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 FORWARD                               
 
      
 
    Having discovered faster than light travel in the 25th century, humans began leaving their overcrowded planet two centuries later. They discovered millions of potential Earth-like solar systems. They called the first planet to be settled Utopia, not because the climate or terrain was better than their home planet in its prime, but because they had finally arrived at their new home.  Utopia represented a new beginning for humanity, with room to grow and expand. Their old system was in its death throws. Fifty billion people had depleted its ability to regenerate. 
 
    In the first two centuries after leaving, their growing navy explored the rivers of energy that took them faster-than-light to nearby solar systems and discovered thirty-one suitable for human habitation. That presented an opportunity for like-minded groups to create their own vision of a perfect society, and slowly, each system was inhabited. Of course, human involvement made a perfect society an impossible dream. Utopia fared better than most, since it didn't try to be perfect and settled for a modified democracy. 
 
    In the year 241, by the Utopian Calendar, scientific wisdom and man's arrogance suffered a death blow. Not only was man not alone—which some had theorized—but also the human form was not the only evolved form with human-like intelligence. In the year 241, the Arrith Empire was discovered: space traveling lizard-like creatures who also walked upright and had opposing thumbs. 
 
    The Arrith War lasted twenty-seven years. In the beginning, the Arrith scored major victories, because few of the human inhabited systems had functional navies. For the next ten years, the disorganized human systems banded together to create the Commonwealth of Stars, COS, and slowly build a military capable of not only recovering the lost systems but eventually fighting the Arrith to a draw. In the year 268, the COS and the Houses of the Arrith, HOA, signed a non-aggression pack. 
 
    Peace ended in the year 301 when the Issog, bat-like creatures, invaded the COS with superior technology, commanders, and cruisers. 
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ONE 
 
    Seeking Allies 
 
    "You confuse mutual convenience with friendship, Admiral Fossett. We have a non-aggression treaty because it became obvious after years of war that our two empires would destroy each other if we continued, not because we like each other." The Rosetta box translated the guttural sounds of the Arrith commander into standard Utopia—the language the humans had adopted as the common trade language among the far-flung planets which comprised the Commonwealth—and standard Utopia into Arrith. 
 
    "This is also a case of mutual interest. The blood-sucking Issog are encroaching farther into the Commonwealth each year. We cannot stop them forever, and then you will be next," Fossett said. First Commander S'hiituu sat expressionless, Fossett thought. It was hard to tell. The Arrith's skin resembled an earth-like lizard’s, and these people appeared devoid of expression except when they were enraged and their razor-sharp teeth became exposed. He couldn't help but compare the Commander lying on the bed-like chair to the lizard he resembled. Although in reality, that would be a mistake. They resembled earth lizards and appeared slow to reach decisions about anything, but they weren't stupid. On the contrary, they were highly intelligent and dangerous. They had almost annihilated the Utopian Navy in the twenty-seven-year war. Their starships and commanders had proven superior in many instances, particularly in the early years of the war. 
 
    "That is the conclusion of the Council of Commanders. They believe the war between the Commonwealth and the Issog will last another five years, and that they will defeat you. They expect you to seriously weaken the Issog during that time." He stopped to suck on his drink through a long narrow tube before continuing. "Those years will give the Arrith time to build up our fleets so that we confront the Issog with a superior force." His eyes sparkled with satisfaction as if he had just announced Check Mate. He had a right to be pleased, Fossett concluded. Even if the Commonwealth won, which appeared unlikely, what remained of its navy would be easy prey for the Arrith. 
 
    The two senior military men had met in an uninhabitable solar system designated NS268, which was equidistant from the Arrith capital of Ga'Siih and the Commonwealth capital of Utopia. Fossett hadn't expected the Arrith to help, but it was worth the effort on the off chance they would see it as mutually beneficial. What he had discovered was that the Arrith saw aligning themselves—through inaction—with the Issog as benefiting them in defeating the monkey-like humans. 
 
    * * * 
 
   
  
 

  The Council of Commanders 
 
    Commander S'hiituu lay relaxing in a shallow pool of dense mineral water. His skin tingled as it absorbed the nutrients, and a breath of pleasure escaped his nostrils. It felt good to be home again. The trip to see the ugly human had been worthless, although the look on his face when he realized the reality of the war with the Issog was almost worth the inconvenience. Stupid animals, monkeys. They should have been able to figure it out without his help. They were desperate, but what did that mean to the Arrith? Opportunity. He smiled as he reluctantly slid out of the pool and walked four-legged over to his paraphernalia.  
 
    He strapped a communication device onto his muscular right arm and a projectile weapon with armor piercing pellets on his left. Then he slipped on his collar, a voice activated computer, and a blanket-like coat which showed his house, position, and honors, and secured it around his chest. He felt ready to conquer the universe. 
 
    He stopped in the dining room to devour several strips of raw meat from three animals the Arrith raised for food. Then he called for his driver for the trip into town to attend the weekly meeting of the Council of Commanders. When he arrived, everyone was mounting their recliners—each a one-and-a-half to two-meter leather plank with a seat at one end and armrests at the other. A synthetic glass platform between the armrests contained a holder for their tablet, which could be connected to one or more of the several monitors positioned around the room. 
 
    "Order in the room!" said Commander S'rtthoo from House Stalker, the current Commander of Commanders, and the room quieted. "First Commander S'hiituu from House Devour, what came of your meeting with the monkeys?" 
 
    "Like all monkeys, they are quick to act but slow to think. Quick to want to talk but having no idea what to say. They want us to help them fight the Issog but have nothing to offer in exchange." That was received with nods and snorts of agreement. "They left knowing their days are numbered." 
 
    "First Commander S'oozhuu from House Crusher, what is your status?" 
 
    "We have the plans completed for a new war cruiser and the facilities to build twenty per year.  In five years that will increase our fleet to more than four hundred. Interspersing the new models with the old will double our current fighting capacity." 
 
    "First Commander S'aagraa from House Ambush, what is your assessment of the Issog and monkey war?" 
 
    "We believe the Issog will win, but even if the monkeys win, they will be lucky to have fifty functional cruisers afterward. If the Issog win, our current estimate puts their surviving cruisers between one hundred and one hundred thirty." 
 
    "In either case, the Arrith will be the final victors," S'rtthoo said, his teeth bared. The room erupted in an Arrith war cry that shook the walls and could be heard outside the building. 
 
    * * * 
 
   
  
 

 Office of the Secretary General 
 
    Admiral Fossett, Chief of Naval Operations, stood as MacKenze, current Secretary General of the Commonwealth of Stars, entered his conference room along with the heads of the three major coalitions in the assembly. 
 
    "After reading your report, Admiral Fossett, I've decided that the major coalitions need to be briefed. A very depressing assessment." MacKenze said, frowning at Fossett as if it was his fault. "In your opinion, even if we defeat the Issog, which isn't likely, we lose." 
 
    "Yes, sir. The Issog's cruisers are relatively equivalent to ours, but their commanders and tactics are superior, which is why they are winning. The only reason they haven't won already is that our commanders occasionally manage to hold them to a draw. Without a game changer, they will eventually win. I know some of you hoped the Arrith would help because it would be in their self-interest. Ironically, they see our war with the Issog as in their long-term best interest." 
 
    "How can that be? If the Issog defeat us, they will attack the Arrith," said Ms. Worley, a small neatly dressed woman. She represented the newer far flung inhabitable systems, many of which were under Issog control. She favored any solution which stopped the Issog's steady advance and saw an alliance with the Arrith as a solution. At their current rate of advance, all her member systems would be lost to the Issog within a year. 
 
    "The Arrith agree with you, although they believe we will weaken the Issog enough that they can win against them, or, in the unlikely event we win, we will be too weak to stop their invasion. While we fight the Issog, they are building new warships in preparation. Consequently, the longer we hold out, the stronger they will be." 
 
    "We need to increase taxes and build more cruisers, and we need new technology. Triple the research and development spending." Mr. Willis, a large overweight man, pounded the table for emphasis. He headed a strong coalition of rich systems that had long favored a strong military. In the early years to combat raiders, then the Arrith, and now to prevent occupation by the Issog.  
 
    "We're at max capacity, so more money won't help. New manufacturing facilities take time to build. New technology, the kind that would make a significant difference, is more dependent on breakthroughs than money. If money were the answer we could just authorize the government to print more—no one would argue, as our existence is in jeopardy."  
 
    "So that's it?" Mr. VanWest asked, clearly frustrated. He rose tall and straight and his voice boomed loud and clear. "We just lie down and die? God will support our cause against the godless heathens, but we have to show Him we believe and deserve His help." VanWest's members were generally systems with strong religious governments. 
 
    "We could sure use His help, Mr. VanWest. Thousands of our sons, daughters, friends, and family die every day fighting the Issog. Even worse, those who the Issog capture are kept as food. I, for one, am tired of death and war and the cost of losing." Fossett sighed in resignation. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
    A Roll of the Dice 
 
    I couldn't help feeling lost. My ground vehicle was four hours out of Utopia City and I hadn't seen a house in the last hour. But the damn GPS seemed to be happy with where we were going, so I had no option but to sit back and try to relax. I was still recovering from my last encounter with the Issog. The admiralty expressed their satisfaction with the engagement, and they gave me another frigging medal. They could afford to be satisfied. They weren't there watching as the Issog destroyed fourteen of the nineteen-cruiser fleet. Over three thousand brave men and women were torn to pieces and distributed in space, and thousands more crippled physically and mentally for life. We had held the Issog that day, so they were satisfied. Damn them. We have good people. What we need is better cruisers, weapons, and technology. 
 
    The GPS interrupted my all too frequent plunge into depression. "One kilometer to Next Robotics," it announced as the driverless limo turned left onto a secondary road. As we crested a small rise, three buildings became visible. The main building appeared to be a modest two-story structure with a curved glass front. Two long two-story rectangular buildings extended out from the main building on its right side. Both were constructed from white cement blocks. My preliminary reading about Next Robotics was far more impressive than the buildings I was staring at. They were, according to all the literature, the premier robotics company in the Commonwealth. But that didn't explain why the hell I’d been sent here. I was still in one piece and didn't need robotic arms or legs. 
 
    "Go, sit, stay, like a good little puppy!" I muttered as I exited the vehicle. I wanted a new ship and command of a unit killing Issogs.  
 
    The curved entrance was floor-to-ceiling glass and the circular lobby impressive, with its marble floors, beige leather furniture in the waiting area, and dark wooden reception counter. I didn't see any security, but then I didn't see any doors or openings leading into the building's interior, nor to the second level. Why, I wondered for the hundredth time as I made my way to the counter and a smiling young woman. The man standing to her right looked like security, his eyes assessing me as a potential threat and not as a woman, but he had no weapons showing. 
 
    "Good morning, Captain LaFon." The young woman handed me a plastic badge with my name. I'd wager the badge had an imbedded chip that could track me, like the face recognition software that had identified me on my way to the counter. "If you would step over to Mr. Freelan, Mr. Mikel is free to see you." 
 
    As I walked around the end of the counter, a hidden panel slid open and I stepped inside. The panel closed and the interior turned blue, scanning for weapons I surmised, and I felt movement upward. When the panel slid open again, I stared into an office the size of the lobby. A small chubby man met me as I stepped out. 
 
    "Welcome, Captain LaFon. I promise I'll answer all your questions, but before I do, what would you like to drink: wine, coffee, water, or something stronger?" He waved me toward two wing-backed chairs with a small table between them. The chairs were a cherry-looking wood with maroon padded seats, backs, and armrests. 
 
    "Coffee. The drive was long and tiring. Maybe the caffeine will help." 
 
    "I'm sorry about that. In our society, tracking and monitoring devices are everywhere. Most are innocent and assist us in our daily lives, like our communication devices. Unfortunately, that information can also be used to spy on you or those you come in contact with. Air vehicles are, by necessity, tracked and monitored. The car you travelled in cannot be tracked. For reasons that will become obvious, we would prefer your visit not be recorded." 
 
    "Why? You're a public company. What do you have to hide?" A silly question. He was unlikely to tell me. 
 
    "Certain contracts for the military are classified, including the people associated with those projects. In fact, before we can proceed, you will have to sign this non-disclosure agreement." He handed me a clipboard with a document several pages long.  
 
    I stared at him while debating whether to leave. I hadn’t come to play games. But Admiral Fossett, Chief of Naval Operations, had set up this meeting, and pissing him off might just result in me being assigned to a desk for the rest of my career. So I sat and scanned the document, then read it, and then read it again. I wouldn't be sued if I disclosed information about the AHI project, whatever that was, but I would lose my identity, property, and liberty and be sent to some prison that no one knew existed—for life. My hand shook as I initialed each page, signed the last, and handed it back to Mikel. 
 
    "Steven," he said as he accepted the document, "now that we are about to share secrets." He handed me a cup of coffee, black, which he had retrieved from somewhere and sat. No surprise he should know I like my coffee black with no sweeteners. He probably knew my complete history, starting with what I weighed at birth. He smiled, sat in the chair opposite me, picked up a second cup of coffee, and sipped it. 
 
    "Zoe, which you already know," I said. 
 
    "Yes, as you have surmised, I know a lot about you and your very impressive service record. From the twenty officers' dossiers I received, I chose you. They all had exemplary records, but something about your choices, actions, life drew me to you. That may not sound very analytical, but I have good instincts, as I believe you do." He paused for another sip of coffee, watching me. 
 
    "Do I have a choice, or has the decision been made?" I asked. I didn't like where this was going. The owner of a Robotics company didn't have a fleet of military cruisers, so I wasn't interested. 
 
    "You will have a choice, but first the bad news. You must undergo an operation that has a twenty-five percent chance of permanently scrambling your brains with unpredictable results. If you survive the operation, there is a sixty-two-point-five percent chance you will be unable to adapt adequately to your new...equipment, which we cannot safely recover at this time. Finally, the equipment may be beyond your capacity to command." 
 
    "What's the good news?" I was hooked and he knew it. Command. Besides, any project with that many negative outcomes had to have a prize worth the risks. 
 
    "If you succeed, you will command a fifth century warship." 
 
    "Where do I sign?" I quipped, but not in jest. He grinned in satisfaction. 
 
    "I had a feeling from reading your file that you would be interested. You love commanding a ship for the sake of protecting the Commonwealth and are not interested in rank or glory. As of today, you're on medical leave. You can have as much time as you want to straighten out your affairs, visit friends and family, take a vacation, or whatever—because you're going to live and work at this facility, your available free time will be unpredictable, and..." 
 
    "I could die or become mentally incompetent," I filled in his poignant pause. "I understand. Give me a week." 
 
    "You can have a month if you need it," Mikel said. His face and tone carried real concern. "We want you healthy, free of any distractions, and ready to work." 
 
    "I'd like to start today, but I know I'm not at one hundred percent, although I've told the doctors, the Office of Assignments, and every admiral who would talk to me that I was. Apparently, someone agreed." I laughed. 
 
    "No. Everyone knows you're lying, but they're desperate. They want you on the frontlines fighting the Issog. You've got good instincts and have been consistently effective. You would have a command today, except Admiral Fossett believes this project has the potential to give us an advantage over the Issog. So when I selected you, he decided to give me a chance to recruit you." 
 
    * * * 
 
    The ride back to Utopia took about thirty seconds—or so it seemed. My mind went wild with speculation. What kind of a cruiser were they developing, and why would it be dangerous for the...captain? Couldn't be everyone on the Bridge or they would need a standard configuration, about thirty people for three shifts. Mikel had talked about mental problems, so the equipment most likely involved implants rather than robotics. And if he knew it could cause mental problems, then there had been other lab-rats before me. How many? More than one, since he had a probability ratio for several scenarios. That also meant someone, or maybe several individuals, had succeeded. If so, why was I important? Were there other candidates? 
 
    I stood on the curb, my mind a blank, wondering where I was as the vehicle sped away. It took several minutes for me to realize I was outside the Senior Officers' temporary quarters—in my case, permanent quarters when not on assignment. I had been married twice, the first time to a civilian. That didn't work out because I was on ship assignments more than I was home. He got lonely and found someone to warm his bed when I wasn't there. I didn't blame him. In truth, I could have had more dirt-side assignments if I had wanted—I didn't. The second time I thought I was smarter and married a Lieutenant Commander. The problem was he enjoyed flying as much as I did, so we seldom saw each other. That might have worked out—eventually we both would have retired on some planet—but he wanted kids. I wouldn't have minded, but what were we going to do with the kids after they were born? Neither he nor I intended to stay home and raise them. Have them and hand them off to someone? Even I'm not that selfish. In the end, it didn't matter. He died two years ago, fighting the Issog. 
 
