tullizor cruisers when their K-boxes will restart their engines. They are there to ensure no Tullizor cruisers leave Anixian space, and as a reserve to attack the rear of the formation if we have to activate Surprised Lizard. At that point, we will slow our speed to one-twentieth max. 

     "When they are in place, I will give you the timing for the first row to set your screech-Owl missiles and the order to fire. Timing is crucial to avoid damaging our fighters' electronic instruments and will, therefore, be calculated by Blacky's system computer. 

    "After we fire, I will give the second row the order to move to the front along with the timing for your screech-Owl missiles and the order to fire. 

    "Finally, I will give the order to release one half of the second row's O-fighters and one half of all O-cruisers from both rows to attack the Tullizor formation, which if Deaf Lizard works should be like shooting wooden ducks at an amusement park. 

    "Surprised Lizard is our backup plan if Deaf Lizard isn't one hundred percent successful. It involves sending in our remaining O-fighters under K-box control to attack the enemy from the front while our fighters in the Lizards' rear attack the back of the formation. Only if that doesn't work will we send in the manned units. 

    "Before I forget, I want everyone to attend the End of the Tullizor Party after we have cleaned up the mess." 

    I smiled, hearing a collective, "Yes, Boss."  

     I put my hand on the glass ball which gave me mind-to-mind communication with Oracle. 

    Oracle, you will need to give me the timing based on the distance and speed of the Tullizor cruisers.  

    * Phase one, set the timing for the first O-fighters. They need to be one hundred kilometers past the last enemy cruisers before they start engines and turn around. 

    * Phase two, set the timing for the screech-Owl missiles. They need to explode after our unmanned fighters are one hundred kilometers past the last enemy line. The explosion should occur within the center of the Tullizor formation. 

    * Phase three, set the timing for the second set of screech-Owl missiles to explode one kilometer before the first line of the enemy. 

    * Phase four, execute Deaf Lizards: release the second rows of O-fighters and one half of all O-cruisers. 

      

    Timing was critical to not only avoid damaging our O-fighters’ electronics, but to ensure any adjustment in the approaching Tullizor's speed was considered. I wanted to save half of our fighters and cruisers as a safety measure if Surprised Lizard became necessary. 

    The next two hours dragged by as we and the Tullizor maintained our steady advance toward each other. 

    Captain Kayla, set your phase one fighters to 88 minutes. Then execute on my mark in approximately ten minutes. 

    "Captain Basson of the Crowned Eagle and XO of the Black Eagle, have your phase one fighters’ K-boxes set to 88 minutes. On my command, Phase One will begin and the Black Eagle, Crowned Eagle, Bald Eagle, and the Haast will slow to one twentieth normal. At the same time, the Phase One fighters will engage their K-boxes," I said, nodding to Hanna and waited. 

    Captain Kayla, execute phase one. 

    "Execute phase one." I said, restraining the urge to cross my fingers or to plead with the space gods. They would help or not as it pleased them, but I could not help but hope they were either on our side or at worst neutral. I relaxed in my command chair knowing Oracle was monitoring the timing and this lull was the eye of the storm. 

    Captain Kayla, execute your Phase Two screech-Owl missiles to 58 seconds and your Phase Three missiles to 47 seconds on my mark. 

    “Captains of the Crowned Eagle, Haast, Bald Eagle, and the Black Eagle, set your screech-Owl Phase Two missiles to detonate in 58 seconds and Phase Three missiles to 47 seconds. Execute each phase separately on my mark.” 

    Captain Kayla, execute Phase Two screech-Owl missiles in ten seconds after my mark. 

    "Captains, execute Phase Two screech-Owl missiles on my count down." 

    Captain Kayla, execute screech-Owl missiles in ten seconds after my mark… Mark. 

    "Execute Phase two in, 9, 8…3, 2, 1, now." I felt Blacky’s slight shudder as the screech-Owl missiles fired. Then, less than a minute later… 

    Captain Kayla, execute Phase Three screech-Owl missiles in ten seconds after my mark. 

    "Captains, execute Phase Three screech-Owl missiles on my count down." 

    Captain Kayla, execute screech-Owl missiles in ten seconds after my mark… Mark. 

    "Execute Phase Three in, 9, 8…3, 2, 1, now. Again, the slight shudder as the screech-Owl missiles left to join the others on their experimental-trial run; one that could mean our continued existence or eventual annihilation. I watched the monitors, frozen as the missiles raced toward the Tullizor fleet. Two of the first four exploded well in front of the first line of cruisers, probably from anti-missile fire. The question was whether they were at least partially effective when the carrier-missile was destroyed. Their effectiveness would depend on their distance to the closest cruisers. The third was destroyed close to the first line and the last one exploded on target in the middle of the Tullizor formation. The second salvo did better, probably because the first missiles had caused some equipment damage. One was destroyed short of the front line, but the other three were spot on target. 

    Captain Kayla, the area is clear to execute Deaf Lizards. 

    "Captains, we are clear to execute Deaf Lizards," I said and nodded to Hanna. "Release your O-cruisers. Bald Eagle and Haast release one half of your O-fighters. Good hunting." I knew I was being overly cautious, but I was still inexperienced and the bomb-pumped-pulse weapon results still were not known. To my astonishment, at least a quarter of the Tullizor cruisers appeared to have lost power. As our O-cruisers approached, they began firing Griffin ship-killer missiles. There was little return fire as the O-fleet closed the gap. 

    "Captain Kayla, I suggest we disengage the O-cruisers and let the O-fighters sort through the mess." Basson said over the direct channel to Blacky. 

    "All Captains, disengage your O-cruisers and let the fighters identify any functional targets," I broadcasted over the general channel. It felt inhuman, but I gave the order. "The fighters are to destroy any functional Tullizor ships." As I waited, I could not help but ponder the war stories I had read and seen on television. The themes were all the same. The bad guys were evil and the good guys heroic and tried to save all the wounded, like war had a humanitarian side. I doubted the loser population was going to consider you kind and wonderful conquerors after killing thousands of husbands, sons, wives, and daughters because you saved a few; nor that it made the ones you saved thankful and no longer wanting to kill you at the first opportunity. No, war was stupid, cruel, and senseless. The only rule that mattered was surviving to protect those you loved and making sure you didn't leave your enemy able to continue the war in the future. War survivors did not make for good friends. 

    It took over eight hours to ensure all of the thirty-three cruisers had been accounted for and that all were without power. Then it took four days to move the Tullizor ships and debris to the Soofir graveyard. The Phoenix fleet had lost two O-cruisers and eleven O-fighters. While the bomb-pumped-pulse missiles had been highly effective, several of the cruisers on the fringes of the Tullizor formation had remained at least, partially functional and had to be identified, hunted, and destroyed. 

    

  


   
      

    [55] Close Doesn't Count 

    Again, the party was held in each house's area, while the rest of the houses remained on standby. The Saker House was the first to get two days to throw a victory party. To my surprise and delight, Black Eagle, and many of the Anixians showed up for the party with translation boxes. 

    "I thought it appropriate for us to join the celebration as we are now one nation," Black Eagle said. "Anixians will be joining each of the celebrations in a show of unity." 

    "That is an excellent gesture, Black Eagle," I said, pleased with the thought behind the gesture. "Hopefully, some day we will have shared facilities both in the mountains and on the plains." 

    "Yes, I have started my researchers considering how to terraform the land. Although we birds would prefer to perch high in the mountains, it will be glorious to fly free across the plains," Black Eagle said as Basson neared. "Welcome, Captain Basson or is it Admiral?" 

    Basson laughed. "Commander Kayla isn't much for rank. Her most common identifier appears to be Boss. If our neighbors would stop attacking us, we might be able to approve a final constitution and formal government. Then we could formalize military rank, although Kayla favors the current star ranks, simple and uncomplicated." 

    "That's true," I said and smiled. "Earth was a good laboratory. The nations there are constantly at war. Why? Because one side or both want power. The precise reasons varied, but power was the issue. That existed in the military and even in business. In both places rank gave individuals power and that resulted in competition and wars, whether between companies or individuals. Here, the stars are not about power but rather your level of responsibility and current knowledge. There are no rewards or privileges attached to the stars. It appears the less rank and perks, the less conflict and more emphasis on living and common goals." I had blushed scarlet based on the heat in my face. 

    "That might be a bit of an oversimplification, but contains a lot of truth," Basson said, with no hint of being patronizing. "There are no perks that go with the stars," he laughed. 

    "That's why she's the Boss," Simon chimed as he strolled in and handed me a full glass of my coffee drink. 

    The heat descended to my toes as everyone raised their drinks and shouted, "She knows things we don't." 

    "Kayla, who are you leaving in charge when you leave for your Jumanu Alliance Council, just in case we get more visitors?" Black Eagle asked when the laughing and comments subsided. 

    Whoever wants the position, crossed my mind, but that was the problem. The people who wanted to be in charge were those who liked power and, therefore, were the least likely to be a good choice. I looked to Basson. He shrugged. "Captain Basson is the most senior and is respected by the other captains," I said, giving Basson an opportunity to suggest an alternative. 

    "How long do you expect to be gone?" Black Eagle asked. 

    "Six days round trip plus however long the alliance committee takes to discuss whatever issues are brought up," I said. "The Tullizor will certainly be an issue. It will take time for me to get a feel for the committee and its agenda." 

    "You think there is a hidden agenda?" Basson asked, frowning. 

    "I'm young and only have Earth as a reference, but I find it inconceivable that those six space-going nations don't each have ambitions, and they are unlikely to be compatible." 

    "Simon has the right of it. She’s nineteen going on fifty," Basson said while smiling and shaking his head. "But I agree with you. Those council members represent nations with unique cultures and goals." 

    Black Eagle's beak clicked several times, indicating amusement. "They will see you as young, inexperienced, and vulnerable, which almost makes me feel sorry for them. However, that is a perception you can use to your advantage." 

    After I overcome the young and inexperienced part, I mused while nodding.  

    Back at my room, Hyun and Hanna wanted a triad conference rather than sleep. 

    "Kayla, I wish I were going along to protect your back," Hyun said with a wishful sigh. "What do you want me to do here on Anixia?" 

    I reached out and grabbed Hyun by the shoulders. "First, learn all you can. Right now, Basson is the senior captain, but in the not too distance future you may be leading a fleet to war. Not that I don't trust him but there are secrets that must be held close for Phoenix's protection. I'm not asking you to spy but to be observant. The dynamics will be different while I'm away. The security of Phoenix must initially rest with the triad, expanding over time to our inner circle, and then to trusted individuals. I hate the thought, but we are small and vulnerable. Even one individual could unintentionally destroy Phoenix. A few words to the wrong individual could negate our security and result in our defeat." 

    "Black Eagle is making you old before your time," Hanna said, hugging me. She grinned. "Making us old before our time, but the old bird did pick the right girl to handle his future." 

    With that the mood lightened and we stayed up for hours reminiscing about Earth and speculating about the life in the galaxy. 

    To my surprise, Basson accompanied me to the parties in the Kestrel, Merlin, and Gyrfalcon compounds. 

    "Another great victory," Captain Yarona said as she, Gramier, Basson, and I stood talking after her welcoming speech. "But I'm still uncomfortable with the no survivors…rule." She shrugged and tightened her lips in regret. 

    "More surprising coming from a teenager…young woman," Wing Leader Gramier said, raising his eyes in mock surprise. 

    "I agree with you, Yarona." I nodded agreement. "I too am uncomfortable with killing those we could have saved. Our war movies always depicted the evil enemy killing the defenseless losers, and the good guys rendering aid to the losers. In reality, the good guys are the winners and usually have killed more of the enemy, and just like the enemy, they bombed cities, which were predominately occupied by civilians. The object is to win by any means necessary to protect your people. In our case, we save our nation with subterfuge because we are not a large nation with hundreds of millions of people and thousands of experienced warriors. If the next nation that wants to invade Anixia knew that, they would have the knowledge to easily destroy us by targeting human crewed cruisers and fighters. Therefore, we weren't killing survivors. We were killing potential enemies with the knowledge to destroy us. No different than destroying an enemy cruiser shooting missiles at you." I took a sip of my drink, hating the outburst but desperately wanting people to understand what was at stake. 

    "You are right, Kayla," Yarona said, a tear forming in one eye. "This isn't a television movie, and two species are depending on us to survive. I'm ashamed to admit I'm glad you are in charge and have the courage to do what is necessary for our survival, because I don't think I could." 

    "Don't be," I said giving her arm a squeeze. "You put your life on the line against the Soofir and Tullizor, and if push came to shove, my money would be on you doing whatever was necessary to defend those depending on us." 

    As we exited the party later that night, Basson spoke. "I'm glad for your outburst. Everyone needs to understand that what you did was to protect Phoenix and not out of viciousness or hate." 

    Basson cleverly made sure that I repeated my previous outburst at the Merlin and Kestrel parties. I left two weeks later for Jumanu and the alliance quarterly conference.  

    

  


   
      

    [56] Alliance Conference 

    "Do you have any instructions for me while you are at the conference?" Hanna asked as we entered Jumanu space. 

    "No. Just keep Blacky secure. Do not let anyone enter without discussing it with me. Like last time, you should be able to communicate with me via my Sleeve. For now, contact the Jumanu Alliance Council center and see if they can set me up with a meeting with Mother Jumanu prior to the councilor's meeting and see if ja-Dalena can meet me at the Cradle Space Station." 

    "Kayla, am I really going to be made the captain of a cruiser when we return?" Hanna asked almost in a whisper. 

    "Selfishly, I would like to keep Hyun and you with me on Blacky, but that would be stupid. You will be more valuable to me and to Phoenix in a command position. That way we will have three sets of eyes assessing the health of Anixia and three independent people to protect Phoenix. I know you don't feel ready. I didn't and still don't, but you are as ready as you can be given the circumstances. All you, Hyun, and I can do is our best. Just trust your instincts.” 