    That made me an ideal candidate. No family ties to get in the way of work, nor to grieve if something happened to me. Another reason to hate the Issog. My father, mother, brother, sister, nieces, and nephews all lived on the planet Kammu, which the Issog took control of early in the war. They could be alive or dead. There was no way to tell. Dead, I hoped selfishly. There were lots of unsubstantiated stories that the Issog lived on blood and they were using captured humans for their food supply. Not too unlike us raising animals for food, if you could compare humans to cows or chickens, but the thought of breeding humans for a constant blood source made me want to vomit every time the uninvited thought crept into my mind. At least the lizards didn't want to eat us. They just considered us pests—like rats—that needed exterminating. 
 
    I concluded I didn't really need to change anything for this assignment. My life was organized around fulltime ship duty. What I needed to do was to get my head on straight—clear my mind of everything but my new assignment. I dialed up an old Hungarian goulash dinner on the food genie, opened a bottle of red wine, changed into pajamas, and settled down in front of my house communication unit. 
 
    "Alex." I had named my unit after my late husband. "Display Utopian resorts. List ten at a time in order of their ratings." I spooned in a mouthful of steaming hot goulash while I waited. As I chewed, ten resorts appeared along with a picture of each property and a brief description of its location, amenities, price, and rating. "Save Rocky Point, list next ten." By the fourth ten the ratings had dropped to four stars. I disposed of what was left of my dinner, refilled my glass of wine, and settled back down in front of Alex. 
 
    "Alex, display my saved list." Immediately six resorts appeared. I spent the next two hours researching each resort, slowly eliminating one at a time until only two remained. "Alex, using my profile, select the resorts most likely to meet my needs," I said, unable to decide between the two. 
 
    "Zoe, are you intending to relax, celebrate, or hide?" Alex asked in a baritone close to the real Alex's voice. I laughed. That might have been the reason I couldn't decide. I didn't know what I was looking for.  
 
    "Relax." I finally decided. 
 
    "Willows Resort and Spa," Alex responded. "Would you like me to schedule it for you?" 
 
    "Yes. Ten days beginning tomorrow." I settled back with a refilled glass of wine, feeling relaxed—no more hypothetical questions. The answers suddenly didn't matter. I'd find out eleven days from now. My job for the next ten days was to heal mentally and physically. 
 
    * * * 
 
   
  
 

 A Time to Relax and Heal 
 
    "Good morning Zoe. Your travel arrangements and resort reservation are on your ICD, Intelligent Communications Device. A limo will be here in two hours to deliver you to Wycant Airfield for your shuttle to the Willows Resort..." Alex went on to detail the type of shuttle, travel time, food available, room accommodations... I listened abstractly as I finished a bowl of oatmeal for breakfast. "Are those arrangements satisfactory?" 
 
    "Yes, Alex. Most satisfactory." Alex had booked a luxury vacation, including the transportation. Expensive, but I could afford it. Most of my salary stayed in the bank. It was hard to spend credits when most of your year was aboard a cruiser assigned to a theater of war. 
 
    When I arrived at Wycant Airfield I was surprised to find a private shuttle owned by Willows Resort.  
 
    "Good morning, and welcome aboard. I'm Susan." The trim blonde attendant in a light blue pantsuit paused to look at her tablet. "Would you prefer Miss, Mrs., or Captain LaFon?" she asked. I hesitated. I'd been a captain for so long I had begun to think it was my first name.  
 
    "How about Zoe, if it isn't against the rules." I was supposed to be relaxing and clearing my head. Given that, I would try and see if I could forget the war, death, or anything even remotely connected with the Issog. 
 
    "You're a special guest and our only passenger, so you make the rules, Zoe." She waved toward the shuttle’s interior. "Take any seat you want, and change seats as often as you like. Can I get you something to drink while our pilot tries to figure out how to get us airborne?" Her amused smile would have reduced any male to jelly. 
 
    "Coffee...with something interesting in it. You choose," I said, working to get into this relaxed mode. On a cruiser, I never drank or ingested anything that would impair my judgment. You never knew when the space jinni would appear, and if you weren't at your best, people died. I looked around and finally chose a couch. The shuttle looked to hold a minimum of eight people in real comfort. The seats were covered in a light tan leather material, padded everywhere, adjustable, and most swiveled. The takeoff was impressively gentle. A minute later Susan returned with a steaming cup of what smelled like coffee. She stood waiting as I took a sip. "Wow," I choked out. It tasted fantastic and warmth began spreading from my head to my toes. "What is it?" 
 
    "Just ask for a Susan special. Everyone at the Willows will know." She disappeared, but every time I looked up from reading about the Willows and the area, she stood there asking if I needed anything. The inflight meal was steak, something I seldom see. The pilot circled the Willows Resort several times to give me a bird's eye view, while Susan pointed out the interesting buildings and trails. 
 
    * * * 
 
    For ten days, I did all the things I wouldn't normally do, beginning with having my hair cut short—the pony tail gone—shampooed and styled. Out with the old and in with the new. After a leisurely lunch, I scheduled a massage. I climbed on the table regretting the impulse and lay face down. The small Asian woman removed my towel, dripped oil on my back, and began kneading it with her hands. I squirmed and complained as she worked her fingers into my muscles. 
 
    "You hard like rock. Break fingers. Wait." She ran off. A few minutes later she returned with two silver balls. When they touched my back, they were warm. Using her palms, she rolled them around my back, down my butt, on my thighs and calves, and up onto my back over and over again. At some point my whole body seemed to loosen and I moaned with pleasure. "Better," she said. "No longer tight." 
 
    In the days that followed I had multiple massages, tried the mineral baths, went hiking, ate way too much, and talked with some very rich people about nothing and everything. As I stood waiting for the shuttle to land I felt relaxed, healed, and ready to work. On the flight home, Susan made me another Susan Special, symbolic of the clock striking midnight for Cinderella. 
 
    * * * 
 
   
  
 

 A New Beginning: Phase I 
 
    When I exited the shuttle, the same black vehicle waited for me. It stopped briefly at my apartment for me to pick up the two suitcases I had packed before I left on vacation, and we were off. This time the trip seemed to take only minutes. I reminisced about my luxury vacation and how wonderful it had been to forget about everything except me. When I reached the wooden counter, the same young woman greeted me. 
 
    "Good afternoon, Captain LaFon. Mr. Mikel is expecting you." She handed me a visitor's badge. After the non-disclosure papers I had signed, I expected a permanent badge.  Shrugging, I clipped the badge to the collar of my blouse and entered the elevator. I almost panicked when it went down and not up. The door opened into a room the size of the building, filled with monitors, banks of computers, and equipment whose function I couldn't begin to guess at. 
 
    "Welcome back, Zoe. You look...rested and ready for a new adventure. Carla, give Zoe her new credentials." Mikel nodded to a young red-headed woman sitting at a workstation a few steps away. "We don't use badges anymore. People tend to mislay them and they are easy to copy." 
 
    Carla waved me to her desk. "Hold your eyes up to this machine." 
 
    I did and saw two tiny lights off in the distance.  
 
    "Good. Now place your hand on this pad and count from one to nine three times." She patiently waited for me to finish, glancing occasionally at one of the monitors on her desktop. After a few minutes on her computer she nodded and picked up a strange gun. "Give me your hand." When I did, she held the gun to the area under my thumb and the gun fired. I felt only a slight sting. "There, if you will type in a password. Six or more letters or numbers or symbols but nothing someone could guess at if they knew you—like Willows." She grinned. When I did too, she continued. "The system now has your eye, hand, and voice information. Depending upon what access you're requesting, it may ask for one or more of those items." 
 
    Mikel collected me then. "Welcome officially to the AHI program, which stands for Advanced Human Interface and says nothing and everything. Come, for the next several days I will explain the AHI's goals, your part in the project, and introduce you to the members of the team." 
 
    I followed him down a long hallway past rooms with floor-to-ceiling glass windows which had given me the illusion that area was one large room. About halfway, he ushered me into a room that look like a media suite. 
 
    "Have a seat, Zoe." He picked up a tablet and typed for a minute. "I have always thought robotics were fascinating and useful. But unlike others, I never thought they could or should replace humans. Most robotic companies continue trying to make what they believe is progress towards that goal. Humans are unpredictable, which would lead you to believe they are trying to build unpredictable machines. They aren't. They want very predictable machines, Q.E.D., they won't be human. Ironically, it's that unpredictability that I believe frustrates the Issog and accounts for several of your successes." He stopped to look at me. I nodded after a minute's thought. "The conclusion is therefore that we need predictable machines controlled by humans. But humans are slow and machines fast—like matching a turtle with a dolphin. Consequently, I have for many years worked to improve the human interface with machines—specifically robots. My customers want machines which humans can control, and which are easy to reprogram on-the-fly. A few years after the Issog invaded us, the military became interested in my approach. They didn't want to eliminate the ship's captain, but rather to make him or her more efficient—machine and man working together." 
 
    "You're talking about our physical slowness: keying information, talking, head and eye movement..." 
 
    "Partially. The time it takes once you decide to punch a key until you punch that key. The turtle in action. Also, the time it takes to assemble the information, make that decision, decide on an action, and initiate that decision." 
 
    "That appears a lot of work for a few seconds’ gain," I said while nibbling on my lip. 
 
    "If you and the machines that controlled all of the Bridge's positions were one, you would still be a turtle, but with longer legs and a lighter shell." 
 
    "All right Steven, you lost me." I wasn't sure I understood what he was driving at, but I knew it was way beyond what I was thinking. 
 
    "The Captain controls the ship through people at various stations: navigation, ECM, weapons, etc. These individuals interact with machines to implement the captain's wishes. What if you could replace all those people and talk directly to the applicable machines? You would be the ship, or at least, as much a part of the ship as the machines that constitute it." 
 
    "That's impossible!" I blurted. The concept gave me a headache just thinking about it. 
 
    "I hope not, because if it is, then we will disappoint a lot of people who have worked very hard." For a minute, Mikel had a faraway look. He smiled when a young man entered the room. "Zoe, I'd like you to meet Peter Lieser. Peter is currently the only person who has successfully completed the AHI program." 
 
    "Then why do you need me?" Maybe I should have asked why there weren’t twenty others in training besides me. 
 
    "Peter has successfully completed all the requirements, but the results weren't what we were hoping for. About the same as a Captain without the AHI enhancements. I…we were all very disappointed until I realized...conjectured the reason was Peter. Not that he isn't intelligent, far above average actually, but that he has never functioned as a military officer in any capacity. Peter has to think about things a Captain would automatically know from years of experience. I would imagine most Bridge Officers who have only served in one position would find it difficult to perform at an average Captain's level." 
 
    "Too many think they would be better than their current one. I see your point, but won't have an opinion until I get to where Peter is. Sorry, Peter. It's nice to meet you." I held out my hand, which he took with a firm grip. 
 
    "It's a pleasure to meet you, Zoe. Your service record is impressive. Mr. Mikel was kind not to add that I don't have the killer instinct I imagine you...acquire in training, or develop when people are trying to kill you." He blushed slightly, although he needn't have. He was right. We were killers in a killing profession. I wasn't sure whether it was already in those of us who made it to Captain, or whether we acquired it because people—or blood-sucking aliens—were trying to kill us. Mikel interrupted before I could reply. 
 
    "I'm assigning Peter as your mentor. He not only knows the program but has been through it, so he will be able to share his experiences and conjectures. I think that is enough for today. Peter will show you around the shop, introduce you to the phase-one personnel, show you to your assigned room, and help you get settled. Everyone who works at Next Robotics has permanent quarters assigned on site. Those who work on the AHI project have quarters on the second floor. Those who work on the company's robotic business have quarters in one of the two other buildings. Those employees are free to come and go when they are not working, and more than fifty percent have permanent homes elsewhere. AHI personnel are also free to come and go when not working or restricted, which happens when they are participating in an active phase with a participant. Then they must remain on site. They are also more closely monitored." He paused, awaiting my comments. 
 
    I laughed. "Since I'm a participant, I assume that means I'm permanently restricted." 
 
    "I'm afraid so—" 
 
    "I understand. It won't be much different than being on a cruiser in wartime. I had a great vacation and I'm ready to do whatever is necessary." 
 
    "Good. I don't think you'll be sorry. Welcome to the AHI team." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "These are really nice quarters," I said after touring my assigned unit. It was at least as large as my military quarters, and better furnished. The suite had a master bathroom as big as a bedroom, the bedroom had a walk-in closet, a queen-size bed, large dresser, night table, padded chair, and plenty of room to move around. The living room was complete with a leather couch, lounge chair, two padded chairs, several small tables, and a fifty-inch communications monitor. There was also a small kitchen. 
 
    "The kitchen is in case you don't like the cafeteria food, which you can have delivered. And we have Aeton, our concierge, if you need something that hasn't been provided, or groceries if you prefer to cook yourself. Between you and me, participants can have just about anything they want." 
 
    "That's good to know, Peter. You're off to a good start as my mentor." In reality, I was used to the austere life aboard a military cruiser and needed little more than a bed and work. 
 
    "Of course, there is no free ride. Participants...pay a price for their privileges." His gaze turned downward and he lapsed into silence. 
 
    "Tell me about phase one, from your perspective. I'm told twenty percent had their brains scrambled." While I waited, I poured a cup of coffee from the coffee maker in the kitchen, which I had turned on during our walk around. "Would you like something to drink? I noticed the refrigerator has a nice variety of juices, milk, ice tea, and fizzy drinks." 
 
    "A glass of ice tea, please. They weren't sure what you drank besides coffee, so they tried all of the obvious drinks. I hope you don't prefer an alcoholic drink." 
 
    "No. A glass of wine occasionally just to be social." 
 
    "Well, phase one to date has had two participants who encountered mental problems after the procedure. There have been eight participants so far, that's twenty-five percent. Those two individuals were very nervous about the effect of the implant. There is no scientific evidence to support this, but I believe it was their fear that caused the problem. Afterward, they had trouble talking, working problems, and wild emotional swings from depression to uncontrollable anger. We were all nervous, but they feared the procedure. I think, again my opinion, if you're focused on the work, you have nothing to worry about. The operation is around twelve hours, but recovery is easy, because they put you in a coma for fourteen days. So by the time you're conscious again, you're pretty well healed. The problem is learning to interface and live with the implant." 
 
    "What do you mean, learning to live with it?" That sounded ominous. 
 
    "What is one hundred nineteen squared?" he asked unexpectedly. After the initial shock, I mentally went to work. After a long pause, he interrupted my mental calculations. "Give me a number to square." 
 
    "Nine hundred sixteen—" 
 
    "Eight hundred thirty-nine thousand fifty-six." He smiled, probably at me using my ICD to check the result. "Your implant will automatically compute, lookup, and verify the things you're thinking about. That can be a distraction. I knew the answer as soon as I wanted it." 
 
    "I'm impressed." 
 
    "You can download any information into the implant's database. Then, whenever you want it, the implant will retrieve it faster than you can type the request. The temptation is to load it with everything. Don't. It's extremely distracting. Unlike a computer, which you have to ask to do something, the implant tends to retrieve anything you're thinking about. It acts a lot like your brain, and you have to learn to live with it." 
 
    * * * 
 
   
  
 

 A New Beginning: Phase II 
 
    My nose itched, but when I went to scratch it, I couldn't. My arms were restrained—strapped to the bed at my wrists. When I tried to rise, I found my chest and ankles were also strapped. On the verge of panic, I tried to calm myself to remember my last thoughts before I blanked out: an image of men and women and equipment being tossed around as the Bridge of the Cruiser Acheron was breached, bodies torn to shreds as we fought the horde of boarding Issog, floating in space as explosion after explosion turned the cruiser into a flaming inferno... I shook my head—an old nightmare. Something new. I fought to remember...an operation...the AHI project. I lay back relieved, then panic returned with a vengeance—something must have gone wrong! I was in a prison ward—insane and dangerous. I was now part of the twenty-five percent with my brains scrambled. Tears filled my eyes—I would never fly or command a ship again. I think I slept, because when I woke a middle-aged woman stood looking down at me. 
 
    "I'm sorry about that, Zoe. When the computer detected your panic, it sedated you. I should have been here when you began to recover from your induced coma. But there was an accident that required my attention. If you promise to remain still, I will release your restraints. They were necessary to ensure you didn't hurt yourself while you recovered from surgery. Didn't want you falling out of bed." She smiled and began removing the restraints. "Although you were technically in a coma, sometimes the implant causes the patient to make violent movements." 
 
    "Thank you...Doctor Hopher. The restraints caused the panic attack. I thought... I'm not sure what I thought, but it caused a series of unpleasant memories." I raised my hand and scratched my nose, relieved to be free and able to get at the itch. "Much better." 
 
    "Jason is going to be your physical therapist for the next week or so," she said as a small athletic middle-aged man entered the room. "The coma accelerated the healing but unfortunately caused your muscles to atrophy to a significant degree." 
 
    "All right, Zoe. Let’s get you up and see how much lying around for two weeks has cost you." He helped me out of bed and supported me while I tried to get my legs to cooperate with my desire to walk. Good thing Jason was hanging on or I would have fallen. My legs felt like rubber. Jason began slowly. By the end of two weeks he had me running five miles a day and lifting weights. I felt in the best shape I had been in for years. 
 
    "I pronounce you fit to return to duty, but I would suggest you visit my facility several times a week. A healthy body stimulates the brain. I'm biased, but I think those who continued to work out did better than those who didn't." 
 
    "Thanks, Jason. I hated the workout the first few days, but it was worth it. I do feel better, physically as well as mentally. Before or after work?" 
 
    "Before, for several reasons. One, it will stimulate your brain. But also, you won't feel like it after a hard day at work, and before work is your only guaranteed free time." 
 
    "Before work then," I said and meant it. The AHI project was important to me, and I would do everything necessary to succeed. There were Issog out there that missed me, I quipped mentally, vowing I would do everything in my power to ensure they got to see me again. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Well Zoe, how is the implant doing?" Peter asked as we made our way to the dining facility. I had gotten up an hour early, worked out for forty-five minutes, showered, and felt ready for whatever the day had in store for me. 
 
    "Pretty quiet so far. Is that normal?" 
 
    "Yes, for those who still have their brains in order. It will get more active now that you have started training. During the next couple of months, they will download various informational packets into your implant. As they do, the implant will get more active. Sort of like a six-month-old baby versus a three-year-old. The three-year-old has the vocabulary to ask questions, give you his view, and argue." 
 
    "It doesn't question or argue, does it?" 
 
    "No. It's more that you get its view without consciously asking, and it doesn't care what you thought the answer was, so maybe that is arguing." He gave me a crooked grin. "You might want to name the implant." 
 
    "Why?" I couldn't think of a reason. I wasn't planning on having a conversation with it.  
 
    "There are two views on that. If you don't name the implant, the thoughts tend to feel like part of your brain, in which case the thoughts you get are yours. That could make you feel unstable—schizophrenic. If you name it, then it's separate. In that case, those random thoughts are your annoyingly clever implant's." Peter shrugged. "I named my implant Greta, after a girl I dated who had an opinion about everything. That worked well for me." 
 
    I laughed. "Clever strategy. My problem is picking one of the thirty or so officers I've known who are a match for your Greta."  
 
    After breakfast, Peter took me to a room filled with computers and monitors. 
 
    "Zoe, meet Kwon," Peter said, introducing a thin small woman of Asian ancestry. She gave me a small bow. 
 
    "Good morning, Kwon. I'm pleased to meet you." 
 
    "Good morning, Zoe. I will be your lead trainer for the next couple of months. We start slow. Your implant already has a good database of mathematics, which is the reason it has probably been very quiet—you haven't needed that information, and the connections between your mind and the implant are still limited. For the next week or two, you'll work increasingly complex mathematical problems, which will cause your implant to become active and to extend its connections." 
 
    "Complex mathematics?" I asked, wondering what she meant by complex. 
 
    "Were you ever the Navigational Officer?" 
 
    "For two years, but it wasn't my most outstanding posting." 
 
    "Then you won't have any problem. Your training and your implant's databases will primarily be those associated with operating a cruiser. We're not training you to be a mathematician." She smiled, taking the bite out of the remark. 
 
    "You're the boss, Kwon. You tell me what you want, and I'll do my best to deliver." I wanted to let her know I respected her position—she was the instructor and I the student. The next two weeks went quickly as I immersed myself in the exercises. Kwon never offered to help with any of the problems but was not above a hint or suggestion when I hit a mental block. I was following a well-travelled path, and each time I stepped off it she gently nudged me back on it. Each day, my implant appeared to get smarter and quicker. At first it was distracting, but as time passed, I found it a help and began to rely on it as one would on any application designed to perform a specific function. After two weeks, I named it Plato. 
 
    The weeks and months that followed were like a refresher course for each position on the Bridge of a cruiser. I loved it, and felt I learned some things I hadn't fully understood or appreciated even though I had spent time at each position. But like any complex software, one tends to use only those parts that apply to the specific job at hand, and that may be less than fifty percent of its capability. About twelve weeks into phase II training the material felt like what one would receive at the War College, and I wondered how Mikel had managed to get access to it. 
 
    On the morning of my one hundred and fortieth day of AHI training, Mikel met me as I exited the exercise room. 
 
    "Good morning, Zoe. Are you enjoying the training?" 
 
    "Very much, Steven. I don't know what I expected, but I'm impressed and excited. Plato isn't as invasive as I had heard, and we seem to be getting along reasonably well." 
 
    "It does appear to vary by individual. Peter is at peace with Greta. This is a learning curve for us as well. Each individual reacts differently to the initial implant, to the training, and subsequently to the implant's presence. While participants struggle to become successful, we are trying to determine the factors that will predict a successful participant. So far, only Peter has been successful, although at what I'd consider marginal success." 
 
    "I will tell you, it helps to have a mentor like Peter. He has been very helpful, like when he explained why you would want to give your implant a name." 
 
    "Yes, Peter has helped to advance this project in many ways. I agree with you that a mentor is important. But the reason I stopped by to see you is to let you know that you have successfully completed phase II of the program and are being advanced to phase III." He stood watching me closely. I felt a rush of adrenalin. Not at the fact that I had done well in my classes, but that I would finally get to see a simulation of a fifth century cruiser.  
 
    * * * 
 
   
  
 

 A New Beginning: Phase III 
 
    "Peter, why don't you give me an introductory tour of the Bridge," I said after walking around the room. It didn't look like any Bridge I had ever seen or could have imagined. There was a chair for the captain and a semicircle of waist-high cabinets and nothing else. The cabinets might have been individual stations, but I couldn't tell because they didn't have any controls that I could see. It felt lonely and sterile. 
 
    "I've never been on a real cruiser, no point since the new Odin cruisers won't be anything like the current ones." He walked to the first panel, which I now noticed had a small bronze plate with Navigation engraved on it. "This is the Navigational panel. This one," he pointed to the next one, "is Weapons, then Electronic Counter Measures, Communications, Sensors, and finally the Helm. The absence of visual controls, I would imagine, makes it look strange. But they are unnecessary since you operate all the controls with mental commands to the Controller, which is integrated into the System Computer." 
 
    "How do I know what is happening?" My initial impression of a fifth century Bridge wasn't favorable. 
 
    "The monitor on the wall directly in front of you visually records your directives and verifies each individual station's acknowledgement. And you have the standard External Space Projection, ESP, hologram in the middle of the Bridge. 
 
    "All right, can you give me a demonstration?" 
 
    "Glad to. First you must tell Plato to initiate broadcast mode, or alternatively, you can put on your Battle Helmet. That will make a magnetic connection with Plato. Then, for example, give the Navigation unit a request to compute a vector to somewhere, or just compute it yourself, and send it to the Helm unit to execute." 
 
    There was nothing to hear so I watched the monitor. The monitor showed the vector: one-two-zero by zero-three-six at 550 gravities. I liked this even less, but I knew it was the typical reaction when a person had to give up the old way of doing something and learn a new one. So I sighed mentally and resigned myself to accepting a new and better way of killing the Issog. That thought motivated me. 
 
    "How about talking me through a couple of simple simulations. It will obviously be slower, but I want to know what instructions you're giving to the stations. The results of the simulation aren't important." 
 
    "All right. Let's start with the first simulation they had me work on when I entered Phase III. Elaine, would you start simulation S01, Single Cruiser Encounter?" 
 
    "Sure thing, Peter. S01 coming right up," a light soprano voice replied cheerfully. 
 
    "Elaine, can you slow it down?" 
 
    "Sure, Zoe, but it won't be much fun in slow motion," she said, sounding amused. 
 
    "Right now, I suspect slow motion will be triple motion for me. I have to learn a new way of thinking." 
 
    "Slow motion coming up," she said cheerfully, sounding like she was looking forward to the exercise. 
 
    Immediately, the monitor flashed: enemy cruiser, eight thousand kilometers, on intercept zero-two-zero by one-four-four, at 525 grav, time to missile range twenty-one minutes.  
 
    As I watched Peter’s responses on the monitor, I was impressed, even given he had obviously run this simulation many times and it was in slow motion.  
 
    For the next four days, I had Elaine run and rerun simulations and watched as Peter commanded the Odin. On the fifth day, I took over. I drove myself, trying to overcome the feeling of awkwardness. After two weeks of trying—and barely managing—to duplicate Peter's results, I screamed for Elaine to stop the simulation and asked for Mikel to join us. 
 
    When Mikel arrived, he was quick to speak. "I know you’re frustrated, Zoe. But everything is new and it will take time to adjust." He had included Peter and Elaine in the meeting. I held up my hand to stop him from continuing. 
 
    "Steven, I'm not giving up, but I have several observations which I would like you to hear before we continue." I could only hope he would listen with an open mind. I hated to admit it, but I didn't believe the Odin concept would work...without modifications. He nodded and even sat back, looking interested. 
 
    "First, the panels need to accommodate people," I began. Mikel frowned but to his credit didn't interrupt, indicating a willingness to hear me out. "If an Odin captain dies or gets seriously sick or injured, who is going to pilot the ship back to Utopia space? Captains do die in war, get sick, and have accidents, not to mention the fact that the captain is not on duty twenty-four-seven. 
 
    "Next, I know it will impact the optimum efficiency you think possible, but I believe you're attempting to make the captain's mind into an implant. The reason for the implant is to assist the human, because his or her mind will never operate at a machine speed. So knowing how to make a calculation and having assistance from the implant is good, but trying to make the captain operate like she is seven people is never going to achieve the efficiency you're hoping to attain. Worse, it detracts from what a captain is supposed to do—make decisions. 
 
    "Next—which is related—a captain delegates responsibilities so that he or she can concentrate on the situation at hand. What I'd like is to be able to just tell the virtual Navigator I want a vector to somewhere, rather than have to compute it. Decisions in a battle are seldom predicated on nanosecond calculations. 
 
    "And lastly, I need more visual feedback from my virtual crew. When I ask the Navigator for a vector, I'd like to have the option of seeing it before it is executed. 
 
    "In summary, the way the Bridge is designed to operate, I doubt I will ever significantly beat Peter's results. Peter is brilliant and has an agile mind. He lacks experience, so I will be able to improve on his simulation results, but not on his reactions. I like the idea, and think it has real potential, but I don't think I could ever make it live up to your expectations." I sat awaiting Mikel's reaction. I had certainly cast a shadow on his baby, and it wouldn't surprise me if he resisted making any changes. Not only was it his dream, but he had sold it to the navy—two good reasons to insist I make it happen. Mikel was silent for a long time, making Peter and Elaine nervous. I was content to wait. I had given him a lot to consider. 
 
    "Why don't you take a few days off while I consider what you've said and haven't said. You certainly deserve a rest. You've been working harder than I've a right to expect," he said while standing. I couldn't tell whether that meant for me to rest because I needed to before continuing or whether he really was going to consider my points. And even if he did, would that result in merely cosmetic changes to appease me and keep his dream alive? I didn't envy him the decision. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
    Breakthrough  
 
    After four days of doing nothing, I was not only bored but nervous. I didn't want to quit the program, but I didn't think I could ever meet Mikel's expectations. When Mikel finally called for a meeting, I was relieved but apprehensive when he wanted to meet with me alone in his office. Sounded like a pink slip. I hoped he didn't want his implant back... Or maybe I couldn't leave until they figured out how to remove it. Fortunately, he hadn't given me enough time to get really hysterical. 
 
    "Good morning, Zoe. You don't look rested. Would you like something to drink before we get started?" he began as I entered his office. I just wanted to get it over with as quickly as possible, but I hoped coffee would relax me, or at least give me something to do while he talked. I felt like a lieutenant called in to see a general. 
 
    "Coffee please, Mr. Mikel." 
 
    "Why so formal, Zoe?" 
 
    "I know I said things..." 
 
    "Truthful things, based on your experience both as a participant and a senior naval officer. Yes, I've had a dream for more than twenty years, and the AHI program is my chance to make it come true." He paused to hand me a cup of coffee and waved for me to take a seat. "The dream is still alive, but it has made contact with reality." He laughed. "If Odin becomes a class of navy cruisers, it will require captains who will be selected from a pool of naval officers who are humans—not machines. The first Odin series may not be what I had envisioned, but we need a next generation cruiser today, not in ten years. I have, therefore, decided to let you modify the current Odin configuration." 
 
    "I know that must not have been an easy decision...Steven. But even with all my proposed changes, I'm excited about the idea of going to war with an Odin class cruiser. I believe it will surpass anything we have today." 
 
    "I've authorized my engineers to make whatever modifications you want, but I reserve the right to make you convince me they are necessary." 
 
    "Thank you. I like your concept. It's just I believe you may be a century or two ahead of the rest of us," I said, feeling excited to start. He laughed. 
 
    * * * 
 
   
  
 

 Odin Phase IV 
 
    Mikel called a meeting of his AHI project managers that same afternoon, nine individuals. 
 
    "Zoe has some concerns about the Bridge and the way it operates, or rather the way it forces the captain to operate. I've taken several days to consider her concerns, and have concluded the problem results from discrepancies between the way you and I would like the system to work for maximum efficiency and the way the real world—those fighting our enemies—works. For example, if the captain dies, how do we get our one-of-a-kind cruiser and its four hundred crew back home? We are trying to shave nanoseconds off each task when in reality the mind can't work at that speed. Zoe?" He paused and looked in my direction. I made eye contact with each individual. 
 
    "Let me say that I like the overall concept, and believe it will give us an advantage over the current Issog cruisers and their captains. But I don't think humans are ready for all of the advancements the AHI project is aiming for." I looked back to Mikel. 
 
    "I've agreed to let Zoe make the changes she has suggested and any others she feels necessary. My only condition was that she justify any we feel an unnecessary throwback to the current ways for the sake of comfort—we've always done it that way.  We will continue to monitor her progress. We have a goal, and the Defense Department and Navy will want to know how much we've improved performance. Of course, the real assessment won't come until Captain LaFon encounters the Issog. That’s the overriding reason I've decided to let Zoe make the changes—we understand technology, but she understands war. 
 
    * * * 
 
    We spent the next three days discussing the changes. The AHI team would provide normal looking panels on the primary Bridge for the crew standing normal duty watch and for those on routine maneuvers. For encounters with the enemy or an emergency, I could lock down any or all of the station's panels. New monitors had to be installed to give me a visual of what was pending. If I asked for a vector but didn't want it executed immediately, the monitor would display the vector when it was available. The individual stations had to be capable of performing tasks I asked for. I didn't want the responsibility of doing every task, so the individual stations had to act similar to a human in that position, just faster. 
 
    The project leaders and their teams went on a twenty-four-seven schedule, and had the new Bridge ready in two weeks and debugged to my satisfaction in three. 
 
    "Thank you. You and your teams are fantastic to work with, and as dedicated as any I've ever worked with. I plan to start running the simulations tomorrow to get a feel for the new system. I'm hoping from here on out it will just be minor adjustments as I work to become operational, but you and I need to be aware of anything we can do to improve the system, or my performance. From today, consider me getting ready to take your marvelous technology to war," I said to enthusiastic cheers. I only hoped it was going to be as simple as I made it sound—and that the results would be what these people expected. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "All right, Elaine, let's start with simulation S01, Single Cruiser Encounter," I said, eager to try out the new configuration and software. 
 
    "Slow mo?" she asked with amusement.  
 
    "Yes, until I get used to the monitors and what I can expect from my virtual Bridge personnel. In a sense, we are on our maiden shakedown cruise. As soon as everything checks out, I think we'll move ahead quickly. I hope you're working on some complex simulations for later. Surprises will be the best indicator of the AHI potential." 
 