    Three hours later, I was notified that Mother Jumanu would see me when I arrived and that ja-Dalena would meet me at the Cradle Space Station. 

    Six hours later, we had docked at the space station and ja-Dalena was waiting for me as I exited Blacky. She gave me a low bow before speaking. 

    "Good afternoon, Councilor Kayla. Thank you for requesting me as your guide." 

    "I'm glad you were available, Dalena," I said. "You were very helpful last time, and I enjoyed your company."  

    She gave me a teeth-exposing grin. "You are an Alliance Councilor which is almost as good as Mother Jumanu asking for something. Speaking of Mother Jumanu, you have an appointment with her as soon as you arrive, and we should not keep her waiting. You want her in a good mood…always." She grinned again, grabbed my suitcase, and led me to a skimmer she had waiting. Apparently, nothing was too good for a councilor; guides, skimmers, and quick appointments with Mother Jumanu. 

    The routine to see Mother was pretty much the same as the last time, guards in dark green camouflage uniforms at the iron doors to her building, four more guards inside who checked my placard, scanned ja-Dalena and me, and verified Mother Jumanu was expecting me. Again, not one word was spoken. When they were satisfied, one guard led us down a long hallway to another door with four more guards. 

    "Councilor Kayla to see Mother Jumanu.” One guard opened a door and whispered something to someone on the inside. Minutes later, the double doors were opened, and we were waved in. A guard carrying my Jumanu-translation box accompanied us. As before, a long silver runner led to a raised platform where Mother Jumanu sat. I bowed as she surveyed me. 

    "Councilor Kayla, you indicated you wanted to speak to me prior to the meeting. Something that can't wait for the meeting or…" she said, as she evaluated me. I leaned over and activated the translation box the guard was carrying. 

    "No, Mother Jumanu. A matter I thought you would best know how to address."  

    She waved for me to continue. 

    "It appears to me that the translator boxes we are producing might have an adverse impact on a segment of your society, specifically the Language School. There is a fair solution that could avoid the problem and benefit Jumanu, the school, and Anixia." 

    "You are correct. I would imagine the Language School is right now trying to decide whether killing you will solve the problem or whether more drastic measures are required." 

    "Mother, the translation boxes we are producing are good, but they are not perfect. There are too many subtleties in any language. A near perfect translation would require months if not years spent to perfect–" 

    Mother Jumanu laughed surprising the guard and ja-Dalena by the look on their faces. She rose and waved for us to follow. We followed as she walked out a door and down a long hallway filled with pictures of people in robes. I thought they might be previous Jumanu Mothers and Fathers. 

    "A gallery of Jumanu's previous heads of state," she said as she glided ahead of us. I'd wager she was not only in excellent physical condition but a formidable fighter. As she approached two guards, one opened the door they were guarding as the other watched us. She entered and selected one of two couches that faced each other and waved to the other for me to sit. The guard and ja-Dalena remained standing off to the side. 

    "So, you are willing to let the Language School continue improving the translators and share in the profits," she said, obviously having deduced my proposal. When I nodded, she continued. "I knew I liked you, Kayla. You are smart and a team player. That is a good combination, and rare. You deduced the potential problem, devised a solution, and were astute enough to realize I would be the best person to conduct the negotiations. You would be a worthy opponent." 

    Just then, a man entered, placed a silver tray with two cups on the table between the two couches, and left when Mother nodded her approval. 

    “The doctors have assured me the spices in this drink are safe for you to digest. Relax. I have sent for the head of the Language School. I want him to meet you and know this compromise was your idea, not mine, although I will do the negotiating with him." She took a sip from the cup while eyeing me. I did the same, finding the hot liquid strange tasting but surprisingly exotic. "Tell me a bit about your upbringing while we wait." 

    I took a few more sips while I considered her request. Or was it a demand? Probably both. 

    "I grew up on a still evolving planet that had not yet discovered space travel. We had cruisers, but not the secret to faster than light travel. We had multiple nations which were often at war with each other and acted as if they enjoyed killing. The truth was that each enjoyed power and was willing to kill to achieve it," I said, watching Mother nod in understanding. "While still young, in my late teens, I contracted a disease that was beyond our medical knowledge to cure. The Anixians kidnapped me and others, offering us a fantastic opportunity: a cure in exchange for our enlistment into the Anixian military. It turned out that the Anixians are pacifists, lacking the killer instinct required to succeed in war," I said, and awaited Mother's comments, not sure what she was seeking from me. 

    "Interesting," Mother said, nibbling on her lips. "Without any military experience, you have risen to be their military commander. As you are aware, each Mother/Father is selected from the children of the ruling families on each planet. As a result, each of the families select one or two of their children from an early age to be trained to compete for the position. It turned out that I was a natural warrior, successful at war, negotiating, and compromising; skills necessary to manage an alliance." Her eyes drifted to the doors. "Show him in," she said, and the door opened to admit a tall, thin by Jumanu standards, male in various shades of purple and violet wearing loose-fitting slacks, a shirt secured with a dark purple sash, and thigh length over-shirt of dark red. He knelt on one knee awaiting permission to rise. 

    "Rise, Commander Castor," she said, giving him a teeth exposed smile. "I would like you to meet the Anixian woman you are considering killing, Councilor Kayla." She shifted her eyes to me. "Kayla, this is the head of the Language School and my eyes and ears." 

    "Mother!" he exclaimed. "She might have the translator device on." His eyes shifted to the guard who carried my Jumanu translation box. "That is a secret we do not want to share with foreigners." 

    She laughed to Castor's surprise. "You two should get along fabulously. She not only deduced the translation device would have an adverse effect on the Language School, and if I am not mistaken, on our intelligence network, but has proposed a solution that is actually better than the one I was going to propose to her. Her proposal benefits not only the Language School, but also our intelligence network, and maintains the status quo, making me believe you and she are equally shrewd." 

    Castor's head swiveled between Mother, me, and the box the guard was carrying. "Mother, that box may be active although no lights are lit, and she could have a device in her ear to hear us talking." 

    "No. The device is off, and she has been searched for electronic devices. She has a device implanted in her head and has no need for the box to understand us, only to speak Jumanu. No, you are not authorized to cut her open to see. She is a Jumanu asset. You will want to work closely with her. The benefits she represents are huge. I trust her, Commander Castor." 

    I took that to be some kind of an elevation in protection and privilege. 

    "Yes, Mother, as you wish." 

    "Anything interesting in your update?" Mother asked while waving Castor to sit. 

    "The Tullizor invaded Anixian space," I said after turning on the translator box. "They sent their entire armada of cruisers with the intention of destroying the Anixians and the mountains they currently occupy. When I queried them, they indicated they were aligned with the Soofir and intended to annihilate us." 

    Mother smiled, "And?" 

    "Mother, they are no longer a valid Level-two candidate, as they no longer have a space force. I did not destroy their cruiser factories or their space platform, pending your decision. I thought you may want to establish a Jumanu base there because of the Soofir's interest." 

    "There, Castor. A perfect ally for you. If you ever figure out how she can destroy a Golden Cat war squadron, that will be a secret between you and her, no one else. For now, I will leave it to her to explain her solution. Later you and I will determine the financial arrangement." 

    Ju-Castor, ja-Dalena, and I left as she had indicated the audience was over. 

    "Is it Force Commander Kayla or Councilor Kayla?" ju-Castor asked as we left the building. I noticed a man in purple slacks and shirt standing next to a small silver skimmer with a circular purple patch encircled by writing in white. Inside the writing was a globe surrounded by random silver stars. The globe had a single lightning bolt. 

    "Just Kayla unless you feel a title is necessary, then Councilor will do," I said, noting he had similar lightning bolts on his shirt.  

    "That is the symbol for the interpreters. The two lightning bolts on my shirt designates me as the school's leader. Mother's three indicates she is the Jumanu's supreme leader. She is not only quite impressed with you but sees you as important to our future." He gave the choking sound for laughter. "Which means you are untouchable, so you and your implant are safe. No one ignores Mother, unless he and his school have a death wish." Just then the skimmer came to life, and we lifted off. The school was less than twenty kilometers away and we were descending less than ten minutes later. I noticed all the buildings were violet except for a large single-story dome-like purple building. "That is the headquarters building. It contains our master databases and computer equipment." We entered past two ubiquitous guards in combat uniforms and were led down a hallway filled with photos of cities and landscapes. The captions were in Jumanu script, which I could not decipher.  

    "Those are photos of alliance cities and landscapes," ju-Castor said as he turned into a large circular room with twenty or more individuals sitting in front of computer screens. "Those people are updating the notes of our interpreters after completing an assignment. That way we continuously update our dictionaries." He led ja-Dalena and me into one of the elevated glass offices that encircled the work area and waved to a small table and chair in one corner of the room. The room felt warm and comfortable, with the chairs, table and desktop covered in a light-brown leather, the furniture a rich brown wood, and the floor in a light beige wood. 

    He ordered drinks as we sat. "So, Kayla, what is the deal you are offering?" 

    "I have five translation boxes for each of the alliance nations: Jumanu/Taurak, Jumanu/Draak, Jumanu/Kondor, and Jumanu/Liuth. For example, the Jumanu/Taurak boxes will translate Jumanu to Taurak and Taurak to Jumanu. We believe they provide a reasonable translation for a standard conversation. To be a really valuable tool, they need a year or two of updating to decipher colloquialisms and technical terms and to refine the current dictionary. I am proposing the Language School will be responsible for updating the dictionary, and Anixia will be responsible for updating and evolving the boxes. As such, we will share the profits based on you and Mother's financial agreement. Those profits should be significant as the boxes evolve and become accessible to more individuals and are used by the military." 

    Ju-Caster was nodding as he looked off in thought. "What about the implants?" he asked returning his gaze to me. 

    "That is something for Mother and us to decide," I said. "It requires a medical operation and probably should be limited to key personnel." 

    Ju-Caster nodded and looked pleased if I interpreted his facial expression correctly. 

    "Mother is right as always. Your proposal is very satisfactory, and I see our mutual cooperation as very beneficial." Before dismissing me, ju-Castor was open with me, explaining the types of information his people provided in their reports. In addition to updating the dictionary, they added their impressions of the people they provide interpretation to, rumors they heard, and events they saw. Literarily, Mother's eyes and ears around the alliance. I left feeling good about the arrangement. 

    "Councilor Kayla, are you upset that I'm spying on you?" ja-Dalena asked in a whisper and looked nervous and unable to meet my eyes. 

    "Of course not, Dalena. You are just doing your duty, reporting what you see and hear, as I am doing mine by not sharing Anixia's privileged information. I find you pleasant company and you have been immensely helpful," I gave her a Jumanu smile. "Anything I should know about tomorrow's meeting?" 

    

  


   
      

      

      

    [57] Council Meeting 

    Dalena woke me in time for a leisurely breakfast with time left to refresh myself and get ready for the start of the Jumanu Alliance Council meeting. I had two boxes of each nation's translation delivered to the Language School, one to Mother Jumanu, and two to the alliance conference room. 

    When I arrived at the conference room all the positions were filled except for Mother's and two others, and the translation boxes had been unpacked and distributed to the councilors' positions–all except the Jumanu councilors. The Jumanu were certainly efficient, I mused as I sat. Only minutes after the last councilor took his seat, Mother and her four guards entered. She stood surveying the room, smiled, apparently pleased, and sat. 

    “Good morning, councilors. As you can see, you each have two of the new translation boxes. Those boxes contain the first version of Jumanu to your nation's language and your language to Jumanu. I am informed by Councilor Kayla that they contain a basic subset of your language. However, Anixia has entered into a mutual agreement with the Jumanu Language School to expand and refine the current dictionary. With your help, over the next few years we hope to not only produce a close to flawless translation from Jumanu to your language and from your language to Jumanu, but to shrink the box in size. Councilor Kayla." 

    I took that as my cue to speak. Pointing to the box in front of me, I spoke. "The translation box is powered by a battery, which should last years. On the left side is a connection for a headset. When your headset is plugged in, only you will be able to hear the Jumanu translation to your language. When it is not plugged in, the translator will be active. There are two switches on the box: both will be red when turned off. The one with the lightning bolt is the power switch. Green is on. The one with your race’s symbol, when green, sends a translation of your language in Jumanu. The switch with the Jumanu symbol, when green, will translate Jumanu to your language. If you wish to talk without sending a translation when your box is active, you merely have to turn the switch with your symbol to red." Before anyone could ask any questions, Mother continued. 

    "Thank you, Councilor Kayla. Councilors, your Jumanu interpreters are familiar with how the boxes work and will answer any questions you have. I would like you to keep your Jumanu interpreters until the boxes are able to stand alone and can be distributed more widely." She nodded to the Jumanu Councilor to her right, who took that as his signal to begin his update. When the next councilor, who was a non-Jumanu speaker, switched on his box and spoke, the voice speaking Jumanu emanated from an Octagon speaker in the middle of the table. Mother or Castor had thought of everything, I smiled, a remarkably effective demonstration.  

    The update went slowly as questions were raised and clarifications made. As a consequence, the second break came before my turn to update. Mother waved to me to join her as everyone rose. I followed her through the door she had entered initially, into a room that looked like a semi-formal living room with a couch, several lounge chairs, coffee tables, relaxing landscape pictures of lakes, forests, and mountains, and embroidered rugs that lay under each piece of furniture. 

    "Kayla, your translators were remarkably accurate and well received even by the Language School. They see it as expanding their presence and wealth, as they evolve and become more widely distributed." She laughed. "I will have to reward Takeshi for recognizing your value, although he greatly underestimates you and the birds…Anixians. The deal I worked out with ju-Castor is a fifty-fifty split. That will be a growing revenue stream for …" she paused, waiting for my response. 

    "Phoenix," I said. "That is the official government that includes the humans and the Anixians."  