    "I am." She laughed. "I've been talking with senior officers, active and retired, who have had experience in the war with the Issog and Arrith; researching historical accounts of battles; and throwing in my own innovations." 
 
    "I look forward to seeing them." 
 
    "Me too. Simulation S01 beginning in ten seconds." The ready light appeared on the monitor. Over the next six hours, I went through the simulation six times, increasing the speed each time. I noted several minor problems with the virtual personnel handling my commands. They were noted and reported to the appropriate teams. 
 
    "I'm glad you've included me, Zoe, but I'm afraid I won't be of much help given the changes," Peter said as we finished for the day. 
 
    "Your performance with the original system was as good as could have been achieved. I'm hoping you might see things I don't because you look at my performance from a different perspective. In addition, you will be mentoring the next generation of Odin captains and will need to understand why I do things a certain way. You'll also be doing simulations which may help trigger ideas." 
 
    "Oh," Peter mumbled, eyes downcast in thought. Then he smiled. "Sounds like fun." 
 
    * * * 
 
    Over the next two months, I worked ten to twelve hours in the simulator, several hours reviewing the results, and forwarded my suggestions to the various teams. Peter was terrific and seemed as enthusiastic as me, proving helpful with suggestions and poignant questions that frequently made me rethink my approach. 
 
    "All right, Elaine, it's time for your new simulations. I'm ready for some interesting problems." 
 
    "About time," she quipped. "I was getting bored with the old ones." 
 
    "I wasn't," Peter interjected. "I've only worked on a few of those last ten, and I could never finish without being killed. I can see now how trying to do everything yourself can be overwhelming, even with the implant." 
 
    The next month was finally more fun than work. Elaine had created a series of simulations based on our early days against the Arrith and threw in a few surprises, which came close to feeling like a real war. The system proved solid and I felt comfortable in my new environment. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "I'd like to commend everyone," Mikel said as he began his formal monthly review. "Zoe has pushed you beyond what should have been the breaking point for normal human beings. But rather than break, you grew stronger. Sherl, you've been assessing Zoe's performance over the months with the new modifications. Where are we now?" Of course, Mikel already knew since he had received an advance copy, but we didn't, and this review constituted an official report for the government. 
 
    "At the beginning of the AHI project, we projected an overall one hundred percent improvement in combat efficiency. Prior to Zoe, Peter was our only successful participant, but his performance never exceeded fifteen percent. In addition, he was never able to successfully complete the last of our test simulations." She paused to take a sip of water and review her notes. "Ironically, Zoe only achieved an eighteen percent performance improvement under the original system. With the new system, however, I measured her overall performance improvement at close to forty percent, and she has not only aced our original simulations but the ten new ones we created. Elaine claims they are fifty percent harder than any of the previous ones." 
 
    "Zoe?" Mikel looked toward me.  
 
    "I'm not sure about my increased performance in terms of percentages, but I know based on Elaine's new simulations that my chances of winning encounters with our enemies have doubled. As her simulations demonstrate, a captain's strategy seldom survives contact with her opponents, or the corollary, the enemy seldom cooperates." That generated snorts and laughs. "I wish we had twenty Odin cruisers in service. In my opinion, it would turn the war in our favor." 
 
    "I know your herculean efforts were not for money, but loyalty to your country and Next Robotics. Nevertheless, your teams will be given bonuses and a month off to spend them—" Mikel had to pause until the clapping and cheering stopped. "The first Odin cruiser is in the final stages of construction and scheduled to be operational in two weeks. Assignments have been finalized for ninety percent of the crew, and candidates for the Bridge are ready to be interviewed. That has been left for you, Zoe. But first you have to meet your security." 
 
    "Security? Why? I'll be on a warship." 
 
    "Aren't you ever going to leave the ship? You're the only one who is qualified to fly the new Odin, you're walking around with an implant worth hundreds of millions of credits, and knowing humanity, we must assume that there are loyal citizens who will consider you an abomination, or evil, and feel justified in killing you. And let’s not discount criminals who would consider you a walking diamond mine." He paused for my reaction.  
 
    I remained quiet, since I had never thought about security. I knew there were people who hated the war and thought if we stopped our opponents would, and we could, negotiate a solution. Killing a navy captain or two wouldn't stop the war, nor would killing the captain of the Odin, but someone might think it would. For others, a hundred-million-credit prize would be a powerful incentive. 
 
    "How?" I asked, thinking about navy security tagging along behind me. The idea was ridiculous. 
 
    "Mactans," Mikel said, throwing my mind into chaos. The Mactans were elite mercenaries from the planet Burning Sands who were fashioned in the old earth Bushido code of ethics. They had named them after the Black Widow spider rather than the Samurai. Appropriately, their uniforms were black with a red-hourglass patch on the shoulder.  The Mactans were loyal, fearless, trained from infancy in the art of war, and like the spider they were named for—deadly. All captains had guards outside their quarters, but in reality, they were there more for privacy than security. The idea of personal security twenty-four seven felt...unsettling...dehumanizing, making me feel more like a valuable object. My head hurt. 
 
    "When?" I asked, dreading the answer. 
 
    "The Mactans arrive this afternoon. We leave tomorrow. You and I have a meeting with Admiral Fossett, Chief of Naval Operations, in the morning. In the afternoon, you will get to set foot on the Odin. The next day, you have a meeting with Vice Admiral Gamez, Chief of Personnel Assignments. He's hoping you can narrow the list of candidates he has prepared. If all goes well, you should be ready to begin flight testing as soon as the construction crew signs off." Mikel looked and sounded excited. I didn't blame him. His dream had been twenty years in the making, and within weeks it would become at least a partial reality.  
 
    I had warring emotions: I was excited at the thought of commanding the Odin—a unique cruiser and the first of its kind—and for the opportunity to fight the Issog again. But I was apprehensive over the fact that so much was riding on my shoulders. I wasn't just another captain with a new ship. I represented a new class of captains who would be operating the next generation of warships. The fate of the program rested on my performance. Finally, I got control of myself. 
 
    "I want to thank everyone here for your help and for supporting me. You've done everything I asked and much more. I promise you I will do everything I can to make sure the Odin is recognized as the next evolution in warships, and the AHI as a viable strategy and the turning point in our war with the Issog."


 
   
  
 


 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    The Mactans 
 
     When I walked into the conference room with Mikel, ten men in black uniforms with weapons strapped to arms and legs flowed smoothly to a relaxed attention. At first glance they looked identical: tall, thin, wiry builds, long angular faces, olive skin, and black short-cropped hair. The man closest to Mikel and me stepped forward and gave a small bow. 
 
    "Captain LaFon, I'm Commander Akar. Before we begin duty, we must each personally sign the contract. Although others are paying for our services, the contract is between the Mactans present and you, Captain LaFon."  
 
    I shrugged and picked up the pen lying on the table.  
 
    He placed his hand over mine. "No, sir. You must read it very carefully and make sure you understand the terms of our agreement. We have found in the past that clients make erroneous assumptions about our services. That can make them dissatisfied with our performance, and can cause confusion in an emergency." He handed me the document, which looked to be four or more pages.  
 
    I pulled up a chair and began reading. Then I read it a second time. 
 
    "This is very invasive and somewhat callous, if I read it correctly." I put the document down, shaking my head in disbelief. Akar was right when he said clients made erroneous assumptions about their services, because I had. "Two guards with me all the time and one must be able to see me, and you will defend no one but me?" 
 
    "We have found it is not possible to protect a client if we can't see him or at a minimum control all access to where he is. You may order us to leave you alone with someone, but then it's you who negated the contract and are responsible for the consequences." His lip twitched in what I took as amusement. "Protecting you is the essence of the contract. If you and Mr. Mikel are together and a threat occurs and we also try to save Mr. Mikel, we will be distracted from protecting you. The only exception would be if saving Mr. Mikel somehow helps to protect or save you, then we would make an exception." He did smile this time.  
 
    I looked to Mikel, who didn't smile, but pointed to the document. 
 
    "I discussed this with Admiral Fossett and the Secretary General. It's not optional. If you were one of twenty Odin captains it wouldn't be necessary. But you aren't. You're the only one, and that is likely to be true for a long time. Losing you could set the project back by years, and we don't have years. The Admiralty believes the Issog could defeat us within as little as five years. And he's probably being overly optimistic." 
 
    "I don't like it, but I understand the reason." I picked up the pen and signed both copies.  
 
    Akar then picked up the pen and signed both copies. 
 
    "I, Commander Akar, give you my oath as a Mactan to protect your life with my own." He gave a small bow and then handed the pen to the man standing behind him, who signed the documents. 
 
    "I, Commander Second Jalus, give you my oath as a Mactan to protect your life with my own." He handed the pen to the next man in line... And so it went until all ten had signed and personally given me their oath. When I decided to retire, Akar and another man accompanied me back to my quarters and inspected them. 
 
    "We like to inspect any room you enter or plan on staying in to determine possible entrances and whether one of us needs to remain with you." He turned to leave.  
 
    "Please stay, Commander Akar. Since we are going to be working closely together for a long time, I'd like to know something about you and the Mactans, if you don't mind." I waved him to one of the chairs. "Would you like something to drink?" 
 
    "No thank you. We don't eat or drink on duty, because it distracts." He sat while studying me. "I don't mind telling you anything you would like to know. The better we understand each other, the better we will work together in an emergency. Those of us who are selected to be Mactans are raised in a.…crèche to control our schooling from an early age, and I would imagine to preclude family involvement later on. You must understand that we spend most of our lives on other planets with no extended vacations to visit our planet of birth. Our family becomes our fellow Mactans. We're very well educated, since history shows us that those with a broad range of knowledge adapt better and prove to be the best in an emergency. At age ten we begin to study war. Not just weapons but the tactics of ground warfare. At fourteen, we are assigned to a group that specializes in some activity. For example, the group assigned to you specializes in protecting individuals who are stationary or travel. I think you meet both categories." He gave a brief snort.  
 
    By the time he left, I thought I understood the Mactans a little better. Some would call their lives cruel, but no crueler than drafting a person and sending him away from family and friends to fight in a war. At least the Mactans had no one to miss and no one who would miss them if they got killed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next morning, I was surprised to find out we would be transported to the Defense Headquarters Building by shuttle. 
 
    "It's faster, and our meeting with the Admiral is early," Mikel said as we entered the navy combat shuttle. "Besides, you now have security, and the shuttle will be available to transport you and your security team to the Odin after the meeting." 
 
    Everyone else looked fresh and alert, while I felt like I hadn't slept all night. Maybe I hadn't. Changes were happening faster than I could adjust to them. Right now, war seemed simple. I was jarred out of my sulking as the shuttle landed on the roof of the Headquarters building. Corporal Dache was first to exit, ignoring military protocol—highest ranked person enters and exits first. It proved what I suspected—the Mactans' protocol took priority. Akar followed me, then Mikel. After having our identifications checked, we rode the elevator down to the sixtieth floor, where they checked our identifications again. 
 
    "How?" I looked to Akar. 
 
    "The finances were arranged yesterday, and our identifications entered into the Defense Department Database along with our clearance to accompany you wherever you go." His lip twitched in amusement. Obviously, no one needed my permission or approval. It was comical, and typical of the military. 
 
    After a brief exchange at the Admiral's office door, we were ushered in. I braced to attention and saluted—no one else did. The Admiral returned my salute as he came walking around his impressive curved ebony-wood desk. The low clouds just outside the floor-to-ceiling windows gave the impression he was walking on air.  
 
    "Welcome, Captain LaFon, sit. My aide will be bringing in drinks shortly." Fossett pointed toward several navy-blue padded armchairs clustered around a small coffee table. I noticed Akar, who had entered with us, backed up against the wall, where he could watch the door. "I've been pondering what to do with you when you and the Odin become operational. Obviously, you'll be assigned to the war zone, but in what capacity? The Odin is designed to produce faster response times, but pitting you alone against the Issog who operate in packs may prove the value of the Odin but get it destroyed prematurely. However, if I assign you to a squadron, the senior commander may slow you down, thus negating your improved efficiency and invalidating any evaluation of you and the Odin. If, on the other hand, I give you a squadron, that may limit your use of the Odin's advantages." He watched me as he took a cup of coffee from the tray a middle-aged petty officer was holding.  
 
    Stalling, I also picked up a cup and took a sip. 
 
    "The strategy will have to be evolved, sir. The simulations lead me to believe the Odin's greatest advantage occurs during an emergency, when response times matter the most. Since most encounters with the Issog are unique in one way or another, we won't know the answer until afterward." I couldn't believe I told the Admiral what amounted to beats me. He laughed. 
 
    "That was my conclusion, LaFon. I was just hoping you had some insight I didn't. Well, it was worth a try. I don't like the alone tactic or putting you under another captain's option, so I've decided to assign you as a squadron leader under Rear Admiral Simons, with whom, I believe, you've previously served. She has command of the Sixth Fleet, which normally includes a command cruiser, eighteen standard cruisers, and three smaller scout ships. She has them organized into three-cruiser squadrons. She is presently one squadron short, so I'm sending you and two cruisers to bring her fleet up to full strength. I'll also authorize you to take independent action at your discretion, since only you can determine when the Odin’s technology could make a difference. But use that option with care, as it is unlikely to make you popular with Simons or her captains. I would also like your assessment of the Odin’s technology after each engagement you participate in—was it useful, and if so how, and if not why. Make that for my eyes only. I don't want others critiquing technology they don't have or know how to use. You're right, this will be an evolving strategy. Meanwhile, Steven, I expect you to be training the next Odin captains. The continued existence of the Commonwealth may well depend upon you delivering more Odin captains and LaFon evolving an effective strategy. Oh, and Commander Akar and the Mactans keeping LaFon alive." 
 
    * * * 
 
   
  
 

 Finally Aboard the Odin 
 
    We boarded the shuttle and departed for the Odin, which was docked at Utopia's main assembly station on the backside of the planet. We arrived just as the sun was setting, and the multi-tiered platform was bathed in crimson. The pilot slowed as he passed the bay where the Odin was parked. 
 
    "That's the Odin on the monitor," he announced over the loudspeaker.  
 
    "Looks like any new cruiser," I said, looking up at the monitor. 
 
    "That was the idea. If we made it look any different, it might become a bulls-eye for the Issog. This way, you look like any other Commonwealth cruiser. Besides, it may slow them down if they think we have more than one." Mikel gave me a devilish grin. 
 
    We docked at shuttle connection bay X6 and rode the station's railcar to assembly platform A3, where the Odin was docked. Two armed military security men stood guarding the entrance to the Odin. I didn’t blame them for looking nervous as they checked and verified the Mactans’ identifications—they looked like walking armories. Inside the cruiser's entrance, a lone man stood waiting. 
 
    "Captain LaFon, I'm Sean Lafferty, the assembly manager for the Odin. I'm here to give you a tour, explain what still needs to be done, and note any changes you feel necessary." His voice had the no-nonsense tone I would expect from a construction foreman, although he, too, looked a little intimidated by the Mactans. 
 
    "Thank you, Mr. Lafferty, Mr. Mikel and I would appreciate a tour. The men in black are Odin security," I said, to keep it simple. He nodded, looking somewhat relieved.  
 
    "For the most part, this ship intentionally looks like any Commonwealth cruiser, except of course for the Bridge and the layout of quarters. The first level, as you can see, is exactly the same," he said as he walked us though each of the shuttle bays: planet-side travel, marine combat shuttles, and navy attack fighters. A few crew had already arrived and were busy storing tools and equipment. They stopped when they saw us and straightened to attention—just in case. "As you can see, the admiralty is in a hurry. We don't normally allow crew on board until we're finished. Just complicates assembly, but orders are orders." Next, we walked through the pilot's area and were met by a tall middle-aged man with red hair. His ruddy face was smiling as he approached. 
 
    "Captain LaFon, I presume." He held out his hand, which I took. He had a firm handshake. "It appears you're in a hurry to party with the Issog. The sooner the better, I say. Oh, I forgot. I'm Commander Lian Stewart, Commander of the twenty-first fighter wing." 
 
    "Welcome aboard, Stewart. Yes, I'm Captain LaFon and I am in a hurry. I've been away from the party for far too long." It was true. I could feel the growing excitement like it was in the air I was breathing. "How is your area looking? Any problems?" 
 
    "No problems. Mr. Lafferty is taking good care of me. Mostly crossing the T's and dotting the I's. Looks like a standard cruiser with a few upgrades, but the rumors say the upstairs is new and classified." His face turned serious and his narrowed eyes watched me carefully. 
 