    "… for Phoenix, as Castor will, with your help, evolve the distribution a thousand times over the next ten years. In a hundred years, they will be like clothing accessories. You will be extraordinarily rich even if you never sell us another thing, but I would wager you have things you want and more improvements to negotiate." 

    "Medical," I said, "but we will need access to your people and equipment." 

    "My instincts scream no, but logic after your handling of the translator boxes suggests yes. Then there is…," she tapped her head and smiled, clearly referring to my implant. Just then the door opened a crack and a guard peeked in. 

    "Mother Jumanu, the councilors are returning from their break," he said and shut the door when she nodded. 

    "Return to your place. We will break early for midday recess." 

    I had no sooner sat, then Mother appeared and sat. "Councilor Kayla, your update." 

    "Shortly after I returned to Anixia from the quarterly alliance conference, the Tullizor attacked Anixia in force. I then learned that they decided they were more afraid of the Soofir than the Jumanu. They sent their entire fleet of cruisers, thirty-three, to annihilate Anixia. Unfortunately, they are no longer eligible for membership. They have no space force." 

    "What about the survivors?" Mother asked knowing there were none based on my earlier talk with her. Crafty woman, I thought, beginning to understand how easy it would be for people in power to lift you up, as in this case, or destroy you. 

    "None, Mother. They couldn't be trusted to support the Jumanu alliance." 

    "I agree, Councilor Kayla. I will direct Force Leader Takeshi to destroy their cruiser production factories and consider setting up a Jumanu base on Tullizor. I would like you to assist Force Leader Takeshi in his negotiations with the Dagazians, as I understand they trust you." 

    "Yes, Mother Jumanu," I replied, although I did not need another task. 

    

  


   
      

    [58] Force Commander ju-Takeshi 

    "Mother, you asked to see me?" ju-Takeshi asked as he went down on one knee. 

    "Yes, Takeshi, I am pleased with the way you handled Anixia and your recognition that Commander Kayla was special, and she and Anixia a potential benefit to the Jumanu alliance. For that I am promoting you to Senior Force Leader. For someone so young and inexperienced, she is very astute in war and politics. She is keenly aware that most commanders like overwhelming force, which she refers to as them having hammers. I suspect you would find her tactics sneaky. Some might even consider them cowardly, but she understands the only object is winning. She also understands politics. She was quick to see that the translation boxes would be disruptive to the school and proposed a very adequate solution that not only shares the profits, but that will give the Language School more power. She gave up a short-term profit for substantial long-term gain in money and in power and put Castor and me in her debt." Mother paused for a sip of water while considering ju-Takeshi. "Have you heard she defeated the Tullizor space fleet?" 

    "No, Mother Jumanu." Ju-Takeshi shook his head in the negative. 

    "The Tullizor decided to annihilate Anixia, hoping to please the Soofir, and sent their entire fleet of thirty-three cruisers. There were no survivors. Why do you think no one survived?" 

    "The Tullizor wouldn't surrender," ju-Takeshi said somewhat hesitantly. "The Soofir don't believe in surrender." 

    "No, Takeshi. Only the Golden Cat commanders are that maniacal. Most commanders would surrender if they realized they could not win or safely retreat. Commander Kayla doesn't want her tactics or equipment to be compromised because she believes that would make her vulnerable." 

    "You want me to spy on her?" ju-Takeshi asked, his face registering mixed emotions. 

    "No. We must be vigilant as we are with all of our allies, but I do not want to do anything to turn a good ally into an enemy, especially one as adaptive as Kayla. We could easily crush her, but I have a feeling the cost would not feel like a victory. I prefer her as a trusted ally. I want you to destroy the Tullizor's ability to produce spaceships, establish a Jumanu space force base on Tullizor to support Anixia and Dagaz against the Soofir, and treat Councilor Kayla as a trusted ally unless she proves otherwise. Any secrets you may discover you will share only with me. You and she will need them if the Soofir decide that sector belongs to them because of their previous alliance with the Tullizor." She gave a derisive laugh. "If the Soofir deduce that the Anixians defeated a Golden Cat combat unit, then you will have all the Golden Cats on Soofir visiting that area." 

    "Thank you, Mother Jumanu. I will ensure that area remains part of Jumanu space," ju-Takeshi said as he bowed and left. 

    Izabela, youngest daughter of Frantisek, ruler of Tempest, sat contemplating the contested area she was sending Takeshi to defend. Although young for the position of Mother Jumanu, she and her older sister and three brothers had been raised in preparation to lead the Jumanu. Twenty years ago, the area around Tempest was often at war with the Soofir, and each child was required to enter the Tempest space force. From an early age her older sister, Agata’s, and oldest brother, Dusek’s, interest tended toward politics. Only Izabela and her two brothers, Imrich and Bohdan, had excelled at war and achieved the rank of senior force leaders and led combat squadrons against the Soofir. Her brother Bohdan died in an encounter with a Golden Cat squadron. Imrich was excellent at war, but his aggressive manner hindered him in politics. Izabela on the other hand approached politics as a game at which she proved a master. That combined with her ability to control her emotions made her the best choice of the ruling Jumanus' children, when the ruling Father Jumanu died in a skimmer accident six years ago. 

    She concluded that sector of space was going to be a war zone for years to come. The Soofir will consider it their territory because Tullizor was a Soofir enclave, and Soofir believed they had a claim on Anixia and Dagaz before the Jumanu found the area. Losing a Golden Cat combat unit in the area would only increase interest and create pressure to retaliate. They might even be willing to start a major Soofir/Jumanu war over that sector. She decided that Kayla's secrets needed to remain Anixia's, that she would increase the production of Jumanu cruisers and recruiting and to expand her eyes and ears in the area. 

      

    

  


   
      

    [59] Detour to Dagaz 

    "Hanna, let's take a detour and drop in on Dagaz," I said as we approached the Wave exit from Jumanu space. 

    "That will mean passing Anixia," Hanna said, giving me a questioning look. 

    "I want to hear what Captain Oadagaz thinks about the Jumanu alliance." 

    "Does Dagaz have a choice?" Hanna asked, eyebrows raised in surprise. 

    "Not any good ones." I shook my head in the negative. "Just as Jumanu doesn't have a choice. Now that Anixia is a member of the Jumanu alliance, they cannot permit the Soofir a foothold in the area. The Dagazians are therefore either with or against the Jumanu. They cannot realistically be neutral. Neither the Soofir nor the Jumanu would allow that." 

    "Like factions on Earth except here it's planets rather than countries." Hanna smiled. "Intelligent species don't seem able to coexist peacefully." 

    "If you are a small nation like Dagaz and Anixia, you have little choice but to side with one of the larger nations. You do it for protection, but in reality, the powerful nations seldom fight on their turf. They prefer to fight on the smaller nations' turf. For example, Soofir and Jumanu will be fighting here on Tullizor, Dagaz, and Anixia. It's some universal law; it’s the poor, weak, and vulnerable that always suffer the most." 

    "Do you think the Jumanu will win?" Hanna asked. 

    "I suspect that will be a ten-thousand-year war. The players are too large for an all-out confrontation, somewhat like China and America. 

    "I meant in this area." 

    "I don't have a clue," I laughed. "For Anixia, it wasn't a difficult decision. The Soofir wanted to annihilate Anixia, and Jumanu was the only other game in town." 

    We entered Dagazian space five days later. 

    "Captain, the Dagazians are hailing us," Hanna said, pointing to the monitor. "I think it's Captain Oadagaz," 

    "Open the link," I said and waited. 

    "Captain Kayla, what a pleasant surprise," Oadagaz's translator said. "I visited Anixia to see you, but they told me you are now the head of the new government and visiting the capital of Jumanu. That is quite a jump in rank, from captain to the head of the government." 

    "Not anything I wanted, Captain Oadagaz," I said, shaking my head in frustration. "I stopped by to update you on what has been happening, friend to friend. You are welcome to join me on the Black Eagle." 

    "That would be satisfactory. My XO informs me that we will meet in just over two hours. Oadagaz out." 

    I idly wondered what would happen if Oadagaz had a shuttle full of marines. Blacky not only did not have marines but only a few key personnel were armed and then only with lasers. According to the few Science Fiction books I had read, military cruisers always had marines. I couldn't see the need in a space battle, and besides Anixia's population could not support an army. If your cruiser were on life support, what could a few marines do except to kill a few of the enemy? You still would have lost the battle. Just then Oadagaz exited the shuttle with two…marines, I assumed as their uniforms were less formal. More a formality than security, I mused. I waved for Oadagaz to follow me as I led the way to my conference room where Hanna had snacks and drinks on a table at the back of the room. 

    "Have you joined the Jumanu alliance?" Oadagaz asked as he sat down. "They said you had gone to Cradle, to attend an alliance meeting." 

    "No real choice. A Soofir fleet of twenty-five cruisers attacked Anixia with the intention of destroying us. They made no attempt to negotiate or even to make demands to surrender." 

    "What happened?" Oadagaz asked, his orange tinted face almost going white.  

    "We managed to destroy the fleet," I said, leaving out the details. "Shortly afterward Force Leader ju-Takeshi entered Anixian space and offered to take me to Cradle to negotiate with Mother Jumanu, their supreme leader. As it stands, Dagaz and Anixia are standing between the Soofir and the Jumanu. They both want this space and are willing to fight over it. The Tullizor decided to side with the Soofir and attacked Anixia with their entire force. They lost and the Jumanu now plan to have a permanent base on Tullizor." 

    "Dagaz doesn't want to take sides…" Oadagaz said in just above a whisper. 

    "Good luck with that," I snorted. "You will be at war with both sides, and no matter who wins you will lose." 

    Oadagaz shook his head in disbelief. "How did you win against the Soofir and the Tullizor? Only a few years ago, the Tullizor was only a few years from destroying the Anixians. You could barely fight off one of their war cruisers. You were a training ground for their new recruits." 

    "Their mistake was playing with their opponent rather than killing them. Our initial mistake was relying on defense. That is essentially a losing strategy. We finally learned our lesson." 

    "Are you saying we should join the Jumanu alliance?" Oadagaz asked, now looking whiter than before. 

    "I think your nation's freedom and very existence depends on it," I said, knowing it would be difficult for a non-aggressive people like the Dagazians to achieve the aggressiveness war demanded. The Anixians couldn't. 

    

  


   
      

    [60] Some Never Give Up 

    "Captain," Hanna half shouted, while pointing to the long-range sensor monitor. We had just made our transition into Anixian space, and I was looking forward to being home and having less stress. 

    "Soofir?" I asked hoping it wasn't another invasion. Although Basson was a good captain with experience, he wasn't as sneaky as me nor as…unconventional. 

    "No," Hanna said, leaning over Abie's shoulder. "It's the Crowned Eagle and the Rufous." 

    "Open a Com channel," I shouted in frustration. I'm supposed to be the irrational teenager, not them. Hanna nodded to the communications monitor. 

    "Cease firing! That's an order!" My voice sounded as frustrated and angry as I felt. 

    "I don't take orders from a High School graduate or girls," Kent said with an ugly sneer on his distorted face. 

    "Basson, back off. I'll deal with Kent," I said, hoping Basson would follow orders. My age could be a problem in the heat of battle. To my relief, the Crowned Eagle began to veer off and decelerate. 

    "You have an adult problem, girly," Kent's voice had risen two octaves in a mocking small girl's voice. "I have rigged the Rufous with bombs that are linked to this switch," he held up his hand to show a small black object with a red button, which his thumb was pressing. "If I die or am grabbed and my thumb comes off, the ship goes boom." His laugh a high-pitched insane sound. 

    "Then you die too," I said, intuitively knowing he did not care. 

    "Correct, girly. It's the same if I surrender or am captured. You will sentence me to death, so I have nothing to lose. It's Earth or dead." He laughed again, but this time it was more for my sake than from joy.  

    "You will be responsible for hundreds of deaths and the loss of a precious cruiser that can't be replaced for lack of qualified crew because you murdered them." Stupid, I chided myself. That might work on Basson or Yarona or people who are not self-centered egomaniacs. "You can't get to Earth without an Anixian captain," I said, trying another approach, not that it was logical. Dying in a cruiser or dying on Anixia's surface is not much of a choice. 

    "Wrong again bimbo. Your navigator, Vermar, explained to his pregnant girlfriend how to find the exit, and how to get on and off the highway–" 

    "Why Odette?" Vermar shouted, his face distorted in pain. 

    "You would be surprised what a woman will do when a laser is pointed at that lump in her belly," Kent said, followed by an evil snicker. "Well commander girly, you have an adult decision. Let us go or attempt to impede us in any way and destroy the cruiser and its crew." He smiled like he had won the lottery, which he thought he had. Ironically, an adult might let him go because he or she couldn't stand the thought of killing all those people, while not considering that choice ignored the risk of killing a nation with millions of intelligent lives. I put my hand on the glass ball. 

    Oracle, can you connect to the Oracle on the Rufous? 

    Yes, Captain Kayla. Connected. 

    Rufous Oracle, I am Anixian Kayla, please authenticate. 

    Authenticated. Your identity has been verified. 

    I want you to slow the Rufous to one-tenth below the required exit speed but continue to show the cruiser's speed the pilot set. Take no action to execute any hijacking protocol. Is that clear? 

    Yes, Anixian Kayla. You do not want them alerted to the fact they are stuck in Anixian space. 

    Correct Rufous Oracle. I smiled, thinking, the Oracles were truly remarkable…like mythological spirts, genies, and they had a good sense of humor. 

    Thank you, Anixian Kayla. 

    You are welcome, Rufous Oracle. I had forgotten that both Oracles could read my thoughts. 

    "What now?" Hanna asked. I shrugged. Then spoke knowing the Com link was open and Kent could hear. 

    "That was very clever, Captain Kent, but it's a three-day trip to Earth. What happens when you fall asleep?" I asked wanting him to think he was going to make it to earth and maybe get him to relax and give me something I could use to stop him. 