    "All in good time, Stewart The job right now is getting this ship and crew ready to party." I said, reluctant to say anything while so many people were wandering the area. He nodded, and then proceeded to walk me through his area while talking about the upgraded fighters.  
 
    Next, we briefly inspected several storage areas containing extra parts and equipment, missiles, military clothing, and sundry items for the crew. The engine room was not standard. A third engine had cleverly been added, which I was informed added four seconds to the Odin's skip ability. Finally, we entered the marines’ area, where a broad shouldered middle-aged man with a scarred face met us. His eye appraised the Mactans quickly before meeting mine. 
 
    "Welcome, Captain LaFon. Rumor said you were on board. I'm Colonel Kirk Storch, commander of the Third Battalion Twelfth Company Airborne Marines." 
 
    "Thank you, Storch. I'm pleased to meet you. Right now, I'm just touring the ship. Any problems?" 
 
    "No, Lafferty is good at his job. Will Mactans be providing ship security?" he asked, studying Akar.  
 
    "No, Colonel. For all practical purposes this is a normal cruiser, and your marines will provide ship security when you aren't teaching the Issog their manners. All will be made clear when we go operational."  
 
    "Business as usual then. If you'll follow me, I'll give you a tour, although I'm sure you know what a standard marine area looks like, since this is not your first command." He smiled.  
 
    Afterward, we proceeded to the second level, where I saw the new missile, laser, and ECM bays. The Odin missile and laser equipment had been upgraded. Instead of two banks of four missiles each, the Odin had two banks of six, and the lasers were all seventy centimeters versus the standard fifty—the Odin had real punch. The second level also had a dining facility, an environmental section, an exercise area, a hospital, and crew quarters. 
 
    The third level was largely senior crew quarters, plus a conference room, offices, a small dining area, and the Bridge. The Mactans were assigned the quarters closest to me and the Bridge, our last stop. The altered panels gave the appearance of a standard Bridge, except for the additional monitors. But in reality, this was the most non-standard Bridge in the navy—any navy—and I hoped it would be the instrument of the Issog's destruction. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    Shakedown Cruise 
 
    The next day, I met with Admiral Gamez, a stocky man who was slightly overweight and of an age to retire if we weren't at war and in need of every available man and woman fit for service. From the look on his face he wasn’t in a good mood. 
 
    "Well, LaFon, what are you looking for, twenty senior men and women with command experience? We seem to be a little short of them," he began after I took the chair he waved toward. His eyes slid to Akar, who stood back against the wall. I had introduced him as security, leaving out any specifics. 
 
    "No, sir. This will be more of a training exercise for them—" 
 
    "What! Admiral Fossett said the Odin had priority, as it was going to join Admiral Simons in the war zone." His bushy eyebrows rose in disbelief. 
 
    "Although it's not common knowledge, I can fly the Odin by myself. The Bridge crew are there to ferry it home if I'm injured or killed. The Odin is a new experimental model." I understood his initial reaction. No one liked being told an individual was to be given special consideration over others with equal needs. 
 
    "Oh. Fossett gave me the impression...never mind. That I can do—and in fact will be happy to. There are lots of talented eager young officers, but captains want experience, not that I blame them, you understand. But the damn war is taking a heavy toll on experience. I noticed you almost died during your last engagement." 
 
    "I understand, Admiral. I'd like at least one with experience, since he or she will be manning the secondary Bridge. If I'm killed or seriously injured, my Backup Bridge should be led by someone who has been there before." 
 
    "That I can accommodate. Here's the list I initially prepared for you." He handed me a chip, which I inserted in my ICD for later. "Commander Wang will arrange to have the individuals you're interested in available for interviewing. There are several experienced commanders on the list. I would appreciate it if you would—" He stopped when I held up my hand. 
 
    "Admiral, I promise to take as few experienced commanders as possible. I understand there are other captains who will need them more than I do." 
 
    "Thank you, LaFon. It hurts to send off captains to war with inexperienced crews, but I have no choice. I have to try to distribute the available ones more or less equally." 
 
    "That's all we can ask, and I promise to help." I liked Gamez. He had been to war, given his ribbons, and was doing his best to be fair to everyone, thereby improving their chances of survival—and our chances of winning. 
 
    "Good luck, LaFon." He took me out and introduced me to Commander Wang. I spent several hours reviewing service records. When I finished, I gave Wang the names of thirty officers for him to arrange to report to the Odin. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When I entered my conference room, someone shouted "Attention," and the thirty assembled officers bolted to their feet. 
 
    "Good morning and sit." I scanned them as I waited for them to get settled. A prolonged war made for a more diverse group than one would normally see in peacetime. Accelerated deaths made for faster promotions, and the draft provided candidates who would not normally join the military. "I'm Captain LaFon. I know this meeting is unusual, but then, so is this assignment. First, I have twenty Bridge vacancies to fill, and we have no time to waste. Second, this ship is unique within the fleet. Consequently, I'm hoping to answer all your questions here, rather than have to answer them thirty times in individual interviews. It will also allow those who aren't interested for whatever reason to avoid wasting their time and mine." I fetched a cup of coffee and sat. "Except for two or three of you whom I will be interviewing for the XO position, most of you would not be a captain's first or second choice—not because you aren't bright, eager, or full of potential, but because you don't have experience, and this ship is going to war. In a war, a captain wants the most experienced Bridge crew she can find. So why am I considering you?" I paused and took a drink of coffee to let what I had said sink in. "Because this ship is a prototype. In an engagement with the Issog, those selected will be manning the Backup Bridge. I will be the only one on the primary Bridge." The room went from low whispering between individuals sitting close to each other to disorder in seconds. Slowly, the talking stopped and all attention turned back to me. 
 
    "How?" asked Disanto, one of the officers with wartime experience. 
 
    "Those who are selected will be briefed. What I commit to those who are interested is that your tour will be like graduating the war college, and you will gain experience that will make you high on any captain's future selection list. Of course, that assumes you live through the experience. Within a month this ship is headed for the front lines to seek out and destroy the Issog." I scanned the room and found that everyone seemed interested. Disanto stood. 
 
    "Captain, if I may?" he continued when I nodded. "I've never served under Captain LaFon, but I've served on front line units and know her reputation. She's well liked, a good tactician, and has a good record against the Issog." He sat. 
 
    "Unless someone has a question, I'll pass this schedule around for those interested. Put your name and a number where you can be reached in an open time slot. The interviews will be held here." 
 
    * * * 
 
    The individual interviews took six days, as I allowed two hours with each applicant. Two of the original thirty decided not to interview. Twenty-six of the remaining twenty-eight were senior lieutenants or lieutenant commanders with little time in grade and no combat experience. Their assignments had been confined to older cruisers used to ferry people and equipment to planets which hadn't yet been invaded. I ignored rank and looked for their potential to be cross-trained, and knowledge in their specialty. I kept the two lieutenant commanders, a man and woman, who had some combat experience. 
 
    The following day, I assembled the twenty individuals I had selected on the Odin's Bridge and organized them into three teams of six with an XO or me in charge. 
 
    "Captain, this Bridge looks like a standard layout. The panels are basically the same as the last cruiser I served on," Lieutenant Commander Maize said as she stood looking down at the weapons panel. 
 
    "They are standard in looks and operation. When we aren't engaging the Issog, you'll be on the Bridge performing your normal duties with them. However, when we are about to encounter the Issog, Commander Disanto and the primary team will be manning the auxiliary Bridge, and I the primary Bridge. When that happens, the standard panels will be deactivated and panels which have no tactile controls will be activated." 
 
    "You're going to perform all of our functions alone? Sounds slow." Maize again. I liked the small black-haired woman. She looked ten years younger than she was, and the ponytail enforced the image, but she was inquisitive, quick to learn, and loved playing devil's advocate. That, along with her combat experience, was the reason I thought she would make a good backup XO. 
 
    "I would if the panels and I had to communicate verbally, as we do on a standard Bridge, and if I couldn't carry out any of the panel's functions myself. But by using a computer I have embedded in my skull, I can. We've run hundreds of simulations and can substantiate a twenty-five percent degradation in response time implementing orders, and another twenty-five percent verifying orders and following tradition. For example, if I can compute the vector I want as fast as the navigator, I can eliminate both the navigator and helm positions and execute it myself." 
 
    "How important will that be in battle?" Maize again, probing. 
 
    "That is what this assignment is intended to determine, as well as evolving a strategy for future cruisers." 
 
    "And crew," said Lieutenant Commander Duncan, the primary navigator, quietly wondering about the fate of navigators. 
 
    "And that computer in your...head is the reason for the Mactans," Commander Disanto said to answer a question many had but were reluctant to ask. 
 
    "Yes. You and I are on a cruise which may take us centuries into the future." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Good morning. Please be seated," I said, scanning the conference room. The room held my staff and the senior officers on the Odin. "In the rush to prepare the Odin for departure, I doubt everyone has had a chance to get acquainted. Let's go around the room and introduce ourselves. We're going to war, and it's important that we know and trust each other if we are to perform at our best." Ironically, I hadn't served with any of these individuals. "I'm Captain LaFon. I have been a captain for ten years and have six years’ experience fighting the Issog. Although this cruiser appears standard, it's an experimental model that may be centuries ahead of its time. I promise each of you a demonstration. We're being assigned to Admiral Simons's Sixth Fleet to bring her up to full strength—six squadrons." I looked to my left and nodded. 
 
    "I'm Captain Bergan. I've been a captain for five years and command the cruiser Sobek. I've had two tours at the frontline with the First Fleet and hope the Odin is going to help us kick ass." Bergan was in his early forties, average in every way, but had a solid record as a captain. He nodded to the woman next to him. 
 
    "I'm Captain Lahti, and I command the cruiser Amsit. I've been to the frontlines with the Second and Fourth Fleets, and have been a captain for six years. Those two Mactans there," she tossed her head in their direction, "say this ship is important. Like Bergan, I hope it's kick-ass special, because those damn blood-suckers are nasty bastards." Lahti was a tall, sturdily built brunette with a brown complexion and a round motherly face. Her hazel eyes sparkled with intelligence, and her tone was clear and commanding. She smiled at Storch, who sat next to her. 
 
    "I'm Colonel Storch, commander of the Odin's one hundred marines. I've been a colonel for fifteen years, been assigned to the frontline five times, and agree with Captain Lahti. The Issog are nasty. They may look fragile, but they aren't. In addition, they have good equipment, are well trained, and aren't easy to kill." He looked to his left. 
 
    "I'm Commander Stewart, commanding the Odin's twenty-five attack fighters. I've been a commander of fighter units for ten years and have been to the frontline four times. The Issog fighters are not as well armed as ours, but they are twice as maneuverable. In most fights, the kills are about equal, which is not good since I believe they have more than we do." He looked across the table and nodded. 
 
    "I'm Lieutenant Commander Vanek, in charge of engineering, twelve years in service and four as an engineering officer. I've never been to the frontlines. Wouldn't be going now if my travel agent hadn't booked me first class accommodations." A huge grin appeared on her freckled face. She ran a hand through short curly red hair as she nudged the man next to her. 
 
    "I'm Commander Jiang, Weapons Officer. I've twenty years’ service and have been the weapons officer on seven different ships, three times to see the Issog in person." His face became expressionless, almost sage. "I'd fire your travel agent, Vanek. Although the accommodations are first class, the Issog are an unfriendly lot." He looked to his left. 
 
    "I'm Commander Felder, Chief Medical Officer. First time to the frontline. I volunteered. Didn't seem right living in comfort while men and women were dying to defend me. But I like a quiet and clean dispensary, so please, no injuries." She managed to maintain a serious expression, to everyone's amusement. Even Akar had a small twitch of his lip. She was middle aged and tall for Indian descent, with an angular face, almond eyes, and black hair. 
 
    "I'm Commander Houser, the Environmental Officer. I've ten years’ service, two as the Environmental Officer, and this is my first time to the frontlines. I think Vanek and I have the same travel agent." 
 
    "Thank you. Our shakedown cruise starts tomorrow. Let's hope Vanek and Houser's travel agent knows something we don't, and this tour will be a kickass adventure of a lifetime," I said to cheers and clapping. "Lahti and Bergan, I'd like to talk with you in my office." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "The three of us are going to be developing the strategy for the next generation of Odin captains. I'm hoping our experience will allow them to become functional quicker. They will have to, if we are to defeat the Issog, because of the time it takes to produce an Odin captain. Not only is it a long and tedious process, it has a high dropout rate." 
 
    "How long and what kind of a dropout rate?" Lahti asked, frowning. 
 
    "After you're selected, six to seven months with a dropout rate of seventy-five to eighty percent." 
 
    She stared off deep in thought. "Two or three a year?" 
 
    "That's a good guess." 
 
    "Since they can only produce a few each year, you're hoping we can produce a strategy which will make them effective from day one, avoiding additional delays acquiring experience and reducing the casualty rate," Bergan said, getting straight to the issue. 
 
    "Exactly. We're in a race to save the Commonwealth. The current assessment is that the outcome will be decided in the next five years, with the Issog being the odds-on favorites to win. Right now, the Odin is the only wildcard in the game. To make matters worse, if we win, then we have to be ready to take on the Arrith, who are preparing to take on the winner." Silence followed as the gravity of the Odin squadron's success or failure became clear. 
 
    "That explains the Mactans. What about Admiral Simons?" 
 
    "My orders allow me to act independently, which makes it imperative we're in sync when that happens." I wasn't sure what that meant, but I was sure it had to happen. 
 
    "How?" Lahti asked, frowning. 
 
    "That's what you and I must figure out if we are to defeat the Bats and keep the Lizards at home." 
 
    * * * 
 
    I decided that if this were to work, I needed the collective wisdom of those around me. Although I would be the final decider, I wanted as much input as I could get. So for the maiden voyage of the Odin, I had Bergan and Lahti on the Bridge. They had to understand what the Odin was capable of if they were going to contribute to an overall strategy. In addition, I had Disanto and Maize on the Backup Bridge along with the primary backup crew. 
 
    "When I put on my Battle Helmet, all of the primary Bridge panels are disabled and the controls revert to me. You can see what happens with my commands via the monitors above each panel. For example," I said while putting on the helmet. Seconds later, the monitors began displaying the results of my mental commands. 
 
    Nav monitor: Vector to Wave: 310 by 033 
 
    Helm monitor:  Set speed 240 gravities, execute vector. 
 
    "As you can see, I asked the Nav panel for a vector to the wave and the Helm panel to execute on delivery. Notice that the longest delay was the Nav panel computing the vector. I could just as easily have computed the vector and had the Helm panel execute it." 
 
    "All right, you saved a few seconds. How does this help in a battle?" 
 
    "Imagine: two Issog cruisers have each launched four missiles at you with an estimated fifty-second time to impact. Using standard missiles and speeds, how far away are they? Bergan? Lahti?" They stared at me with blank expressions. 
 
    "One hundred thousand kilometers," I said after waiting a few seconds. "Because of my implant, I would know the answer to that question within a second. Faster than you could type in the numbers. Given the vector the enemy are on, I could compute a skip to within a few hundred klicks, fire, and skip away. How long do you think it would take you to request that information, set up the firing sequence and a skip, and execute the order?" I waited while Bergan and Lahti traded looks with each other. 
 
    "Three or four minutes, if we had practiced doing it beforehand," Bergan said, his forehead wrinkled in thought. 
 
    "Sounds right," Lahti said, nodding. 
 
    "Therefore, unless the enemy ships were shooting at you from at least four hundred fifty thousand klicks, you couldn't respond in time with a skip and attack solution." That received nods of agreement. "I could respond within ten seconds, because my implant allows me direct access to the Sensor Suite, to compute the answer, and to send the result to the Helm station, without a verbal interface, with electronic speeds." 
 
    "Where do I sign up?" Lahti asked, looking serious. 
 
    "The question is how can we coordinate with you, or you with us, since we can't duplicate those kinds of responses?" Bergan asked. 
 
    "That is what we are going to work on for the next few weeks. If we succeed, it will triple our effectiveness as a squadron and wreak havoc on the Issog." 
 
    * * * 
 
    Over the next week, I conducted a variety of exercises which proved conclusively that no matter what we tried, neither Bergan nor Lahti could respond quickly enough to support my decisions in what I considered an acceptable time. By the end of the week we were all frustrated. 
 