    "This little device can be put to sleep for a given interval. When it wakes, I must be there to acknowledge it, or the ship goes boom and everyone dies." 

    "Can't anyone acknowledge, if for example you were hurt–" I said but was cut off. 

    "Gassed, you mean." Kent laughed. "I know about the ability to gas the bridge and the ship. We are not all stupid, little girl. You can gas this ship, but you can't gas this device. The facts are that you are dealing with an intelligent adult, not some thug or mentally challenged crazy." 

    "You had me fooled, I mused. Although he was a thug and crazy, he was still extremely dangerous. 

    "Nor can just anyone hold down the red button." He pointed to the button. "It requires a password. Wrong password twice and BOOM." 

    GOT YOU! I shouted mentally. 

    Oracle, connect me to the police unit. 

    Connected.  

    Rufous Oracle, who are the police on the Rufous? 

    Ansgar and Kiefer. 

    Who is senior? 

    Ansgar. 

    When Kent is on the Bridge and does not have his finger on the red button and is not wearing a gas mask, you are to gas the Bridge. When Kent is unconscious, contact police officer Ansgar and notify him to report to the bridge. When he arrives, unlock the door, and notify the Black Eagle's Oracle. 

    Understood. 

    "Hanna, you have the watch," I said, trying to look tired and dejected. "I am going to get some rest." 

    "But–" Hanna began looking ready to grab me to keep me from leaving. But Kent cut her off. 

    "Poor little teenager has a headache having to spar mentally with an adult." 

    I heard as I exited the door and headed for the dining room, thinking I might as well eat while I waited for the Anixian genies to work their magic. I ate a quiet dinner of creamy courgetti lasagna and had a chocolate hazelnut cheesecake for dessert. Feeling satisfied and tired I went off to my quarters and to bed. 

    I woke to a buzzing Sleeve notifying me that the Rufous had an emergency message for me. While dressing, I thought that a good sign, because if something had gone drastically wrong, there would be no Rufous. I hurried down the hallway to the Bridge. 

    "Captain there is a message from the Rufous for you," Hanna said, looking frightened which was unusual as she was normally a very calm individual.  

    I stepped up onto the captain's platform and sat. Placing my hand on the glass ball, I thought, 

    Oracle connect me to the Rufous Oracle. 

    You are connected with the Rufous Oracle, Captain. 

    Rufous Oracle, what do you have to report? I thought and crossed my fingers. 

    Captain Kayla, I did as you asked and gassed the Bridge when Captain Kent arrived back from a nap. He had no gasmask, and his hand was not on the red button. Captain Kent and the entire Bridge crew were incapacitated. I alerted police officer Ansgar when I knew it was safe to enter the Bridge and explained you wanted to talk to him. 

    Put me on the Bridge speakers. 

    You are connected. 

    "Policeman Ansgar, this is Captain Kayla. Are you aware that Captain Kent was attempting to hijack the Rufous?" I asked, hoping for clarification. 

    "Yes, Captain Kayla. He explained that he had the ship rigged with bombs and a device from which he could explode them. He even showed me one of the bombs and explained how his device worked. I could see no way of securing him or his device without killing everyone on the ship." 

    "You did the right thing, Ansgar," I said. ''He was very clever. Now, unless you want to be responsible for killing everyone on the Rufous, you must secure Captain Kent and his device and space him as quick as you can, because we don't know how long before his device wakes and wants a code." 

    "But…" 

    "That's an order, Ansgar. Besides, if you hesitate too long his device will wake and the bombs will kill you and the rest of the crew, because Captain Kent will not wake for several hours" 

    "Yes, ma'am!" he shouted in a voice clearly close to panic. 

    Oracle Rufous keep me informed of his progress. 

      

    He is handcuffing Captain Kent, throwing him over his shoulder, and carrying him through the Bridge door… He is using the elevator to reach the bottom level… He is carrying him to the shuttle bay. 

    Tell Policeman Ansgar to place the device close to the bay door and leave Kent anywhere inside the bay. Then to leave, quickly. 

    I have told him, and he has exited the bay. 

    Open the bay doors and watch to ensure the device and Kent are in space before closing the doors. 

    Captain Kent and his device are in space, Captain Kayla. 

    Excellent, Oracle Rufous. Take control of the Rufous and return to Anixia. When the Bridge crew awake, inform them they are headed back to Anixia. 

    "XO, the problem has been resolved," I said, while silently cursing the number of idiots thinking the Anixians would let them take a cruiser to Earth. The loss of a cruiser and its crew would have been a huge loss, but not nearly as devastating as giving Earth a cruiser. "Let's return to Anixia and hope there are no more emergencies." 

    "Captain Kayla, has Odette been injured?" Vermar asked, tears glistening in his eyes. "I didn’t see any harm in discussing how to enter and exit the Wave since she is studying advanced navigation." 

     "I don't know Odette's condition, Vermar, but you put her at risk by sharing that information. That is the one piece of information that every potential hijacker believes will allow him to get safely to Earth. In reality, all it will do is get the entire crew killed." 

    Later, I pulled Hanna aside. "Hanna, what do you think we should do with Vermar and his girlfriend, Odette?" I asked. “In one sense, he has shared restricted information he had learned as a member of the prime Bridge team. On the other hand, his girlfriend was studying advanced navigation, and he could have reasoned she would learn that eventually.” 

    "I believe he looks up to you and would have your back," Hanna said, while nibbling on her lower lip. "Let me reprimand him about not keeping prime Bridge information classified and losing his current position if he doesn't. I think we should assign his mate to second or third shift to avoid another idiot deciding she would be a valid resource in a hijacking." 

    I nodded my agreement, while debating what I should divulge about the Kent incident when we returned to Anixia. There were still individuals that given enough information on how and why the previous hijackings had failed would conclude the odds of successfully hijacking a cruiser and returning to Earth healthy, rich, and famous were far greater than the risk of failure. 

    

  


   
      

    [61] No More Time to Waste 

    We entered Anixian space eleven hours later, followed by the Rufous three hours afterward. I avoided all explanations over the Com network but could not avoid a conference with the current captains immediately upon arrival. I chose Blacky's conference room to save time. I was mentally exhausted after my trip to Cradle, Dagaz, and dealing with the idiot Kent. 

    Even before everyone had sat, Basson spoke. "How?" he asked, sounding frustrated having to wait for close to a day to find the answer to a puzzle that was driving him mad. "Kent appeared to have devised a perfect solution. We had to let him go or destroy the cruiser with over a hundred innocent crew members. He was so cocky, he fired on the Crowned Eagle, confident I would not fire back. Fortunately, you entered Anixian space, and I could shift responsibility to you. I hate to admit I was relieved it was no longer my responsibility. To be truthful, I don't think I could have destroyed the Rufous to stop him or even fired on the cruiser in the hope of disabling it. If I had been lucky enough to disable the Rufous, I couldn't trust that Kent wouldn't destroy the cruiser because he had lost." 

    "True, most criminals rely on the fact that the good guys aren't as evil as they are. They will hide behind innocent people willing to kill them, knowing the good guys aren't willing to jeopardize innocent lives," I said, leaving off that the good guys fail to consider the long-term consequences of letting the criminal get away. Instead, like the criminal, they are worried about themselves: the guilt they will suffer and ire the general population will heap upon them. But getting one innocent person harmed or even killed may potentially save hundreds of lives. Or in this case, the long-term existence of a nation. 

    "He was very clever; however, there was a flaw in his scheme–" 

    "What?" everyone blurted at once, interrupting me. 

    "It's a three-day trip to Earth, therefore he couldn't keep his finger on the Deadman's switch for that long." I stopped for a drink of water and to let them think. 

    Yarona laughed. "When he did that, he would be vulnerable to having his device stolen-" 

    "But it required a password and would activate when the time ran out," Marianna said. 

    "Space the device," Hyun smiled, before Marianna could continue. She winked at me knowing I had him, and his little device spaced. 

    "Exactly," I said before anyone could probe for the details. "Let's not share those details with the next genius who thinks he has a solution to that problem. We don't want them thinking that fixing that flaw eliminates the problem and provides the perfect solution to justify hijacking another cruiser. It's an evolving game we cannot afford to lose. That would weaken our capability to defend Anixia by depriving us of one or more manned cruisers as well as giving us another warlike race to worry about." 

    "Are you saying Earth would invade Anixia?" Basson asked, his eyes narrowed, and brow wrinkled in a mixture of disbelief and indignation. 

    "I could be wrong but based on Earth's thousands of years of history I would think it would almost be inevitable. Think about it. Someone shows up with technology hundreds of years ahead of every nation's capability, and where is it most likely to go? America, since most of the crew will be from that nation and the majority of hijackers have been citizens of that country. The hijackers will negotiate with the political leaders who will promise them anything they want, knowing once they have access, they don't have to live up to the conditions of the agreement. The Americans will have to form a coalition as every nation with a military will be willing to go to war over the technology because it will mean the controlling faction will be invincible. I am not smart enough to know how that will be resolved: an unprecedented world war, years of committees trying to form a world coalition, maybe even the destruction of Earth as the rewards would appear beyond human imagination. Let's assume they don't destroy Earth and avoid the Earth's historical obsession with resolving all of our national disputes with war. Instead, they form a coalition and build a worldwide space force like all the science fiction books imply. Where do you think their first stop will be?" I asked and took a drink of water as I waited. 

    "Anixia," Hanna said, while nodding slightly. 

    "Why?" Marianna asked. "They will know they can't defeat us. Aren't they more likely to explore the galaxy?" 

    "Because they will have been told the Anixians have machines that can cure diseases they can't," Hanna said, "and significantly increase their life spans. Something any nation would consider worth any price, including an endless war." 

    "It wouldn't be necessary if we shared the technology with Earth," Marianna said, sounding confident and excited. "Why wouldn't we? It would be the right thing to do. Besides, they couldn't win a war with us." 

    "Yes, it would be the right thing to do. Just like it would be the right thing for all the nations on Earth to work together to solve diseases, poverty, open their borders, etc. Humans do not appear good at sharing or being slaves. I could be wrong, but I believe they would not consider the Anixians their equal and would consider Anixia rightly their planet as humans occupy it. They would want to rule, which is their predilection." 

    "But they couldn't defeat us!" Marianna protested. 

    "Yes, they could, easily. They have billions of citizens and could fight a war of attrition which we could not match. Secondly, half of our population would side with Earth, for a variety of reasons: friends and relatives back home, potential rewards, agreement with Earth's cause, religion, and so on. Even today, a crew on a hijacked cruiser would not oppose the hijackers." Looking around the room I saw everyone nodding if a bit reluctantly. 

    "A very pessimistic view, Kayla, but much of what you said does have the ring of truth," Basson said, with a short laugh, "I would like to think Earth's people are better than that, but I wouldn't wager my life on you being wrong. Earth's history and the behavior of the survivors here on Anixia tilt the argument in your favor." 

    "I agree, Basson," Yarona said. "Our young commander is a scary pragmatist, but that makes her the perfect leader for the new Phoenix. This is not the time for idealistic rationalization. So, Boss, what's next?" 

    I wanted to bang my head against something hard in frustration. I didn't want to lead. I would prefer following. They hate, or at very least, strongly disagree, with most of what I do, yet they insist I continue to lead. I doubt anyone, including Hanna and Hyun, approved of my no survivors order, or dumping Kent or Bennett's group into space. I sighed in resignation. 

    They all like you, Wurryn's thoughts washed over me, easing my tension. 

    "Not to throw water on the campfire, but the Soofir are going to crash our party eventually. Personally, I am surprised they haven't done so already. It's a gift we need to take advantage of because it is not likely to last for years or even months. Consequently, we need to appoint ghost controllers and executive officers for every manned cruiser and get them trained. I know they aren't ready, but better partly ready and partly trained inside a cruiser when the Soofir come calling than sitting in one of the houses while the Harpy, Steppe, and Rufous sit idle." When I scanned the area, all heads were nodding agreement. “Each of you needs to identify anyone on your cruiser who meets the qualifications for captain. We will meet on the Black Eagle in four hours. This will be quick and dirty, but I would rather select someone who does not work out than miss someone who has the raw potential to be what we need. Basson, we can do what you did on the Crowned Eagle, test everyone in each position and keep the best of the bunch." 

    He laughed. "I didn't pick you for captain. Black Eagle did." 

    "You did an excellent job. Those you recommended have proved more than adequate. They are a fantastic crew." As the meeting ended and they left, I waved to Hanna. "Hanna, I want you to give me your recommendations, and to participate in the interviews. As of now, you are the captain of the Steppe and will need an XO."
  

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
      

    [62] The Selection Process 

    My conference room held seventeen individuals when we assembled four hours later: six captains, five XOs, and six individuals identified as meeting the qualifications for captain and considered good candidates as captain or XO. 

    "Welcome," I said standing and looking around the room at the eight women and nine men." Funny, I reflected. The only male captain was Basson. Over the past year we had lost three male captains, not through war, but attempted hijackings. "The Phoenix Space Force currently has eight manned cruisers, but only six captains and five executive officers. That is a total of sixteen positions but only eleven are filled. You have been selected to audition for the vacancies. Over the next several weeks we are going to rotate you between captain, XO, and ghost controller functions. Afterward, you will have a choice to accept a new position, if one is offered, or to keep your current position. If you are interested in applying for any of the open positions, you will need to be interviewed by me and each of the current captains: Basson, Yarona, Marianna, Hyun, and Hanna. You should schedule via your Sleeve."  

    Within thirty minutes, each captain had their candidates scheduled. My first candidate was Zelak, who was the prime navigator on the Rufous. He was a tall thin man in his early thirties with a head of curly brown hair and an angular face, which was not smiling. 

    "Captain…or is it commander?" he asked, continuing before I could answer. "I'm reporting for my interview." 