    "You'll just have to tell us where you want us, and we'll have to figure out what to do when we get there," Lahti said with a wry grin. At first I thought she was being sarcastic and maybe she was, but the more I thought about it the more it made sense. Sort of my argument to Mikel—the difference in the way we would like the system to work for maximum efficiency and the way those fighting our enemies work. 
 
    "Thank you, Lahti." 
 
    "For what?" Lahti and Bergan blurted together. 
 
    "Get a good night's sleep. I'll see you here tomorrow at noon. We're going to fix the problem." I left them with their heads together talking. Back in my office, I called Mikel. 
 
    "Steven, I need your best system programmers here on the Odin at noon." 
 
    "Is there a problem with the Odin?" 
 
    "No. The problem is my responses are too fast for the people I work with, making the team less effective. I want to increase their effectiveness even if it degrades mine..." I went on to explain what I wanted to accomplish. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next day after everyone had assembled, I reiterated my concerns. "My responses are many times faster than could be achieved by a captain on a standard cruiser. And that's great, but I'm in command of a squadron. If I'm to be effective using the Odin's unique capabilities, I can't take the time to communicate verbally to Captains Bergan and Lahti if I see a weakness to exploit. I need to act while the opportunity exists, which would leave my squadron in the dark as to my motives and deprive me of support. Think how much more powerful the Odin concept would be if I could communicate my decisions to my squadron at electronic speeds." I paused to give the group of three men and two women Mikel had assembled a chance to consider the problem. Mikel was first to speak. 
 
    "If I'm following your reasoning, it would be worth some degradation in your response time to have the support of your squadron in whatever you were planning to do. In effect tripling your effectiveness." 
 
    "Exactly. Captains Bergan and Lahti have wartime experience against the Issog, so they don't need hand holding, but they do need to know where I'm going and why—the vector, skip time, and an idea of what I'm planning." 
 
    "Effectively, an Odin squadron. That could triple the effectiveness of each Odin cruiser, and could provide us with the winning solution we've been searching for. The time it takes to create an Odin captain has us all concerned. We have a winning solution but we can't produce sufficient Odin captains in time to be effective," Mikel said, excitement evident in his voice. "I like it, Zoe. You have my full support. Anything you need from Next Robotics." 
 
    * * * 
 
    We began by reviewing the simulations Elaine had developed and my responses. 
 
    "Wow, those are kickass solutions. The Issog aren't going to like you. If Bergan and I had known what you were planning…" Lahti said after a couple of hours watching. 
 
    "That's the goal. Rather than one cruiser, we’ll have three creating havoc. We need to determine what information you would need to join me in these scenarios." I finally thought we were not only making progress but increasing the potential effectiveness of the Odin concept. 
 
    "Can I suggest we begin with the first simulation that would benefit from a squadron engagement and see if we can determine the information Captains Bergan and Lahti would need? Then decide how we are going to get it to them. That would give us the framework to evolve other scenarios," Larry Pickard said while looking at the notes on his tablet. Pickard was the senior system programmer for the AHI project, young but brilliant. He had led the team that reprogramed the current panels to accommodate my changes. A small quiet man with infinite patience and determination. 
 
    It took a twelve-hour day to come up with the elements for the first simulation: A full length description of the enemy configuration and the action taken: vectors, timing, and action. 
 
    Another full day to define the data needed and the protocol for passing the information: M# = the description index, V#=six-digit vector, S#=skip duration, A=action if any. Where # was the letter of the alphabet beginning with a=1, b=2, c=3, etc. 
 
    By the end of the second day we had an example of a command package:  
 
    MaVa015088SbAaVb120100Sc 
 
    where M1, referred to the action Skip, Fire, Skip; V1, to the first vector defined by 015 by 088 and a two second skip; then the action A1, fire all missiles; and the second vector defined by 120 by 100 with a three second skip. 
 
    The Captains would have to memorize the various command actions in support of the Odin strategy so they could participate effectively. Pickard left with his team to put together a prototype. 
 
    "This feels exciting," Bergan said the next day as we sat around discussing the five simulations we had decided would be in the initial database. "It may slow you down, but it will bring a lot more punch to the party. I agree with Mikel. This may be the solution to surviving." 
 
    "I think we have all been focused on beating the Issog, and tend to forget about the Arrith," Lahti said to nodding heads. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Pickard returned five days later with a new panel and monitor for each of the ships. The panel would give me the visual information I intended to send to the squadron and allow me to delay it if necessary. The panels on Bergan and Lahti's cruisers would decode the command string, send any vectors to the Helm's panel, and allow the captain to modify, hold, or execute the package. 
 
    Over the following week, we debugged the software, added four new scenarios to the initial one, and added new commands. The biggest change should have been obvious but wasn't until we began simulating the scenarios—Bergan and Lahti couldn't respond to my orders with the speed I could. Although they had all the information, it took them time to refresh their understandings of what would be required of them and issue any orders concerning missiles or targeting to the crew. And then it took more time for the crew to implement them. Therefore, I would have to anticipate a delay. Also, I had to be able to send separate orders or vectors to each captain. By the end of two weeks the system appeared solid, and Bergan and Lahti performed well. One day before we were to leave for the front lines I met with Mikel. 
 
    "It's interesting, Zoe. Your changes to my original concept made it impossible to achieve the one hundred percent improvement I was working toward, and your recent changes further decrease your performance by the methods we were using to measure the before and after results." Mikel paused for a sip of his wine. "Despite that, it seems to me that you have significantly increased the overall combat effectiveness of the Odin, and in the end, that's all that matters. I'm pleased, and I believe the Admiralty will be too when I brief them." 
 
    "Like you, I was hoping the Odin captains could make a significant contribution in their confrontations with the enemy, but one cruiser can only do so much solo. A squadron, however, could have an exponential impact. Plus, it partially solves the problem created by the high dropout rate and the time it takes to produce functional Odin captains." 
 
    "I've informed my team to include the new panel into the training, so the next Odin trained captain will have worked with them during the simulations. In fact, I may put together a training program for the captains assigned to an Odin squadron." He stood. "Good hunting, Zoe." 
 
    "Thanks, Steven. As always, it's been a pleasure working with you. Most men pursuing a dream wouldn't have been as flexible as you were." 
 
    He laughed. "The thought of the Issog using me as a blood donor helped. In the end, I want you to have a machine that gives you a real-world advantage. I think that together, we've accomplished that." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Comm, contact the Sobek and Amsit," I said as we neared the Wave entrance to the Northern sector of the Commonwealth, the area over which the Issog had substantial control. A minute later Bergan and Lahti appeared on the monitor in a split screen. 
 
    "Our orders are to join Admiral Simons, who is commanding the Sixth Fleet. I'm informed she is currently in New Hope. We will enter the Wave together and exit at Battle Stations, but with our systems in passive mode. Any questions?" Seeing only shaking heads, I cut the connection. I hoped New Hope was under Admiral Simons’s control, but no sense being careless. I sat back with mixed emotions: excited to be commanding the Odin and returning to the front, but dreading the inevitable carnage of war.  
 
    The Issog were a tough adversary. They had good cruisers and commanders, and therefore, most encounters hinged on who came to the party with the most power or who surprised who. I hoped the Odin would be the surprise-or and not the surprise-ee in the upcoming confrontations.  
 
    "Captain, entering the Wave in one minute," announced Lieutenant Commander Sainz, the Comm Officer. And shortly afterward, "Entering in ten, nine...two, one, now." 
 
    The Bridge and the people faded to ghost-like figures for several seconds as we transferred from normal space into the Wave's energy stream. 
 
    "Commander Disanto, you have the watch," I said as I rose. The trip would take two days and twenty minutes, which would be an excellent opportunity to show myself and get acquainted. Most captains tended to restrict themselves to staff and senior officers. I preferred to be visible. The crew had a right to know the woman on whose decisions their lives rested. The medical unit was my first stop, where Doctor Felder met me. 
 
    "Captain LaFon, are you unwell?" She looked concerned. 
 
    "No. The shakedown cruise and working with the squadron has kept me busy. I thought to take the next two days to get to know the people and see how things are going. Any problems or concerns?" 
 
    "The facility and the equipment are first class, better than many hospitals. Unfortunately, most of my people, including me, have no war experience, although they are all qualified in their specialties." 
 
    "When we aren't engaging the Issog, it should feel like a normal hospital. The men and women on the ship are for the most part in good physical condition, so it should be relatively quiet. When we meet the Issog, I imagine it will be similar to a trauma center after a natural disaster or a major industrial accident.  If it's bad, every man and woman will be necessary to keep the Odin operational, therefore everyone who can, must return to duty as fast as possible. The worst part is that you won't have time to save everyone. Learning to prioritize will be the hardest," I said, summarizing what I had heard from others. My personal knowledge was limited to conditions after the fighting had ended and most of the chaos was under control.  
 
    She gave a small strangled laugh.  
 
    "Not exactly what I'd imagined. I had visions of..." 
 
    "We all have visions of saving the world before our encounter with reality. All you can do is your best. It may not be what you envisioned, but you'll make a difference." 
 
    "Commander Akar." Felder looked up at the Mactan. "Do you have any special medical needs?" 
 
    "No, but thank you for asking." Akar smiled. "Underneath the uniform, we're human." 
 
    I was glad I had stopped in to see Felder. She was new and nervous, not knowing what to expect. She didn’t fear being killed or hurt. She feared not being the best doctor she could be.  
 
    Over the two days, I managed to visit each section and talk with as many of the crew as I could. Like Doctor Felder, many had never been to war and were nervous. And like them, I was nervous—not of meeting the Issog, but of all those who would die because of my decisions. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
    Joining the Sixth Fleet 
 
    "Leaving the Wave in ten, nine...two, one, now," Lieutenant Commander Sainz said. "Sending entrance codes." 
 
    "Three cruisers, systems hot..." Lieutenant Commander Hayes, the Sensor Suite operator, reported. 
 
    "Identification acknowledged." Sainz sighed in relief. "The Septu sent Welcome, Odin." 
 
    Scanning the ESP, I saw that Admiral Simons had deployed her fleet in three tiers: one squadron near the wave, two halfway between the Wave and New Hope, and the last two plus the Admiral's flagship, Sakhmet, in orbit around New Hope. It appeared she was giving her fleet a short R&R and making needed repairs while awaiting replacements. 
 
    "Captain, Admiral Simons is requesting your presence on the Sakhmet for dinner at nineteen hundred hours." 
 
    "Comm, acknowledge," I said, not sure how Simons felt about getting a replacement that could take independent action. I had served under Kathrin Simons on my fourth tour to the front, her first. That tour lasted four months. We had five engagements with the Issog and performed well until the last encounter, where the fleet suffered sixty-percent losses. The Fourth Fleet replaced the Sixth, and most of us were sent back to Utopia for a rest and medical examination. 
 
    Using my skip capacity, we were in orbit just in time for me to arrive fifteen minutes early. Simons was obviously in a hurry to talk with me, since she knew how long it would take the Odin to reach the Sakhmet. Much to my surprise, Akar exited first. When I exited the shuttle, Captain Lipscomb stood just behind the Officer on Deck, waiting with a frown. 
 
    "Permission to come aboard." I saluted but couldn't help a smile at Lipscomb's gaze as it traveled from me to Akar to Dache, who had exited behind me, and back to me again. 
 
    "Permission granted, for you and your escort," the Lieutenant said after returning my salute. 
 
    "Mactans?" Lipscomb asked. I nodded. "Good to see you, Zoe. Who did you bribe to give you another command? I heard you were pretty beat up on that last engagement with the Vamps." 
 
    "Good to see you, Leon," I said as we shook hands. I ignored his obvious curiosity about my escort with all the staring eyes in the bay. "Congratulations on your promotion." Captain of the flagship meant he was second in command, and in line to command a fleet if he lived long enough. 
 
    "Rank has become a function of attrition. No more performance reports. If you survive long enough, you get promoted." His eyes looked sad although he had a grin on his lips. "I hear you've been reconditioned and upgraded." His gaze slid to the Mactans. 
 
    "The cost of returning to the party," I quipped. He nodded for me to follow him. 
 
    "We don't want to keep the admiral waiting." 
 
    We walked in silence to the admiral's office instead of her dining room. Resigned, I let Akar enter first. I quickly followed, braced to attention, and saluted. She stood, evaluating me before returning the salute. 
 
    "Welcome, LaFon. Get something to drink and have a seat. I wanted to talk with you before dinner." She pointed to a sideboard with wine, water, and coffee. I poured a cup of coffee and sat as Akar stepped back against the wall. "Any officer would be pleased to have Captain LaFon in her fleet. You're not only dedicated but talented. But...a captain with authority to take independent action and in command of a new experimental cruiser could be a problem." She leaned back and took a sip of her wine. 
 
    "What is it that makes the Odin special?" Lipscomb asked. "We weren't given much information." 
 
    "Me." I immediately regretted the cryptic response and held up my hand before either of them could respond. "Let me start at the beginning..." I took my time and began with my first meeting with Mikel. To their credit, neither interrupted me. Afterward they remained silent. I assume Lipscomb was considering whether he would have volunteered, while Simons was considering its potential. Finally, Simons spoke. 
 
    "I understand the admiralty's desperation. Without some breakthrough, we are going to lose either this war or the next with the Arrith. And I can see a civilian thinking faster is better, but I'm not sure I agree—not that anyone asked me." She gave a short snort of amusement. "What do you think, LaFon?" She asked as she poured another glass of wine from the sideboard.  
 
    A loaded question, I mused while considering her real question: How much trouble are you going to be, Zoe? 
 
    "Ma'am, I'm assigned to your fleet and will to the best of my ability carry out your orders and assignments. I pointed out to Mikel that a commander's decisions in a battle are seldom predicated on nanosecond calculations. Since then, I think I'd revise that to be, a commander's strategy in a battle is seldom predicated on nanosecond calculations. But in an engagement, the ability to react faster than your opponent could be the difference between life and death, winning or losing." I paused, giving them a minute to consider what I had said. "I'll do my best to carry out your strategy, but like any captain in an engagement with the enemy, I'll have to use my knowledge of the specific situation and my experience. Hopefully, the Odin's ability to respond quicker than our opponents will prove decisive." 
 
    "I agree with what you have been careful not to say. In order to fairly evaluate the concept, you and the Odin have to be free to act. And it is a concept that could save the human race from extinction." She finished half her glass of wine before speaking. "I think the admiralty picked the right captain for the test case. You have the experience, a proven record against the Issog, and are not reckless. Although you do take a lot of risks. My only request is that you debrief me after each encounter. If nothing else, it may help me utilize you more effectively." She laughed as I rose and Akar moved to join me. "The ultimate irony. We provide Mactans to keep you safe and then send you to war." 
 
    * * * 
 
   
  
 

 Engagement at Durban 
 
    The next day, Admiral Simons moved the fleet within one light-second of the Wave and called for a meeting of all her squadron captains. We were all present and had settled down with food and beverages when she entered. 
 
    "Attention," shouted her aide, a young lieutenant commander, and we rose as one. 
 
    "At ease," said Simons. As she sat, her aide activated the monitors positioned on each wall of the room, and a display of Commonwealth space appeared. "Captain Kline, captain of the scout ship Selene has just returned from the planet Durban. He believes the Issog have created a human stockyard there—" She stopped to let the vocal reaction quiet before continuing. "Besides the personal satisfaction of freeing the citizens of Durban, it might provide us an opportunity to ambush ships returning to replenish their food supply." She gave an evil smile. "Captain Kline reports twelve batmobiles," she said referring to the Issog's cruisers. As far as we knew, the Issog only had one size cruiser, which was equivalent to our standard one. "He reports four cruisers within two light-seconds of the Wave exit, four more about four light-seconds from the Wave, and the remaining four orbiting Durban, which is about twelve light-seconds away. I plan to send Captain LaFon's squadron in five minutes before we enter to engage the four closest to the Wave, and hopefully, to draw the Vamps at four light-seconds nearer, so they are unable to avoid an encounter with the fleet when we arrive." 
 
    "Isn't that a bit hard on Captain LaFon?" Captain Yarbar of the Septu asked. He was an older man with streaks of gray in his hair and a full beard. He probably would have been retired by now except for the war. 
 