    "Captain will do, Zelak," I said, but before I could speak, he spoke. 

    "Captain, I don't understand why I'm being interviewed. I was Kent's prime navigator, and I made no attempt to stop him." 

    "The hard part about being on Anixia is that we miss family, friends, and Earth and wish we could return now that we are healthy. Most are resigned to honor the deal they made with the Anixians and will make no attempt to hijack a cruiser. Like a bystander witnessing a robbery, they would neither help the robber nor try to stop him. Like criminals everywhere, we always get a few who think the laws and rules are for dummies, feel they are not bound by their agreement, and owe the Anixians nothing. There are also a few like me, who think the deal with the Anixians was extremely fair–my life in exchange for helping Anixia survive–and intend to live up to our part of the agreement. Furthermore, we believe stopping crimes against not only the Anixians but also Phoenix is part of our deal. To survive, the people, particularly those in the positions of captain, XO, and prime Bridge, must also believe it is their responsibility to stop or at least hinder a crime in progress. Ironically, it is as much for each individual's safety as the crew. We tell everyone that only an Anixian can fly a cruiser, but no one believes us because they see humans flying them. What we should tell them is that only an Anixian can steal a cruiser and live because that is the hard truth. If the crew does nothing to stop a hijacking, they are committing mass suicide. Think about it. If it were so easy to steal a cruiser, Earth would have had one years ago because there have been many attempts. I'm telling you this because we need loyalty if we are to survive." 

    "You will have my loyalty whether I'm selected or not, Captain," Zelak said. 

    He believes what he told you, Wurryn thought. 

    Wurryn, you will find that humans often do believe what they say at the moment they say it but are quick to forget their promises and even oaths when things don't go their way. 

    Not matter. I evaluate each on current feelings. Wurryn replied. 

    We continued for another hour discussing Zelak's experience on Anixia. He had passed the prerequisite training in navigation, ECM, and weapons, but had served on a cruiser for less than a year and only as a navigation officer. 

    The following week would have been comical to an outside observer, as the candidates were rotated through the various positions. To their credit all were showing signs of improvement by the end of three weeks. 

    "Comments?" I asked after having read all of the reviews. Each candidate had been evaluated by each of the five captains and Hanna in each position. 

    "I agree with your assessment of Hanna. She has a remarkable grasp of command for someone who would rather stay as XO. I also like Shary and Mitchal for captain." Basson laughed then grinned. "I would have preferred to have two male replacements. We will be a little female heavy with six women and two males as captains." 

    "True," Yarona said with an ear-to-ear grin. "That's because too many of the male captains have succumbed to the lure of being famous and rich, thinking the risk vs reward ratio of stealing a cruiser and taking it to Earth was favorable. Their egos insist that our young Boss isn't as smart as they are. The women captains believe Wing Leader Simon, 'She's the Boss because she knows things we don't,' and that makes the odds of stealing a cruiser equivalent to rolling a seven twenty times consecutively." 

    Basson laughed. "I'm still here because I agree with you, Yarona. Our Boss thinks outside the box, which makes her decisions appear illogical." 

    The day was spent discussing each person's strengths and weaknesses. We concluded few of the candidates were ready today, but necessity gave us little choice. They would have to grow into the positions. All the candidates were promoted conditionally: Hanna, Shary, and Mitchal to captain, and the rest to XO. As best as we could, we tried to place the most experienced XOs with the newest captains. Consequently, I took Zelak and gave Konrad to Hanna. 

    The next two weeks were busy as each captain worked to integrate their new Bridge personnel into a smooth-running team. At the end of the two weeks, I gave everyone a two-day rest period, knowing it was a risk, but one I felt necessary. The crews had been working seven days a week for three weeks and everyone needed a rest, or they would start making critical mistakes. If the Soofir arrived during that period, we would just have to cope. 

     I took that opportunity to get an appointment with Talon-seeker, the Gyrfalcon in charge of the weapons department. When I arrived, I found Iron-talon and his daughter, Silent-swift also waiting. 

    "Welcome, Kayla, this is Talon-seeker who is in charge of weapons development," Iron-talon said, as I had never met the Gyrfalcon. "Talon-seeker, this is the very sneaky Anixian, Kayla." 

    "Pleased to meet you, Kayla. Your name is heard often. What can I do for you today?" Talon-seeker asked. I turned on my translation box silently hoping the medical house would soon develop something that would interface with the implant in my head that could interpret my thoughts and speak Anixian. 

    "I would like a weapon similar to the bomb-pumped-pulse missile that could be placed in a high orbit and activated with a coded signal," my voice box translated into Anixian. "I thought to place a couple around the Wave exit/entrance into Anixia space and five to eight about three light-seconds from Anixia." 

    Talon-seeker stared at me for several minutes without speaking. "Kayla, is very sneaky, Iron-talon. Cripple invaders without missile fight. Make much easier to win. Gyrfalcons understand logic. Why place at exit/entrance to space?" 

    "The enemy sometimes leaves a cruiser there in case they need to call for help. It would be nice to stop it from leaving." 

     "Very sneaky," Talon-seeker said then laughed. "We will begin work on it immediately." 

    I returned feeling a little better and found Hyun and Hanna in our quarters. 

    "How did your Bridge training go?" I asked before they could start with their questions. 

    Hanna smiled. "My time with you made it relatively easy and having worked with Konrad for so long helped. Of course, not having an invading force to contend with also helped." 

    "I agree with Hanna. Having been your XO was a major factor. My job is not to do the crew's work but to carry out the ship's mission." 

    "The same with the XO's job," Hanna said continuing the thought, "it's to see that the crew is carrying out the instructions from the captain." 

    "Good," I said. "I never had any doubts where you two were involved. I wish we could have stayed on the same cruiser, but you are more valuable with your own fleet and mixing with the other captains and their people. I'm hoping the new Phoenix government will make Anixia feel like a fresh beginning on a new world. In two days, we start joint exercises. Now that all the positions are filled, we need to learn to work together as a team."  

    

  


   
      

    [63] Building A Cohesive Space Force 

    “Now that we have crews for all eight of our manned cruisers and will soon have three O-cruisers for each manned one, it is time to learn to act as a cohesive unit. I like the idea of developing attack strategies and practicing them. It eliminates confusion and helps us respond more quickly. First, we should designate each manned cruiser with a number in order to identify where each cruiser fits into our existing standard formations and attack strategies. 

    #1. Black Eagle, and abc their unmanned cruisers. 

    #2. Crowned Eagle. 

    #3. Bald Eagle. 

    #4. Haast. 

    #5. Osprey. 

    #6. Steppe. 

    #7. Rufous. 

    #8. Harpy. 

    Then the first standard formation and attack strategy, CS01, would have an initial formation that looks like: 

    #1abc #2abc 

    #3abc #4abc 

    #5abc #6abc 

    #7abc #8abc 

    "The front row would release their fighters, fire their missiles, and drop to the rear of the formation. Each row would follow in order. The specific fighter attack strategy and timing would be given at the start of the attack. The fighter wing leaders already have designated attack strategies. I would like to practice the current attack strategies before developing new ones." 

    The day was complete chaos as captains tried to get their manned and O-cruisers in formation. Cruisers #1 through #4 adjusted quickly as they had performed the same maneuver against the Soofir and the Tullizor. For #5 through #8 this was all new and required multiple tries just to get the cruisers in the right order and two more days to get the fire and drop back perfected. We met, forty strong, after the third day’s exercise for a debriefing: captains, XOs, wing leaders, and the ghost controllers. 

    "Imagine trying that for the first time while the enemy is advancing into our system," Mitch, the captain of the Harpy, commented as we took our seats. 

    "When the Boss was Wing Leader," Simon shouted for attention, "she had us develop several different attack strategies when we were forming K-box formations for use against the Tullizor. After we developed the strategies, we practiced them ad nauseam. It paid off big time in our later engagements. The Boss could give us our orders in less than a minute and everyone knew exactly what to do. Learning the strategies will be frustrating, boring, and demanding work, but it’s rewarding when the shit hits the fan." 

    We spent several hours discussing things that did not go smoothly and how to avoid the problems we had encountered. By the end of two days, I was satisfied, and we again met. 

    "I would like to make an adjustment to CS01," I began as everyone took a seat at the conference room table, and I heard a collection of sighs and groans. “I envision that one cruiser will be missing and one late to the party. You will always know who will be missing and who will be late. After we finish our initial training, one cruiser will be stationed at the Wave exit point at all times and one cruiser will be excused duty. You will adjust your positions as if the missing cruiser and the late cruiser never existed. For example, if the cruiser in position #3 is missing, cruiser #4 will move into position #3 and cruiser #5 will move into position #4. The excused duty cruiser will be positioned at the end of the formation." I stopped, awaiting questions. 

    "Why station a formation at the Wave exit?" Marianna asked, with a slight frown. 

    "To get us four cruisers at the enemy’s back. Surprise and deception are our greatest advantage against overwhelming force and war experience. We are not here to prove we are the strongest nation. We are here to win." I smiled. "The next standard formation is CS02, a straightforward attack, releasing half of our O-fighters and O-cruisers–" 

    "I thought you considered that a hammer that wouldn't do well against an experienced enemy," Basson said, with a look that said, I know I'm taking the bait and it has a hook in it.  

    "I met with Talon-seeker, the lead weapons development Anixian, and they are developing a bomb-pumped-pulse weapon that will orbit in space about halfway to Anixia. It will be activated by a laser coded beam–" That generated multiple comments and side conversations, which took several minutes to abate. "A laser coded beam will activate these stationary bomb-pumped-pulse weapons. When the weapon is activated, we hope they will scramble the enemies' electronic equipment. In that case they will no longer have an effective hammer, so we are not using a hammer but a mop. That, ladies, and gentlemen, is a secret that stays in this group. It is not for public consumption. Never forget that for the next several centuries, we will survive only by keeping our secrets hidden." 

    Three weeks later, Talon-seeker delivered the first orbital bomb-pumped-pulse station. We dubbed the station a screaming Buzzard or just Buzzard. The subsequent testing proved the activating laser signal had an almost unlimited range. The Buzzard's functional range was up to one-hundred kilometers, in all four directions, and virtually undetectable as they were small and inert until activated. By stripping the existing screech-Owl missiles, we had eleven Buzzards in less than a week. We placed two Buzzards near the Wave exit and nine in a three-by-three horizontal matrix covering a seventy-two-million-kilometer volume spanning a direct path from the Wave exit to the planet. Several days later, a force of forty-three cruisers entered Anixian space.

  


   
      

    [64] Reinforcements 

    "Captain Kayla," Zelak half shouted, his voice an octave higher than normal. "Cyclops is broadcasting forty-three cruisers have entered Anixian space. They are Jumanu." 

    "Zelak, the Jumanu are allies," I said wondering why the Jumanu Force Leader would bring so many cruisers into Anixian space. I thought this was probably the force Mother Jumanu had committed to establish a Jumanu base on Tullizor, but she may have decided to have support units at each of the three planets in this area. That didn't seem to make sense, and I doubted she had over a hundred cruisers to tie up for what could be an extended period. "Send a message to each of the captains to return to Anixia orbit and assume a low profile as we have Jumanu visitors." 

    "They could be…" Zelak began but stopped when I raised my hand. 

    "We have ample time to panic if the situation warrants. Send the message. We don't want to provoke a war by preparing for one." 

    "Yes, ma'am," he said and scurried over to the message console. 

    As I expected and hoped, all the cruisers remained close to the Wave exit except for three, which continued forward. A brief time later a message appeared. 

    "Captain, it's a message from a Senior Force Leader ju-Takeshi." 

    "Play it," I said, relieved it was someone I knew, and I thought liked me. Zelak had a right to be concerned seeing over forty cruisers entering Anixian space. 

    "Good day, Councilor Kayla. Mother Jumanu sends greetings. She has tasked me with grounding the Tullizor and setting up a Jumanu base there. If you have time, I would like to meet with you and introduce my Force Leaders to you," ju-Takeshi said with a teeth showing smile. 

    "Do they always show their teeth like that?" Zelak asked, eyes big with concern. 

    "Only when they are in a good mood," I said. "It's a Jumanu smile. When you are in their company, you need to be careful not to appear to be giving them orders. Talk to Abie. She is the expert on their gestures and culture. "Vermar, how long until we will meet?" 

    "About three hours fifteen minutes," he replied after checking his monitor. 

    "I'm informed we will rendezvous in a little over three hours. I would appreciate it if you and your force leaders would join me on the Black Eagle," I recorded, and nodded for Zelak to send it. "XO tell the chef we are having Jumanu guests in three hours, and I would like snacks and drinks for six. Abie would you like to join Zelak and me to welcome ju-Takeshi?" 

    She nodded and smiled. The three of us were in the shuttle bay to welcome the three men when they exited their shuttle. 

    "Welcome, Senior Force Leader ju-Takeshi," I said as he and his two force leaders approached me. Ju-Takeshi gave me a moderately low bow as I was a Jumanu alliance councilor. 

    "Do you prefer councilor or commander?" he asked. 

    "To you, I'm just plain Kayla," I said giving Abie a quick glance. She nodded, with a small twitch of her lip. 

    "Thank you, Kayla. I would like to introduce my Force Leaders, ju-Gravil and ja-Ristin. Ju-Gravil and ja-Ristin, this is Councilor Kayla who is also the Senior Anixian Military Commander." 

    I noticed they also had translator boxes hanging from shoulder straps. Both of the force leaders were several centimeters shorter than me but half again as wide and I would bet twenty or more kilograms heavier. Their black jackets and dark green slacks were impeccable. 

    "It is an honor to meet you, Councilor Kayla. We are here to support you," ja-Ristin’s box said in Jumanu. I introduced Zelak and Abie and led them to my conference room. After selecting snacks, drinks and seats, ju-Takeshi spoke. 

    "Mother gave me two Jumanu combat units that will reside at Tullizor for the foreseeable future. They will patrol the area and be available if the Soofir come calling.” 

    "Ju-Takeshi, I have already talked to the Dagazians, and I believe they will be receptive to joining the alliance," I said. "The problem I see is one of communication. If the Soofir attack Dagaz or Tullizor or Anixia, we are each a full day's travel apart. Even if we can get word to you, it would be two days before anyone could help." 

    "That is true," ju-Takeshi said and shrugged. "The battles are usually over possession of a planet or group of planets. The battles are therefore not one-time events but fought over months and often have no clear winner. Just lots of destroyed cruisers." 

    And people, I swore silently, the same lunacy we have on Earth. "Why defend Tullizor? I finally asked. 

    "To keep the Soofir from establishing a base on Tullizor," ju-Takeshi said as if it were obvious, which it was to someone, just not to me. 

    "I guess we will have to convince the Soofir these planets are not worth the trouble," I said in frustration, which elicited three teeth exposed smiles in response.  

    

  


   
      

    [65] Soofir 

    Three Soofir captains lounged on individual divans eating from a small table next to each divan. The tables held a variety of fish and bird meat snacks and drinks of warm bone-broth. 

    "How do you want to approach this assignment?" Lavanfo asked. He considered it an honor to have been selected for this mission. The Lion Council obviously considered the Rimward area bordering Soofir and Jumanu space important as it had chosen to send three combat squadrons, two of which were Golden Cats. To be included with Golden Cats was a high honor. He sipped his broth as he awaited their response. Each Golden Cat would probably prefer to take on all three systems alone, as the thought of needing help was an insult, he mused and had to fight the urge to smile. 

    "I wonder what monsters the council thinks are lurking in that area that it feels necessary to assign three combat squadrons in order to squash them," Claranfi, a young captain who was recently awarded the Golden Cat title, snarled. "It's insulting. The lizards are stupid and incompetent. They have been unable to eliminate the pacifist birds on Anixia over a century of trying and are afraid of the peace loving Dagazians. Lizards, birds, and monkeys, it will be like killing animals in a zoo." 

    "The council is concerned because they lost an entire Golden Cat squadron in this sector. They disappeared without a trace," Zenalfi said. "I and the council agree with you on the surface, but something doesn't add up. The council's decision may make this mission boring, but the council is right to be cautious." She laughed, popping several blueberries into her mouth. "I suggest we park the fleet at the uninhabited planet one system exit before the Tullizor system and send out three cruisers to Tullizor, Anixian, and Dagazian space to assess the situation. Based on the results, we can develop our strategy. With luck, this assignment will not be as boring as it appears, with slow-witted lizards, and pacifist monkeys and birds."  

    Lavanfo and Claranfi purred agreement, as they rose to leave. Four hours later seventy-five Soofir cruisers were on their way toward the Wave entrance that would lead them Rimward towards the cluster of three inhabited planets the Soofir considered their rightful space, having made an agreement with the Lizards a century before. Each captain hoped there was something there to oppose them, ideally the Jumanu. The Golden Cats considered themselves long overdue for a good clash with their prime enemy. 

    They had agreed in advance that Lavanfo would scout the Dagazian system, Claranfi the Tullizor system, and Zenalfi the Anixian system. Zenalfi wasn't sure why she had given Lavanfo the Dagazian space, but she could not help but be curious as to why the lizards had not beaten the birds a century ago. According to their records, the birds only had a couple of cruisers and were overly cautious in any engagement. Yet, they survived. The lizards were not the best fighters but against pacifists with only a few cruisers, it should have been over in one raid. Instead, their war has been going on for over a century. Consequently, Zenalfi had chosen to take Anixia, hoping the answer would provide a pleasant surprise. 

    Eight days later, the cruisers assigned to scout the three planets had returned to the rendezvous planet. 

    When everyone was seated, Zenalfi looked to Linnfi the captain of the scout cruiser from Claranfi's combat unit. "Captain Linnfi, report before you burst. You look like you found a house full of juicy mice." 

    "Better than that, monkeys. The Golden Cat Claranfi has hit the jackpot. The Jumanu have two combat units occupying Tullizor. They must have just arrived, as they look to be destroying some of the Tullizor's manufacturing facilities.” 

    Claranfi slapped the table and screeched a cry of joy. "I love killing monkeys. They are a disgusting race, and the galaxy will be better off when they are all dead." 

    "Do you want help, Claranfi?" Zenalfi asked. "I could send Senior Captain Lavanfo. 

    "No. He would be bored. They will all be dead or dying before he could get within firing range." 

    Zenalfi nodded and looked to Alledfi, the captain of the scout cruiser from Lavanfo's combat unit. "Captain Alledfi, you don't look as excited as Captain Linnfi, yet we know Dagaz has monkeys and not lizards," Zenalfi said, looking concerned. 

    "Captain Lavanfo will have plenty of monkeys. I would say at least ten cruisers full, and tens of millions on the planet. Their cruiser activity doesn't look or feel aggressive, which agrees with the reports we had from the initial survey group." 

    "We can always use slave labor," Zenalfi said, nodding. "Lavanfo, your job is to convince the Dagazians we are the master race, and they can only survive if they learn to cooperate." He looked to Sevetlo, captain of the scout cruiser from her combat unit. "Well, Captain Sevetlo, did I select poorly?" 

    "No, Golden Zenalfi, I don't think so. I was detected almost immediately after exiting the Wave into Anixian space. Initially, I noticed a lot of cruiser activity, but it disappeared quickly. It felt like a disciplined reaction…military…not hiding…more cloaked. It is not consistent with our last report of only a couple of cruisers, and they did not react like pacifists. I'm certain Anixia is hiding something, in which case it might be worthy of a Golden Cat." 

    

  



 [66] Tullizor 

    "XO, attack formation," Claranfi declared after assessing the Jumanu current positions. They were forming up into four squadrons stretching in a horizontal line. She assumed the two middle squadrons would engage the enemy while the squadron on either end would wrap around the enemy and attack their flanks and rear. A typical Jumanu battle plan. She would play the game and had her twenty-five-cruiser taskforce line up in the Soofir's typical formation, three lines of eight with her ship in between the first and second lines. The Jumanu force leader would expect the Soofir front line to split into two four cruisers units, which move forward on either side like arms reaching out, while the entire formation surged forward. The Jumanu force leader thought his flanking units would negate the Soofir's two flanking units, and his numerical advantage would prove him the winner. She smiled as they drew closer. War was all about surprises, she mused, and Golden Cats thrived on surprises. 

   



 Ju-Takeshi 

    Ju-Takeshi frowned as the Soofir cruisers' markings became visible, revealing the head of a snow leopard’s face with mouth open and elongated canines showing–the symbol for a Golden Cat. "Shit," he swore quietly. That meant the winner would be the last ships remaining. Their current formation looked to be their standard attack one, but knowing he faced a Golden Cat he could predict that would change before the two forces engaged. 

   



 Golden Claranfi 

    "XO, prepare the unit for a spear attack formation on my command," Claranfi purred as she mentally shifted into battle mode, or an enlightened blood rage most agreed, for which the Golden Cats were notorious. She would settle for nothing less than a complete and total defeat of the opposing force even if it meant the annihilation of her entire fleet. 

    "We are in maximum firing range," the XO said in a normal voice. She had served with Claranfi for many years and accepted the coming encounter with the Jumanu would be an all or nothing blood bath with only a few ships on one side or the other surviving. Her money was on the Golden Cat Claranfi. 

    "Preparing for a spear attack," she repeated after having sent the message to all ships.  

   



 Ju-Takeshi 

    "Senior Leader, we are in missile range," ju-Havel his XO said monitoring the radar monitor. 

    "Have all ships fire. Concentrate on the lead cruisers." Ju-Takeshi said, knowing it would only be an annoyance at this distance, but they may get lucky and encourage the Cat to initiate whatever strategy she was planning. He knew it would not be the current formation as that would permit the Jumanu to surround the Soofir fleet and give him the advantage. Since the Golden Cats were astute tacticians, he expected alternating formations as she searched for weaknesses. As it was a Golden Cat unit, he thought they might choose to spread out in a horizontal line and go toe-to-toe with the Jumanu line. Those kinds of maniacal attacks were capable of causing panic, which led to the disruption of one's formation and loss of control. The Jumanu had a seasoned military, so he expected his line to hold, but it only took a few to panic to cause a problem. Unfortunately, at least half of his captains had not seen combat with the Soofir but had heard plenty of gruesome accounts of old battles. The last ten years had seen few major conflicts between the Soofir and the Jumanu but the detailed accounts of old battles in which the Jumanu seldom prevailed persisted; and when they did win it was nothing to celebrate.  

   



 Golden Claranfi 

    "The Jumanu ships are firing. One hundred sixty missiles incoming. Time to impact, fifty-nine seconds," the XO said, knowing that at this distance ECM and point defense would eliminate all but a few. 

    "XO, get ready to split the spear in two and begin firing," Claranfi said in a voice devoid of all emotions. Her eyes were the only sign she was not bored or disinterested, as they scanned the monitors to determine the Jumanu response to the spear attack. The key to winning was to predict your enemies' response and to react faster than they could. That required discipline, which Golden Cat units had in excess.  

   



 Ju-Takeshi 

    Lost in his thoughts, ju-Takeshi almost missed the change in the Soofir formation. 

    Suddenly the three lines of eight began dissolving into eight triangle-shaped units of three that began to make the formation look like a long-barred spear. A focused strike like that would break the center of his line and could cause confusion, loss of control, and eventually chaos.  

    "XO, notify the two outer units to drop back when the Soofir formation encounters our front line. I want them to close in on the exposed flanks of the spear formation when it breaks through our line, which it will. 

   



 Golden Claranfi 

    "XO, split the spear in two," Claranfi said and watched as the line dissolved and reorganized as two spears only thirty seconds before making contact. 

   



 Ju-Takeshi 

    Ju-Takeshi wanted to scream as the two outer units began dropping back and moving behind the forward line units before the spear had hit the line. He swore realizing too late those were the units with captains with no Soofir war experience, and they had let their nerves propel them into acting prematurely. But as he cursed them, the Soofir spear reformed into two smaller spears and hit the Jumanu line exactly where it had been reinforced. The resulting clash of cruisers was turning into the typical Golden Cat melee, but the premature movement had caught the Soofir shift off guard, and they had lost the advantage. By the time, the two forces had disengaged, the Soofir had lost twelve ships and six were heavily damaged. The Jumanu had done well but still had lost fifteen ships and seven were heavily damaged. "XO, get the fleet into three lines of six, at once. The Soofir will be forming up for another attack. There is no time for repairs or tactics. We have only minutes." 

   



 Golden Claranfi 

    "XO, get the ships into two lines, the damaged ships in the front line. I want to hit them before they can get organized. A head on assault." Claranfi knew the Jumanu had gotten lucky reinforcing where she had intended to strike. No matter, she still had a chance to win if she could strike before the Jumanu could get organized and cause even a small amount of panic. Even before the XO gave the order, Claranfi could see her ships were forming up on the Golden Cat's cruiser, knowing from experience the Golden Cat would not give the enemy time to rest. 

   



 Ju-Takeshi 

    "Damn those cursed Golden Cats," ju-Takeshi swore. The Cats had lost the battle and should be retreating. Ju-Takeshi cursed as he saw the Soofir cruisers already forming up for another attack. Half his cruisers, on the other hand, were scattered and wouldn't be prepared to withstand a coordinated attack when the Soofir formation arrived. His thoughts shifted to Mother Jumanu and her remarks about Kayla being sneaky and knowing war was about winning. "XO, I want the fleet to retreat along the vector that has the most Jumanu cruisers. They are to form up on the Silver Crusher as we retreat. 

   



 Golden Claranfi 

    "Golden Claranfi, the Jumanu are retreating," her XO shouted. Claranfi nodded recognition, before speaking. "It is our bad fortune to have stumbled across a Force Leader who is both lucky and wise."  

   



 Ju-Takeshi 

    Ju-Takeshi sat staring at the report on his desk. His two combat units of forty had been reduced to seven cruisers, with three more that needed major repairs. He was only alive because of a mistake by several of his captains and Mother's remarks about Kayla's tactics. "XO, while we treat our wounded and repair our damaged ships. I want to take the functional cruisers and visit Dagaz and Anixia before reporting back to Mother Jumanu. 

    

  



 [67] Dagaz 

    "Captain Oadagaz, we have multiple cruisers entering Dagazian space," Bokin, the Green-Wood cruiser's XO, said, while pointing at the monitor. "That does not look like the profile for Tullizor, Anixian, or Jumanu cruisers. 

    "No, Bokin, I'm afraid those are Soofir cruisers," Oadagaz said softly but with unmistakable despair. "Get me a visual link to all the cruiser captains." 

    "They are all online, Captain," Bokin said, his words hesitant and shaky. 

    "My fellow captains, we are being invaded by the Soofir, and they out number us by over two to one." Oadagaz paused to let them digest the catastrophic news. When he thought they had digested the news and the ramifications, he continued. "If we stand and fight them, they will destroy us in a few hours or less–" 

    "What choice do we have, Captain Oadagaz?" Captain Fitore asked. "We must defend our people." 

    "Realistically, we cannot defeat them in a head-to-head engagement. Not only are they more aggressive than we are, but their cruisers will have more advanced weapons and technology. It would be a miracle for us to destroy half of their ships and damage the rest. Even if we could, they would still have sufficient forces to destroy our ground-based infrastructure and whatever else they wanted. In reality, you and I know we would not be near that successful." 

    "What are you suggesting, Captain Oadagaz?" Captain Rezart asked, sounding angry and frustrated. 

    "Fight for time. There are forty Jumanu in Tullizor space and Anixia has a space force. Although we have no support agreement with them, it would be in their best interest to support us." 