    "Yes, but unavoidable. I'm sure you've all noticed the Mactans against the wall. They are LaFon's escort. The Odin is a new experimental cruiser that only LaFon can fly to its potential. This will be the first of many tests to evaluate the...technology. For those who don't know LaFon, this is her seventh tour to the front, so she knows the Issog. Enough for now, Captain LaFon will be leaving with her squadron, designated Zeta, at twenty hundred hours, approximately six hours from now. Alpha, Beta, and Gamma squadrons will follow five minutes later at twenty zero five hours; and Delta, Epsilon, and the Sakhmet at twenty-ten hours. Any questions?" When no one said anything, she rose, ending the meeting. After brief introductions with the other captains and wishes of good hunting, I made for the shuttle bay. 
 
    "Akar, you and the other guards are welcome to stay on the Bridge and strap in. It could be a bumpy ride." 
 
    "Thank you, I'd like someone on the Bridge with you but also someone in the hallway. I know you don't consider it necessary, but it's the time when you're very vulnerable. Maybe if I can have a camera or two installed in the hallway leading to the Bridge, I could have a couple monitor the hallway," he said, almost as if talking to himself. Although I didn't think it necessary, I understood his point of view and duty. 
 
    "I'll have engineering install them wherever you want while we're in the Wave to Durban." 
 
    On the way back to the Odin, I arranged for a meeting with my staff and my two squadron captains. By the time I arrived, everyone had assembled in my conference room, including Captains Bergan and Lahti. 
 
    "Attention," Disanto called just after Akar entered the room. 
 
    "At ease," I said and retrieved a cup of coffee. "The Admiral has chosen to attack Durban. She has been informed the Issog are using it as a feeding station—" I paused for the knee jerk reaction too quiet. We all knew, or had heard, the Issog fed off blood and used captive humans as a renewable food source. "Her scouts..." I went on to explain what they had found. "We will enter at battle stations with all tubes loaded but systems passive." 
 
    "Why, Captain?" Lahti asked. She was the inquisitive one, wanting to understand the reason behind each decision. 
 
    "It may give me a few extra seconds to assess the situation. Things may have changed since the scout left Durban, and the Vamps may react differently to ships apparently not ready for battle. I'd never assume they weren't paying attention. That has never been a weakness of the Issog. Admiral Simons is hoping the four ships midway will be drawn to us and within range when the fleet arrives five minutes later." 
 
    "We're bait?" Disanto asked hesitantly. 
 
    "I'd rather think of us as sharks acting like minnows. Right now, the Odin is the Commonwealth's best hope of surviving—maybe it's only chance. But it's an unproven theory that you and I must test—we're guinea pigs. Consequently, you can expect we will be in the center of the action. It's the only way to determine if the Odin provides a significant advantage or not." 
 
    "What do you think, Captain?" asked Commander Jiang, the officer in charge of the weapons department.  
 
    "The Odin concept is unquestionably many years ahead of the current technology. With your help and determination, I think it will be proven successful." 
 
    "Our help?" asked Commander Vanek, the officer in charge of the engineering department. 
 
    "Yes. Being at the center of the action means we are going to see our share of missile and laser hits. If you can keep the Odin operational, the Odin will prove its superiority." As I looked around the room, I saw heads nodding and looks of determination. "Commander Disanto, you will man the Backup Bridge with the primary crew when we exit the Wave. Commander Maize, you will be available with second shift personnel. You and Commander Disanto will alternate every eight hours. The travel time to Durban is two days, three hours, and fifteen minutes." 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Bridge felt deserted with none of the stations occupied. Normally, someone would be announcing the time to Wave exit. Ten minutes in fact, so I sent the required notice. I didn't need to repeat all systems passive since I controlled them. It felt weird, exhilarating—the cruiser and I were one. I shook my head as if to lose the thought. It was distracting, and the situation required my full concentration. Just then we exited the Wave. I scanned the sensors and within seconds found the four Issog cruisers, which immediately went active. I had their locations in seconds, computed a jump vector to their current position—which was two light-seconds from the Wave—and sent the following command packages to the Amsit and the Sobek, along with a copy to the Backup Bridge: MiVa000222Sb and MiVb100220Sb. 
 
    The packages would be displayed on the receiving cruiser's monitor as: package one: per verbal orders, skip on vector 000 by 222 for two seconds; and Package two: per verbal orders, skip on vector 100 by 022 for two seconds. The resulting vectors would be sent directly to the two Helms’s boards. 
 
    Seconds later, I contacted the Amsit and the Sobek via tight beam connections, leaving an open line to the Backup Bridge so they would know my verbal instructions to the squadron. 
 
    "I expect the four Vamps to initiate a skip close to our positions near the Wave exit. That is their preferred method of attack—skip close and fire, giving you less than ten seconds to counter because they are within twenty thousand kilometers. As soon as they fire, jump to the first command package vector. I will try to distract them from following. If they follow, use your initiative. If the second group of Vamps—which are at the four-light-second mark—skips to your position, skip using the second command package vector. After that, use your initiative. If they follow, they will have used half of their skip reserve. Vamp cruisers, like our standard cruisers, can only skip eight light-seconds without eight to ten hours to recharge. Odin out." I cut the connection and awaited the Issog's response, which I knew wouldn't be long. 
 
    Shortly after I had finished my transmission, the four batmobiles tagged as B1-B4 on the ESP disappeared. I immediately initiated a one-second skip—which would push the Odin one light-second—and the Bridge faded into a ghost-like shadow and a second later solidified. At the same time, the four Issog cruisers appeared, and fifteen seconds later each fired eight missiles. Thirty-two missiles streaked toward the Sobek and Amsit with impact times of less than twelve seconds—too fast for a human to effectively counter. A tactic the Vamps had down to perfection, which was the reason they had performed well even when outnumbered. But the Sobek and the Amsit were prepared, and several seconds later initiated their two-second skip. 
 
    I computed a vector near B1 and B2 and executed a one-second skip. Within ten seconds I had their positions and fired six missiles each at B1 and B2. As I waited for the missile racks to reload, I watched my twelve missiles streak toward the two Issog cruisers. All twelve missiles scored hits, although both cruisers remained functional. I hoped the Vamps would either consider me a tempting target—as they would have their missiles loaded twenty seconds before I could reload—or an irritating pest that needed swatting. I smiled when fifteen seconds later the four Vamps fired. Their commander had decided to attack me when they had reloaded their missiles, rather than skip after the Amsit and Sobek, since four batmobiles tagged B5-B8 were located at the four light-second mark and only two light-seconds from the fleeing cruisers.  Sure enough, several seconds later B5-B8 skipped to engage the Sobek and Amsit. At the same time, I skipped one-second to the one-light-second mark. 
 
    Two and one-half minutes had now elapsed. As I waited for batmobiles B1-B4 to follow the Odin, the Sobek and Amsit jumped two light-seconds to the four-light-second mark only seconds after the batmobiles B5-B8 fired on them. My Vamps were waiting for the forty-five seconds to reload their missiles before jumping after the Odin. 
 
    I calculated a vector to the four which had attacked the Sobek and Amsit. When batmobiles B1-B4 skipped to my current location and fired fifteen seconds later, I made a one-second skip to the vector I had calculated, determined the positions of B5 and B6, and fired. When they fired several seconds later, I jumped back to our original entry point near the Wave and waited. I had now scored hits on four of the eight Issog cruisers, but I doubted I had disabled any of them. I would have been pleased if I had gotten lucky, but my intent was to use up the Vamps’ skip capability, as that was not only their preferred tactic but a very effective one. 
 
    Nothing happened for close to a minute, then all eight batmobiles jumped to my location. Ten seconds later they all fired. I skipped one light-second away just as nine Commonwealth cruisers emerged from the Wave. I connected to the Alpha squadron leader while marveling how fast things got done when you didn't have to interface with others. 
 
    "Welcome to Durban, Captain Tucker. The eight batmobiles will require forty seconds to reload and have used four seconds of their skip capability. Four have some damage but are still functional. I'm going to join my squadron, which is heading for Durban. They are about four light-seconds ahead." 
 
    "Thanks, LaFon. Tucker out." He cut the connection. I signaled the Sobek and Amsit to hold their positions. 
 
    "Enjoy the ride, Akar?" 
 
    "It was interesting, but gave me a feeling of helplessness. I knew there was a war going on by inference—skips indicated by the Bridge fading, missiles being launched by the slight shudder of the ship, enemy ships by the ESP hologram, and missiles being fired at us by the monitors—but had no way of knowing or affecting the outcome. Not a comfortable feeling for a man of action." 
 
    "An astute observation. I'd never thought about it before, but everyone not on the Bridge must have a similar feeling during a battle. And they can't see the ESP or the monitors." The Bridge was involved in the action and had an ability to affect the outcome. The rest of the crew were blind passengers. "The Issog's favorite tactic is skipping close to you and launching missiles which, because the cruisers are close, give you only a few seconds to counter. Their hit to launch ratio is consequently very high. They have only an eight-second-skip capacity, so the initial contact with them is the most dangerous part of the engagement. If you can survive that encounter, the battle becomes more or less even. I have been trying to make them use up some of their skip capacity before the Sixth Fleet emerges. That will make the Vamps less effective." 
 
    "Yes, it's important to know your enemy’s strengths as well as his weaknesses." Akar said, looking thoughtfully in my direction. I nodded and switched monitor one to the Backup Bridge. 
 
    "Commander Disanto, Maize, any questions?" I asked while monitoring the sensors and watching the ESP, which reflected the battle between the Vamps and the Sixth Fleet. The eight Issog cruisers were destroyed, while the Commonwealth lost only two. 
 
    "Your strategy was to encourage the Issog to use their skip capacity," Maize said, nibbling on her lower lip in thought.  
 
    "And to damage as many as you could," Disanto said. 
 
    "Both are true, but inflicting damage was a nice to have result rather than a goal, and only possible because of the unique nature of the Odin. Firing on them was more to draw their attention to me, and hold them near the Wave." 
 
    "I wonder if the Issog have some way of computing vectors fast and accurately to within twenty thousand kilometers of a cruiser the way you can?" Maize asked, frowning in thought. 
 
    "That's an excellent question. I've often wondered that myself. It might have something to do with the way they communicate." 
 
    "What now?" Disanto asked. "Neither you nor the squadron have much skip capacity left, and no support coming." 
 
    "Good question. One should have a strategy going into battle, but understand it may have to change. You have to be flexible.  This may be a case of waiting for support. The idea isn't to be a hero—it's to win with the least losses. After all, this isn't the final battle of the war." I cut the connection. 
 
    I pondered the problem of the remaining four batmobiles. I didn't want to be a hero, but I did want to kill Vamps, and I needed to test the potential of the Odin—the difference between aggressive and reckless. If we could get the Vamps to skip to us, then maybe we could skip, which would just about exhaust their skip capability and make them more vulnerable, although the Vamps didn't seem inclined to cooperate. Since they didn't look human, too many captains made the mistake of thinking them less intelligent. I executed a four-light-second skip to catch up with my squadron. As the Bridge solidified, I connected to Sobek and Amsit via a tight beam connection, which would give us a secure communication link. 
 
    "Captain Bergan, Lahti, what's your status?" 
 
    "Operational with a four-second skip reserve," Bergan said. 
 
    "Not a scratch, and also a four-second skip reserve," Lahti said. "What now?" 
 
    "For now, we wait. The Vamps around Durban have too much of an advantage for us to engage them. The fleet has destroyed the eight Vamps and will be moving toward us. Let's see what Admiral Simons wants us to do. We may not have destroyed any batmobiles, but I believe we saved a lot of lives today by our actions." 
 
    "You're right, but not having fired a shot doesn't feel right. Makes you want to skip down to Durban and engage the four Issog cruisers there," Bergan said, his lips set in a crooked smile. 
 
    "I imagine that is what Admiral Simons plans to do, and we'll be part of it. The difference is, now we are more likely to survive the encounter." I cut the connection. I knew how Bergan felt, because I felt the same way.  
 
    The fleet reached our location five hours later, as each cruiser used its remaining skip capacity to reach our present position. Simons had us wait ten hours to recharge our skip capacity. During the delay, the wounded were treated and essential repairs made. Then, the fleet skipped to a position just short of the eight-light-second mark. Skipping saved the fleet the two and a half days’ travel time it would have taken to travel the four light-seconds at five hundred and fifty gravities. The Sobek, Amsit, and Odin had their full skip capacity, however the fleet only had four skips remaining.  
 
    On their arrival, Simons called a conference. After everyone was online, she spoke. 
 
    "First, congratulations. Eight Issog cruisers on a bad day, of which we have too many, are a match for our typical fleet of nineteen. On a normal day, we lose as many as three for every two batmobiles we destroy. One for one is a good day. Today, the Issog had a bad day and lost eight to our five." She was smiling when she finished. I was glad she didn't single out the Odin. My squadron may have made things easier, but it was the other five squadrons which had done the real fighting, and suffered the losses. "I think we should take time to finish necessary repairs and make sure all the wounded are treated before we destroy the last four." That got nods of agreement, and she cut the connection to everyone except me. "You did well, LaFon. The Vamps aren't nearly as deadly when they can't skip. I think having them bunched up like they were decreased their effectiveness. It appears to affect their coordination." She frowned in thought. "Any ideas for the remaining four?" 
 
    "Since we are within four light-seconds of the Vamp cruisers, I could dart in and fire on one of the batmobiles and skip out to see what they will do. If they fire on me…" 
 
    "Lipscomb, check with the squadron commanders and determine the condition of their squadrons," Simons said, deep in thought. Several minutes later Lipscomb handed her his tablet. 
 
    "Yes, I think that will work." She typed on the tablet for several seconds. "Lipscomb, get me a tight beam to the squadron leaders." Simons sat back with her hands held like a steeple below her chin, studying her tablet. 
 
    "Ma'am, they're online," Lipscomb said. 
 
    "We have four batmobiles in my reserved parking," She began, eliciting smirks and snorts from the captains. Even Lipscomb smiled. "All joking aside, they have their full skip capacity and are very dangerous. We need to shake them up and hope that throws them off their game. The Odin is going to skip in, fire on them, and skip out. Three seconds after the Odin skips, the cruisers with the least damage will skip-attack the batmobiles. That will be the six cruisers I've identified. You should arrive five to ten seconds later, giving you at least thirty seconds before the Vamps can reload and fire. I'm hoping the Odin will rattle them, and that we can benefit from the distraction. The remaining cruisers will join us after the batmobiles are destroyed. Questions?" 
 
    A few captains had questions about the vectors and timing. Afterward, the clocks for the Odin jump were set to fifty minutes. As the clocks ticked down, I calculated the vector for batmobile B1, the cruiser I intended to target, and then set up my one-second escape skip and waited. 
 
    When the elapsed-time clock hit zero, I skipped. The Bridge faded into a shadowy mist. When it cleared, I used the sensors to determine the distance and direction, set the targeting information for the missiles, and fired in less than eight seconds, a feat I doubted any ship could duplicate in less than thirty seconds—except the Issog. They could usually calculate and fire within fifteen seconds. I idly wondered if it were their software or their method of communicating commands. 
 
     I calculated the impact at ten seconds—too fast for the Issog to react. Besides, their commander had a difficult decision to make. If he fired at me and the fleet skipped to his position, he wouldn't have any missiles ready for forty-five seconds. So, he would have to skip, but where? He couldn't be certain until the fleet skipped—he didn't know the entire fleet wouldn't skip. And he couldn't allow me to continuously fire missiles without responding. 
 
    Ten seconds later, nine of my twelve missiles scored and multiple explosions could be detected. Shortly afterward, B-1 lost power as it spewed debris into space. Fifteen seconds had passed and I knew they had my position. As I waited for the Issog to fire before skipping away, I checked the distance to the closest batmobile, B2, and computed the impact time at twelve seconds. Therefore, if they took another twenty seconds to fire, I could fire again and still safely skip away before their missiles arrived. I smiled when twenty-six seconds later the three batmobiles fired—it must have been an agonizing decision for the commander, and the forty-five second response was an impressive reaction given his options. The weapons panel indicated ready, so I fired, and then skipped one-second. 
 
    When I checked the sensors, the second batmobile I had targeted looked to be only marginally functional. Several seconds later, the six Commonwealth cruisers appeared. Either the Issog were rattled, or else they miscalculated, because the two remaining ships jumped immediately—into the half of the fleet which hadn't jumped—and arrived without any missiles loaded. The Issog put up a respectable fight considering they couldn't respond immediately, and the engagement lasted only minutes. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "It feels like Christmas." Simons took a sip of her wine. Twenty-four hours had passed, and she had invited me to dine with her and Captain Lipscomb, her de facto second in command. "We defeated twelve batmobiles, only lost five cruisers, and freed the citizens of Durban. The Odin certainly was a significant factor…actually the Odin squadron. I can't believe you managed to fire twice and disable two cruisers without damage," Simons said, but it was more a question—how? 
 