    "How do we fight for time?" Captain Rezart asked. "Running won't help. As you pointed out, their cruisers are undoubtedly faster than ours. They would have little trouble catching and destroying us. Then they would be free to devastate the planet." 

    "I'm not suggesting we desert our people," Oadagaz said in an exasperated tone. "I am suggesting we split into pairs and head for the asteroid belt and our two moons. There we have obstacles where we can hide and fight. They will chase us because they will want to destroy our cruisers so we cannot continue to resist."  

   



 Cat Lavanfo. 

    Lavanfo sat in the captain's chair barely containing a purr of satisfaction. He was hunting with Golden Cats, a rare privilege as they usually hunted alone. He had hoped this mission would present him with an opportunity to earn the title of Golden. Over the last eight years he had found inhabitable planets that he claimed as Soofir property and encountered a few enemy cruisers which he destroyed, but he had never taken part in war or a major battle. This was his big opportunity. If he were really lucky, Alledfi had underestimated the number of Dagazian cruisers, and he could prove himself worthy of the title Golden Cat. A wonderful dream that had little to do with reality. He was not a coward or afraid of dying, but he knew he would retreat if it was certain he could not win a battle. With Golden Cats, it was always prevail or die. The Soofir Council loved them because of the devastation they caused the enemy force and the fear and panic their reputation inspired. 

    Nennifi gave a sharp laugh that jerked Lavanfo out of his musing. "They are scattering like frightened monkeys. Look Captain," she pointed to the radar monitor. "They have ten cruisers, and they are running." 

    Lavanfo wasn't sure whether he was relieved or disappointed. "No Nennifi, they are pairing off as they disperse. Keep track of them. We will have to hunt each pair down and destroy them. We can't leave them loose to cause trouble." 

    "What about the planet?" Nennifi asked. 

    "It's not going anywhere. Send two cruisers to scout their space platform for cruisers, armed ships, or ground defenses and destroy them," Lavanfo said, while cursing the situation. A head-to-head battle with the Dagazian cruisers would have been satisfying; however, chasing them will be demeaning. 

    

  



 [68] War Games, Kayla 

      

    I woke to a buzzing sound and a vibrating Sleeve. Since my quarters had no windows, I couldn't tell whether it was late night or early morning. When I looked at my Sleeve the message was blurred, and I had to wipe the sleep from my eyes to read it. 

    Twenty-five Soofir cruisers have entered Anixian space. 

    I touched the security icon, which displayed a drop-down menu and tapped on AlertCon One. Instantly I could hear the hallway sirens blaring one long one-hundred-twenty-five decibel blast after another. I cursed the Soofir for choosing the Black Eagle's three-day rest period. Ignoring the shuttles, I headed for the fighter-pilot area where the Pitohui was parked. I had chosen to take it back to the Saker House to use during my time off. When I arrived, I saw Simon suiting up. 

    "Sounds like the real thing," Simon said, looking to me. 

    "The Soofir are back for a rematch," I said as I made for the Pitohui, which was being positioned to launch. I jumped in and secured the harness. "Pitohui, I am Anixian Kayla. Launch immediately after system check." 

    "Repeat the number 27592." The pygmy-Owl's speaker voice asked in Anixian.  

    "27592," I repeated. I had had the Pitohui's security verification shortened, since only I could understand Anixian. 

    "All systems operational," the pygmy-Owl's speaker said. Seconds later the Pitohui was pushed out, and I was racing toward the Black Eagle.  

     "Oracle, prepare the Black Eagle for war," I said into my link on the Pitohui. By the time I arrived, Oracle had performed a system check and the cruiser was ready to go, except I was the only person on board.  

    Thirty minutes later the communications monitor began displaying the faces of the seven captains. 

    "Good morning, everyone," I said, actually feeling optimistic and only slightly nervous. We were as prepared as a system could be for an invasion, even a Soofir one. "The Soofir are back for a rematch with only twenty-five cruisers. They apparently didn't learn their lesson last time. I am hoping the Soofir will cooperate, and we can use CO02. Let me know when your fleets are functional and in position. The Osprey's fleet is at the Wave entrance and the Black Eagle is missing due to time off in case you weren't up on the latest news." 

   



 Golden Zenalfi  

    Contrary to Captain Sevetlo's observation, Anixian space was conspicuously quiet and empty. Zenalfi wondered whether that was a good or an ominous sign. Based on the large force of Jumanu in Tullizor space, they were expecting the Soofir to attack. Logically, she would have expected sentries close to the Wave exit and active patrols. It felt creepy, as if she had entered the maw of a giant beast. 

    "XO, go active and scan the area," Zenalfi said louder than necessary as the Bridge was quiet. Minutes later Sarafi shook her head. 

    "Nothing, Captain. Maybe the birds aren't active at night." 

    Zenalfi growled. "Continue toward the planet. We will play their little game for now." Then Sevetlo's words came back to her, military…not hiding…more cloaked. "They will have to show themselves eventually. When they do, we roast them with missiles, pluck their feathers, and eat them for breakfast." She smiled in anticipation. 

   



 Captain Hyun 

    Captain Hyun watched with some trepidation as the twenty-five Soofir cruisers silently exited the Wave into Anixian space. They had won the last clash with the Soofir, but the cost in cruisers had been high considering they had completely surprised them. Kayla was clever but so were the Golden Cat commanders, and they had proven very adaptive. Kayla had told the captains guarding the Wave exit to take no action if they detected an enemy incursion. Just to watch and wait for orders. 

   



 Commander Kayla 

    I sat watching the Soofir fleet creeping slowly into Anixian space in the same formation as before: three lines of eight cruisers with one cruiser between the first and second line. She presumed that was the fleet's commander. Worse, that was probably a Golden Cat fleet since the formation was exactly the same as the last time. So far, so good. The invading fleet was heading straight for the planet, which would take them into the field of nine bomb-pumped-pulse or BPP stations. As I watched them proceeding into the seven-hundred-twenty-thousand-kilometer BPP field I realized my mistake. By luck, it appeared the Soofir cruisers would enter one-hundred kilometers into the two-thousand-kilometer-depth field but at their current acceleration they would only be in the field less than a half second. I could feel stomach acid surging up my throat and into my mouth. How…  

         Oracle, I need you to activate the BPP field. My reflexes would be too slow. By the time I decided to press the button and the time my finger pressed the button it would make the activation several seconds too late and we would miss all the cruisers.  

         That is true, Captain Kayla. I will activate the BPP field when the maximum number of Soofir will be within effective range; however, that may not include all of the twenty-five cruisers. That will depend on their separation at the time they enter the field.  

         Oracle, do the best you can and report the results to me. 

    "XO, what percent of the crew are on board?" I asked, no longer feeling optimistic. 

    "About eighty-five percent," he said after checking the monitors. 

    "What about the fighter, weapons, and medical units?" I asked since this wasn't going to be a three- or four-day event so only a few critical units were necessary. 

    "Ma'am, the fighter unit is at one hundred percent, as well as the weapons and medical units." He smiled in relief as if he would be rated on the answer. 

    "Captains, go active," I said, as the captains were still linked to Blacky. "Begin moving toward the Soofir fleet at five percent of max. I am cancelling CO02 at this time until we see the results of the BPP field." 

   



 Golden Zenalfi  

    "Yes, Sevetlo was correct." Zenalfi gave a short nod of her head, cloaked. "A flock of thirty-two birds for the firepit and a breakfast feast." Zenalfi still couldn't shake the feeling something wasn't right. There is no way this small fleet could have annihilated a Golden Cat fleet. "XO, change formation into three lines of eight, then have the front line assume a Zulu formation. Inform all Captains that this is a no survivors engagement." Zenalfi sat back waiting to see the birds' response to her change in formation. 

   



 Commander Kayla 

    I watched as the Soofir formation changed into three eight-cruiser lines which I silently hoped might improve the number of cruisers impacted by the BPP field. 

    "Shit," I spat less than a minute later as the front line of the Soofir formation split with four cruisers heading to port and four to starboard and then moving well forward of the formation. At the same time, the lone cruiser, which had been between the first and second lines, raced forward. The resulting formation resembled a head with two arms reaching out to snare anything coming within its grasp. The move guaranteed not all of the Soofir cruisers would be in the BPP field when it was activated. 

    "XO," I said. "Announce for all captains to prepare to execute battle plan CO01 on my command". 

    Oracle, how long before I can execute CS01 without getting my fighters too close to the BPP field when you activate it? 

    In one minute, thirty-five seconds… Now. 

     "All captains, begin to execute CS01 immediately," I said. "Crowned Eagle will send half of their O-fighters, twelve, under K-box control to attack the four Soofir cruisers on the port side. The Bald Eagle will do the same toward the four cruisers on the starboard side. Row two, the Haast and Steppe, will send half of their O-fighters to attack the front line. Captain Hyun, the Osprey will send half of its O-fighters to attack the rear of the Soofir formation. Shortly afterward, I will give the order for the Crowned Eagle, Bald Eagle, Haast, and Steppe to release their O-cruisers. The Rufous, Harpy, Black Eagle, and the Osprey will act as a reserve pending the outcome. 

   



 Golden Zenalfi 

    "Golden Captain, the idiots are firing at us," Sarafi snarled. "A stupid waste of missiles." 

    "True, XO," Zenalfi said concentrating on the monitors. "The question, Sarafi, is why? So far, they have appeared disciplined, with their formation reforming with military precision. I don't think it is in response to my change in formation. It's a trap or I'll give up my Golden title." 

    Just then the nine BPP stations exploded in a tsunami wave of planet-shaking sound that caused ships hundreds of kilometers away to be lifted like surf boards. 

    "Golden Captain, cruisers are going dark," Sarafi shouted, "but there are no debris fields." 

    "As I suspected, XO, a very clever trap–" Zenalfi eyes went wide as thirty-six fighters suddenly appeared collision close, fired missiles, and disappeared. The Black Leopard shook as several missiles impacted her ship. "Now we know the answer, XO. The missiles were a diversion to cover the fighters." 

    "Golden Captain, fighters are descending on the second and rear line of our cruisers," the XO said in obvious panic. 

    "Clever, XO, but the fight is not over. Our front line is damaged but functional. We must prepare to meet the cruisers they have just released. Give me a status report." Zenalfi sat back deep in thought. They may lose this encounter, but the birds must pay a price for the victory she concluded, wishing she could meet the commander of the birds' fleet. She was entitled to a salute. 

    "Golden Captain, the portside unit lost one cruiser, one needs critical repairs, and two are functional but have damage. The starboard side lost two while two are functional but damaged. The Black Leopard is heavily damaged but still functional. The Anixians' fighters are destroying any cruisers that survived the mine field, and they have cruisers coming from the front and rear to support them." 

    "Inform the senior captains on the port and starboard surviving units to try to break through the approaching Anixian cruisers and join the Black Leopard for a strike at the main formation. Maybe I can give their commander my personal congratulations." Zenalfi laughed at the thought. 

   



 Commander Kayla 

    Kayla watched with awe, silently thanking Oracle for the perfect timing, and the Cat commander for the last-minute change in formation. The BPP field had been insufficiently long to incapacitate the four lines of six, even three. The fighters had also hit perfectly and destroyed three and damaged the remaining cruisers. She had to shake her head at the Cat commander's tenacity or was it his maniacal behavior, continuing to challenge the approaching Anixian cruisers. Almost miraculously, three of the six damaged managed to break through the twelve Anixian cruisers and continued toward the main formation.  

    "XO, have the Rufous and Harpy, release their unmanned cruisers and fighters." 

    Five minutes later, the last Soofir cruiser exploded. 

    "XO, all cruisers are to stand down as the manned fighter units from the Black Eagle, Osprey, Rufous and Harpy ensure there are no remaining functional Soofir cruisers," I said, leaving out and no Soofir alive. 

    "Ma'am, the Black Eagle, Osprey, Rufous, and Harpy are reporting no functional Soofir cruisers," Zelak reported some forty minutes later.  

    "Link the captains' and wing leaders' connection to my Com," I said, and waited. I spoke when the faces of the captains and wing leaders appeared on the main monitor and Zelak nodded. "That was perfection. I cannot believe any space force in the galaxy could have performed better. Yes, it was a massacre and brutal, but just what the Soofir intended to do to us. Leaving no survivors must appear cruel and heartless; however, we will be that Soofir debris field if any nation discovers our BPP stations or our O-cruisers and O-fighters, and K-box attacks. I don't mind being thought of as sneaky, cowardly, or heartless so long as each one of you is available to attend the victory party after each engagement. I have notified Black Eagle we will need help with the cleanup. Thank you. Kayla out." 

    

  


   
      

      

    [69] Endless War Games 

    "Commander, the Osprey is reporting seven Jumanu cruisers have entered Anixian space," Zelak said less than four hours later. "There is a message from Senior Force Leader ju-Takeshi. 

    "Open a Com link with them." 

    "I see the Soofir attacked Anixia also. What is your status?" ju-Takeshi asked while appearing to stare into his monitors. "We encountered a Golden Cat combat unit. What you see is what is left of my entire command." 

    "We also encountered a Golden Cat combat unit," I said, sighing with frustration. "I assume you believe Dagaz also got visited by a Golden Cat unit." 

    "That would be the logical conclusion, but I am surprised they sent more than one, much less three. Golden Cat units are rare," ju-Takeshi said, “but I would like to check if you have enough units to spare to investigate Dagazian space." 

    Shit, shit, and triple shit, I moaned in despair. How the hell am I going to help without giving away any of our secrets? 

    "Senior Force Leader ju-Takeshi, … how about we meet and talk?" I looked to Vermar, who held up two fingers. "My navigator is indicating about two hours." 

    "That will be most satisfactory," ju-Takeshi said and cut the connection. 

    Two hours and ten minutes later the two cruisers where close enough for ju-Takeshi to make a shuttle transfer. 

    "You appear to have a massive debris field, Kayla," ju-Takeshi said as he and his two bodyguards followed me to my conference room. "How bad?"  

    "We lost five cruisers and three others are going to require major repairs," I said hoping he assumed that meant plus crew. 

    "Considering your small human population that must be far worse than it sounds to a nation like Jumanu or the Soofir because of our large populations." 

    "True," which it was, I mused, "and the reason much of our equipment is computerized to reduce the size of the crew," which is also true, I smiled mentally. "If the Dagazians were invaded by a combat unit they are unlikely to have any functional cruisers or to have inflicted any significant damage to the Soofir fleet." 

    Ju-Takeshi snorted. "Meaning you and I will probably have insufficient forces to eject them and maybe insufficient to protect Tullizor or Anixia." ju-Takeshi said, looking concerned and a shade paler. 

    I nodded agreement, although I thought we could defend Anixia. However, giving the Soofir a foot hold on Dagaz and Tullizor would eventually lead to our defeat. "I can put together twenty cruisers, if you give me a few hours to get things organized." Ju-Takeshi looked surprised and vaguely relieved as he nodded. I walked him and his two-bodyguard detail back to his shuttle. Afterward, I got my captains and wing leaders online. 

    "I don't like it, but we need to determine if Dagaz was also invaded by the Soofir, and the result," I said to unhappy looking faces. 

    "Why?" Basson asked. "We could lose everything facing a Golden Cat combat unit away in a foreign space. Can't we get support from the Jumanu?" 

    "I agree that sounds like the safest response," I said, thinking Basson may be right, but if he were not we could be in for a prolonged war. Of course, if I were wrong… "I'm planning on visiting Dagaz to confirm the situation. If the Soofir are in control they could and would also send for support and this area could be in a war zone for years. On the other hand, if we could stop the Soofir from discovering what happened to their armada, we may have a permanent peace or at least time to recover." 

    "I disagree," Basson said, shaking his head, "but you are our elected leader and, therefore, it's your decision to make. So far, your choices have been good although not always ones I would have made." He gave a short laugh. Looking around he knew she had the support of Yarona, Hyun, and Hanna and in the end Basson and the others even if they were all convinced it wasn't the right call. I suspect that was mostly because he and they did not want the responsibility. 

    I sighed. "Alright, the Steppe, Rufous, and Harpy will remain in Anixian space. Hanna, you are in charge. Let Talon-seeker know the priority is replacing, lengthening, and deepening the BPP field." I looked to Basson. "The rest of us need to ensure we each have three O-cruisers and a full twelve O-fighter squadron, at least one BPP missile, and a full load of missiles for the O-cruisers and O-fighters, even if you have to steal from one of the cruisers we are leaving behind." I was not looking forward to the upcoming confrontation, as it was unlikely the Dagazians had any cruisers remaining or that they did any significant damage to the Soofir fleet. "Signal when you are each ready. Don't worry about the Wave. Have your prime Bridge crew on duty and just follow the Black Eagle on the same vector and at the same speed. The same for getting off." 

    "Zelak, open a link to ju-Takeshi," I said after confirmation from each captain that they were prepared to leave. 

    "Senior Force Leader ju-Takeshi is connected," Zelak said, as the Jumanu appeared on the monitor. 

    "Senior Force Leader, we are ready to leave. Would you like to lead the way, or would you prefer we lead?" I asked. 

    "I will lead as I am closer to the Wave," ju-Takeshi said, sounding tired. "Hopefully, I will have an assessment of the situation by the time you arrive." He cut the connection not looking happy to be going to Dagaz. I couldn't blame him. I wasn't looking forward to going to Dagaz and facing another Soofir combat unit, especially if we had to divulge our weapons and tactics. 

    

  



 [70] War Games, Dagaz 

    Captain Lavanfo was tired and frustrated. The damn Dagazians had chosen to disperse rather than stand and fight. He had to concede that had been a wise decision by their commander. It left the planet open to attack but left the Dagazian fleet free for a later surprise attack. Besides, the Dagazian ten cruiser fleet could not have survived against his twenty-five-combat-cruiser unit. But chasing ten individual cruisers through an asteroid belt and around moons had him stressed and frustrated. The Dagazians had been ingenious and lucky. An entire day had passed and the Dagazian fleet still had two cruisers functional, and they had managed an embarrassing one-to-one kill ratio, something he doubted they could have managed in a toe-to-toe engagement.  

    "Senior Captain Lavanfo," Nennifi's voice broke into his thoughts. "We have Jumanu cruisers entering Dagazian space." 

    Lavanfo's eyes jerked toward the monitors in shock. Where in the hell had the Jumanu come from? The only Jumanu cruisers any of the scouts had reported were in Tullizor space and there were only forty of them. Against Senior Captain Claranfi, a Golden Cat, there should not be any Jumanu survivors, and if any survived, they would be non-functional. Well, this was his chance to be a hero, he mused. 

    "Nennifi, recall all the cruisers to our location. If they not only survived the Golden Cat Claranfi but defeated her, they are extremely dangerous." He also thought it an opportunity for fame and glory…or death. 

    "Senior Captain, there are Anixian cruisers entering Dagazian space…at least twenty," Nennifi said, sounding nervous. Lavanfo had not impressed her so far and the odds had significantly changed. 

    Lavanfo turned white as a ghost as he realized he was facing Jumanu and Anixian units, each of which had destroyed a Golden Cat combat unit. It took him several minutes before he could decide what to do. He had already conceded defeat, but surrendering, even if they would let him, was not an option. Nennifi would probably kill him if he suggested it. Retreat was an option on the pretext of needing to inform the Soofir Council of what had happened to the Golden Cats. 

    "XO, do you think there is a chance of defeating the combined forces of Jumanu and the Anixians?" Lavanfo asked trying not to sound afraid…cowardly. Nennifi looked at the monitors and slowly shook her head. "A Golden Cat would try, but seventeen against twenty-seven would be reasonable odds for one of them; however, knowing they each defeated a Golden combat unit makes it highly unlikely." 

    Lavanfo tried to look disappointed but was mentally relieved. "How long before the unit could be assembled?" 

    "Maybe twenty to twenty-five minutes for all seventeen cruisers. We would have twelve in less than ten minutes," Nennifi said while examining the monitors and running a few calculations. 

    "Perfect," Lavanfo said. "Signal Alledfi to begin missile strikes against the planet and have all other cruisers cut their active systems," he said hoping to distract the incoming force away from his units that were a significant distance from the planet and would be less noticeable on passive systems. In ten minutes, that will put the enemy too far from the Wave entrance for a direct confrontation. They would be in their effective missile range for less than eight minutes before reaching the Wave entrance. He expected at least half to survive. 

   



 Commander Kayla 

    "Zelak, get me a connection to the Osprey," I said as we headed in system behind the Jumanu. 

    "Connected, Captain," Zelak said a few seconds later. 

    "Captain Hyun, I want your fleet to guard the Wave exit," I said, as soon as Hyun's face appeared. "Stay far enough away to be able to use a Buzzard missile if necessary. We don't want the Soofir to know what happened here or to their two Golden fleets." 

    "Got it, Boss," Hyun said with a smile. "No one is to leave Dagazian space without your permission, and I'm authorized to use a Buzzard if necessary." 

    I gave her a thumbs up gesture and cut the connection when I saw multiple explosions appearing on the planet's surface. Why? What would that accomplish, I wondered. 

    "Zelak, reduce Blacky's acceleration by twenty percent and tell the Crowned Eagle, Bald Eagle, and Haast to match our speed and drop half their O-fighters," I ordered, thinking someone on the Soofir side was creating a distraction. "XO, watch those monitors. The Soofir are planning something sneaky. I can feel it. Hiding isn't their style." 

    "They are bombing the planet!" Zelak said, sounding skeptical and turning to look back at me. His head snapped back when I pointed to the overhead monitors. 

    "Simon, drop half of your O-fighters," I said after clicking on his intercom channel. Nothing happened for the next seven minutes as the Jumanu units increased acceleration and the distance between us and them. 

   



 Cat Lavanfo 

    "Senior Captain, the Jumanu have taken the bait, but the Anixians are slowing their acceleration." 

    "Doesn't matter, XO. By the time they reverse course they may increase our exposure to a couple of missile releases, but we will be far enough apart that the impact should be negligible. The more serious threat should have been the four cruisers the Anixians left at the Wave," he laughed, "but the idiots they left have conveniently moved far enough away as to reduce their missile effectiveness. Time to move." 

   



 Captain Hyun 

    "Wing Leader Baylor, drop your O- fighters and set a K-box intercept for the Soofir cruisers five minutes short of the Wave. None are to reach the Wave," Hyun said, allowing herself sufficient time to send a BPP missile if necessary. "XO, begin firing on the Soofir cruisers when they are within missile range. Do not use the ship-killer missiles until the range closes to less than a thirty-seconds-to-impact. 

   



 Commander Kayla 

    "Simon, set a K-box run against those Soofir cruisers on a vector towards the Wave entrance. Set your attack at least five minutes short of the exit. None are to leave Dagazian space." 

    "You got it, Boss," Simon acknowledged and cut the connection. 

    "Zelak, hold the ship-killer missiles until you feel they will be effective. Only fire on functional cruisers that could exit Dagazian space. None must leave, but I would prefer that we didn't have to use a Buzzard missile." 

   



 Cat Lavanfo 

    "I don't understand," Nennifi said shaking her head. "Firing at this distance doesn't make sense. Captains this stupid didn't defeat a Golden Cat." 

    "They are desperate, seeing they don't have a chance of stopping us from leaving," Lavanfo said, ignoring Nennifi's concerns. 

    "They are not acting desperate. Their cruisers are making no effort to engage us," Nennifi mumbled to herself. We are the ones who are desperate. "Fighters," she shouted only minutes later. 

   



 Senior Force Leader ju-Takeshi 

    Ju-Takeshi had wondered why the Anixians were slowing as the distance between the two units widened. Then his radar showed the missiles were coming from one cruiser, suggesting that was a distraction. Only a few minutes later, eight Soofir cruisers went active, heading for the Wave exit. Unfortunately, he doubted the four cruisers Kayla left at the Wave exit were going to be adequate to stop the eight Soofir cruisers, and Kayla's main force was too far for an effective missile battle. He did not want to think about the Soofir's response if some of those cruisers made it back to Soofir space. For one thing, every Golden Cat on Soofir would be headed to the area to test themselves against the Jumanu and the Anixians, and the Soofir Council would want payback so as to not look weak. As he watched the fleeing Soofir, fighters suddenly appeared out of nowhere like a swarm of angry bees, and the cruisers disappeared one after another.  

    

  


   
      

   


 Epilogue 

    "What brings you back so soon, Takeshi?" Mother Jumanu asked, her eyes pinned him to the floor where he was kneeling. 

    "Mother Jumanu, the Soofir sent three twenty-five-cruiser units to claim Tullizor, Dagaz, and Anixia, with one combat unit sent to each location," ju-Takeshi said as he knelt with head bent. "Two of the cruiser units were Golden Cats." 

    "So, the sector is now firmly in Soofir hands," Mother Jumanu said slowly. She closed her eyes and shook her head slightly in resignation. "How did you escape, Takeshi?" 

    Ju-Takeshi looked up; lips tight to restrain a smile. "By your wisdom and a little luck Mother." 

    "My wisdom?" Mother Jumanu's eyes shot open as she glared down at her Senior Force Leader. Then she sat back and relaxed. "You are far too pleased with yourself for someone who lost a battle and managed to escape. The details, Senior Force Leader." 

    "Yes, Mother. I had just arrived at Tullizor when a Soofir combat unit exited the Wave. It was a Golden Cat unit in their normal initial attack formation. I met her halfway. She attacked with a spear formation, and I ordered my end units to reinforce the center when the spear hit the front line. Fortunately, several of my inexperienced captains moved prematurely just as the Soofir spear split and hit the partially reinforced sections. We both had heavy losses, but since I had the larger surviving force, I should have had the advantage. However, the Golden Cat had her smaller fleet in formation unbelievably quickly while mine was scattered. If I had tried to engage her, I would have lost, but I remembered your comments about Councilor Kayla–" 

    "What comments?" 

    "You said, I would find her tactics sneaky, even cowardly, but she understands the only object is winning. Against all my instincts, I retreated in the direction where most of my surviving cruisers were located. I managed to pull them together and we won." 

    Mother Jumanu clapped her hands several times. "Continue. You have my interest, Takeshi." 

    "I took my surviving cruisers to Anixia to see if it had also been attacked. It had been attacked by a Golden Cat combat unit, and Commander Kayla had defeated them and was cleaning up. She joined me and we went to Dagaz. There, a normal Soofir unit was chasing the Dagazian cruisers which had chosen to disperse rather than fight. By the time we arrived, only two of the Dagazian cruisers were still functional. I detected the Soofir bombing the planet and raced to stop it. Commander Kayla had left four cruisers at the Wave entrance and slowed rather than follow me. Just then eight Soofir cruisers raced towards the Wave entrance. We were too far away to stop them and the four Anixian cruisers at the Wave entrance I thought too few. Suddenly, a swarm of fighters descended on the fleeing Soofir and destroyed them. I did not see them leaving the cruisers or accelerating toward the Soofir. They just appeared on top of the Soofir fleet and destroyed them." 

    "Yes," Mother Jumanu said, nodding slowly. "Sneaky or ingenious? Fighters that are invisible. We use fighters when the two fleets are locked in close combat to help with the cleanup. She uses them as her main weapon and the cruisers for cleanup. She has reversed our standard war tactics." Mother Jumanu laughed long and hard. "I told you she was dangerous, Takeshi. Treat her with deep respect, and her secret is to remain between you and me. We can claim she was lucky and had left the fighters in the area. She will agree. I would be surprised if that is her only secret. Secrets we may need in the future. The Soofir are not the only predators in the galaxy. Who knows what lurks closer to the center? 
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