    "We tend to agree that an ability to save time targeting, computing vectors, and missile time to impact in a war would give us little advantage in engagements with the enemy, because tactics rarely depend on split-second decisions. But, it's that ability which allowed me to confuse the enemy and get off a second load of missiles. I could compute the time to impact for the undamaged Issog cruisers, so I knew how long I could delay. The Issog commander couldn't ignore me, yet he had to fear the fleet skipping if he fired. His decision took three seconds too long." I watched as Simons and Lipscomb digested the scenario. 
 
    Simons laughed. "That's ironic. That's actually the Issog's advantage.  They are able to compute targeting information at least twice as fast as we can." She took another sip of her wine. "Independent command authority makes me nervous. But this time, it was consistent with the strategy we agreed upon, and it saved lives and ships. I'm glad you're commanding the Odin—you have war experience and understand the Issog. You're aggressive but you aren't reckless. I hate to think what would happen if they had enlisted some young hot-shot captain for the Odin's test case." 
 
    "I like what you've done, integrating the Amsit and Sobek with the Odin," Lipscomb said, nodding approval. I too had questioned how one ship was going to make a significant difference, not to mention getting sufficient captains trained in time." 
 
    "Since you have a better…feel for the Odin than I do, how do you see it helping if—no, when the Issog return to their bloodbank for…supplies?" Simons leaned forward. 
 
    "I think the Odin squadron is effective as bait for a trap or in creating confusion because of its ability to react quicker than the Issog. Of course, a lot will depend on the configuration of the Issog squadron sent to pick up supplies or to provide replacements." I had an idea but didn't want either Simons or Lipscomb to think I wanted to dictate strategy for the fleet. 
 
    "On the one hand, I would agree based upon what I've seen so far. We need to evaluate the Odin concept, which means you and your squadron can't be held in reserve or even used as I would a normal squadron. On the other hand, we have to be careful not to get the Odin destroyed by being overly aggressive." Simons closed her eyes for what appeared a painful thought or memory. "As harsh as it sounds, you can't jeopardize the Odin to save another ship. Do you understand, Captain LaFon?" 
 
    "Yes, ma'am. I understand." I did, but it went against all my instincts, and I wondered if logic or instinct would win in the heat of battle. 
 
    * * * 
 
    With some trepidation, I decided to visit Durban to see firsthand how much of the rumors about the Issog were true. The risk seemed minimal. The marines reported having killed the Issog contingent on the planet and having freed the inhabitants, and Akar was going, along with an additional four Mactans. 
 
    "You're at far more risk on the planet, and there is no guarantee the marines killed every Issog," Akar said when I raised my eyebrows as the additional Mactans entered my shuttle. 
 
    I nodded. He was right to be concerned. "Are you curious as to what we will find, Akar?" 
 
    "Yes, sir. All knowledge is useful." He smiled. "I would like to meet an Issog while we’re there in case, at some later date, we might have to fight some of them to protect you." 
 
    "Know thy enemy." I nodded. "If we can't find an Issog to fight, I'll find some marines to talk about their experience. I'm sure they would love to talk to Mactans." 
 
    "Yes, that would be helpful, so long as it didn’t distract us from protecting you." His lips gave a sight twitch of a smile. 
 
    Using my ICD, I contacted Colonel Storch, who had a ground vehicle dispatched to take me to him. It was old, and had seen better days, and could only accommodate three plus a driver comfortably, so two Mactans squeezed into the back along with Akar, and four stood on the platform used to step into the vehicle. When we arrived, the colonel was standing outside a long narrow shed attached to a modern building, which may have been an administration building before the Issog invaded. He saluted when I exited the ground vehicle. 
 
    "Sorry, sir, but we are short on vehicles. Most are being used to transport survivors to medical stations, and afterword to get identified. This building, and the attached shed, was one of the many blood…stations." When I nodded, he proceeded into the main building and gave me a brief tour. In one section were fifty large refrigeration units, each containing a couple hundred plastic two-liter bags of human blood. Other rooms contained what looked like a laboratory for inspecting, or maybe adding something, or filtering the blood, and still others for producing containers, and equipment to collect and store the blood. "The rooms upstairs appeared to be reserved for the Issog staff." He continued through a door into a narrow shed. "Here—" He choked and had to take a moment before continuing. The smell was overwhelming—feces, urine, blood, and the space gods only knew what else. "Each person was strapped to an individual…milking station and had multiple IVs inserted in his or her arteries. Food was dispensed through one of the IVs. When a milking station failed to deliver the required amount of blood, the individual was removed and killed, if not already dead. His body was then drained of any remaining blood and a new body attached." When we exited the building, none too soon, Storch stopped and took a deep breath.  Bile rose into my mouth, and it was all I could do to keep from throwing up. "There are several of these buildings located throughout Durban. Half of the population managed to escape when the Issog invaded, not that it mattered. The Issog hunted them when the reserve stock began to run low." 
 
    "How many do we estimate survived?" 
 
    "The early estimate was that half of the ten million on Durban were captured when the Issog invaded. Only ten percent of those survived. The Issog are estimated to have captured fifty percent of those who initially escaped, and early reports indicate thirty percent survived. We understand from those we talked to that an estimated twenty percent of the escapees died of other causes. So, our best estimate is that three million survived." 
 
    That was not only a scar that would last for generations, but there was no guarantee that the Issog wouldn't recapture Durban. 
 
    "Thank you, Colonel. If you have any marines who fought the Issog, please have them contact Colonel Akar." I nodded towards Akar, who stood next to me. 
 
    "Yes, sir. I have several marines who fought the Vamps. I'll tell Gunny Chow to arrange it when we get back to the Odin. If you will excuse me for now, I need to see to the cleanup." When I nodded, he saluted and left in the direction of a group of marines. 
 
    "What do you think, Akar?" 
 
    "The Issog are formidable fighters." 
 
    "How did you determine that?" I asked, confused as to how he had reached that conclusion, and why he didn't comment on the human tragedy. 
 
    "Judging by the number of dead and wounded marines, and the relatively few dead Issog. Of course, that's my initial opinion based only on what I've seen on our drive here." 
 
    "What about the human disaster here?" 
 
    "It's a tragedy for the humans involved, but to the Vamps, humans are prey, and this isn't much different from the way we raise and process our animals for food." 
 
    "But humans are intelligent beings!" I felt anger and outrage at the comparison. 
 
    "All animals have intelligence and feelings. To the Issog, humans are just edible animals, not a higher form of life like an Issog." Akar's voice carried no hint of an argument or condemnation of the Issog. 
 
    I stood there in shock, but could sort of see his point, if I stopped to consider it from the Issog's perspective. Humans had certainly committed enough atrocities against humans over the years, and the treatment of our food animals wasn't always pretty. My head ached from seeing the milking stations and Akar's reasoning. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    Commander Akar of the Mactans 
 
    "I'm Commander Akar of the Mactans, and these men are Sergeant Ceba and Corporal Dache. Thank you for agreeing to meet with us. I'm interested in learning how the Issog fight, in case we encounter one or more." 
 
    "How about a trade? We'll tell you about the Vamps if you will share a little about the Mactans," Gunny Chow said.  He was almost as wide as he was tall, and looked to be all muscle. When Akar nodded, he continued. "The Issog…Vamps are very deceptive because they are small and look fragile with their small, furry heads and thin bodies, arms, and legs. They can't actually fly, but that flap of skin that extends from their wrist to leg permits them to glide long distances, even from ground level with a running start. Their skin is very leathery, and acts like a pellet-proof vest. The nails extending from their thumbs and big toes cut like knives. So, in one-on-one encounters, they use their skin flaps to blind you, and those four talon-knives to shred you. Like you, they carry weapons and communication devices hanging everywhere. Around their neck is a computer communication device, clipped to one arm is a pellet and laser combination weapon, and on the other arm is a stun gun. Both weapons are light and small, but lethal. And they don't have to remove them, because the controls extend to their hands. Their reflexes are fast like a dog or cat’s. They are good shots, and know the target areas most likely to kill humans." He turned and waved to a corporal who was dragging a dead Issog. "We are going to stuff a few so we can use them as training aids. He'll be larger, closer to his normal size, when stuffed." Chow spent the next half hour explaining the best and worst places to shoot, knife, and punch. "Your turn," Chow said with a smile. 
 
    "We're raised in a crèche. Most of us are what you would call orphans, for one reason or another. By age six we are separated into two groups. One group goes to a normal orphanage where they are taught skills to earn a living. The other group begins training to be Mactans. Each subsequent year's training is a combination of conditioning, self-defense, and schooling. By age twelve we are again separated into two groups. One group enters government service: army, navy, or support services. The other group continues Mactan training. Finally, at age eighteen the group is separated again. One group goes into the special security police, and the other goes into advanced Mactan training. There, we train in groups and our rank and function are established. Around age twenty-two the group graduates and is available for assignments. By that time, we're well educated and trained in the art of war." 
 
    "And I thought marine training was hard." Chow laughed. "I'd imagine the duty is just as boring as being a marine on a war ship." 
 
    "Learning to focus on the job is the hardest part, since the odds of something happening are low on most assignments. Consequently, it's a major part of our early training.  After fifty or so lessons one learns." 
 
    "Lessons?" 
 
    "A hit with a fifty thousand volt Taser or a blast from a fire hose or…" 
 
    Chow smiled. "That would be something one would remember. I have several marines who could use a few of those lessons. Thank you, Colonel. You and your troops are welcome to use our workout area anytime." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "An interesting style of fighting, Colonel," Gunny Chow said as he stood with Akar watching the Mactans in practice matches. "I would have thought your style more…aggressive." 
 
    "The purpose is to kill or disable, not to cause pain. If I break my opponent’s jaw or crack a rib, that does not stop the fight. I wager it would just make your average marine more aggressive," Akar said. Chow nodded, and a small smile creased his lips. 
 
    "True, they get those injuries practicing. But your moves are…so slow and feather light." 
 
    "That is because each feather light touch is in a place that would kill or cripple, and that would soon leave me without a team. They practice slowly so that I, or their instructor, can see any weaknesses in their technique. If you move fast, it's hard to see if you were in perfect balance when you delivered the blow. Or whether the force of the blow came from your arm or from your waist; or whether you hit the right area but not the specific nerve, artery, or organ; or whether your breathing is in synch with the force of the blow." 
 
    "What do you mean when you say the force was from the arm or the waist?" 
 
    "A blow using your arm muscles is not only weaker than one where the force comes from the waist, but it is slower, takes more time to throw, and gives your opponent a second or two to react." 
 
    "Can you demonstrate that, because I'm not sure I understand?" Chow frowned in thought. Akar nodded and made several finger and hand movements while looking in the direction of the Mactans. A couple minutes later, Sergeant Ceba came with what looked like a wooden board forty-five centimeters square with two handles. 
 
    "That board takes twelve hundred pounds of force per square centimeter to separate." 
 
    "I doubt Kurt could break that." Chow nodded in the direction of a two-hundred-centimeter-tall man who rippled with muscle and was presently lifting weights. 
 
    When Akar nodded to Ceba, he braced himself with one foot back, grabbed the board by the handles, and extended it out chest high with his elbows locked. 
 
    "Gunny, hold your fist about thirty centimeters in front of the board and balance yourself ready to throw a punch at the board." Akar nodded towards Ceba, whose lip twitched and eyes sparkled with amusement. While Akar talked, the workout area had become quiet, and marines began to gather around the three. 
 
    "You're joking." Chow shrugged and slowly pulled his arm back. 
 
    "No, Gunny. You can bend your arm but keep your fist within thirty centimeters. The power will come from the muscles in your arm—arm power." 
 
    Chow shrugged and frowned in concentration for a moment, and then his fist slammed into the board. He winced in pain but to his credit didn't make a sound. "Kurt," he shouted. When Kurt stepped out of the group that was standing around watching, he was smiling. "You try it." 
 
    Kurt nodded, stepped up to the board, and put his right foot back into a solid stance. As he studied the board, marines were taking bets. He raised his fist in front of the board then looked to Akar, who nodded, then his face tightened in concentration and the muscles in his arm bulged a second before he struck. The look on his face was priceless—shock—which was matched by most of the marines watching. Before anyone could say anything, Kurt drew his arm back and struck the board again. 
 
    Cebe slid back a few inches, but the board remained intact. Akar waved to Gephel, a Mactan corporal, who came walking over. When Akar nodded to the board, Gephel walked up and raised his hand, fingertips less than ten centimeters from the board. Suddenly, he twisted right and his palm drove into and through the board as it split in half.  
 
    "That power came from the waist, through the arm, and into the palm. That force is not only intended to break bone but to drive the fractured bone into organs." Akar's statement was greeted with stunned silence. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    Waiting upon the Issog 
 
    "Well, Captain LaFon, you have had time to consider the problem. In light of our previous discussion, any suggestion on how best to utilize the Odin and your squadron when the Issog come to replenish their…supplies." Simons winched slightly, as I did, at the thought of what those supplies cost in pain and suffering for the people on Durban. Even those not captured by the Issog lived in constant fear of being caught by one of the periodic hunting parties looking for new milking stock. 
 
    "I would like to try rattling them again. What if you station my squadron at the six-light-second mark, several squadrons at the eight, and the Sakhmet and the remaining squadrons around Durban?" I waited for her reaction—she had asked me how to utilize the Odin squadron, not to position her fleet. Captain Lipscomb frowned but said nothing. Simons nodded, which I took as permission to continue. "The squadron at six and eight light-seconds would remain powered down. The Issog won't skip until they are within four light-seconds, or less, as it would use too much of their skip capacity. When they get in range, the Odin squadron will attack and then skip to the eight-light-second group. Hopefully, the Issog will skip after me and into the squadrons waiting there. After that it depends on their commander." 
 
    Simons sat gazing off into space while tapping on her desk. "I like it. The Sakhmet and those orbiting Durban will keep their lights on as an enticement. It might work, unless they send in a fleet." She gave a snort. "But that is unlikely. They don't know we are here, so it should be supply ships plus a normal escort. At least this time, they have to come to us. Take up your proposed position at the six-light-second mark. I'll have Captain Perkins contact you when he's in position. Then, you can establish a vector to his group and set up a tight beam connection for coordination." She cut the connection. I immediately contacted my staff. Five minutes later, I had everyone in my conference room and Lahti and Bergan on a split screen on the room monitor. 
 
    "Our assigned position is the six-light-second mark on a direct path from the Wave exit. Once there, we will cut back to minimum power and wait for the Issog to make their next supply run. Several squadrons will take up positions at eight light-seconds, also at minimum power. The Skelmet and her escort will remain in orbit around Durban with their sensors active." 
 
    "What's the plan?" Lahti asked, a predatory grin on her lips. Bergan seemed to lean toward the monitor as if that would help him hear. His eyes, like Lahti’s, danced with excitement. The room became suddenly silent as everyone awaited the answer. 
 
    "The Issog like skipping because they can somehow compute our cruisers' positions and fire their missiles ten to twenty seconds faster than our cruisers. Consequently, they won't skip to attack from more than three or four light-seconds out, as it wastes their eight-second reserve. We can therefore expect them to approach on a direct line from the Wave exit to Durban. I thought we would fire on them and then skip two seconds into the area where Captain Perkins will have his squadrons waiting. After that, we will have to respond to the situation. For now, proceed on vector one-five-zero by zero-one-zero to the six-light-second mark." I cut the connection and looked around the conference-room table.  "There is no reason to man the sections full time. We will have several hours’ notice, since we will be a good six light-seconds from the Wave exit, and I'd like everyone rested and at their best when the action begins." 
 
    * * * 
 
    I let the primary Bridge crew take the first shift while I roamed the ship talking with each section chief, and then watched Doctor Felder while she performed an autopsy on several Issogs and described what she thought would be vulnerable areas. The marines who had actually fought the Issog were able to verify most of Felder's findings and conclusions. 
 
    "Your earlier observations appear to have been correct—they are very good fighters and difficult to kill," I said to Akar after listening to everyone. 
 
    "I think the marines will do better in their next confrontation now that they know the Issog's vulnerable areas. Of course, the Issog will still be dangerous because of their ability to…glide and their quicker reflexes, but less so as the marines know their strengths and weaknesses." 
 
    "What about the Mactans?" I asked, more curious about Akar's answer than the reality, as I doubted the Mactans would ever meet the Issog. 
 
    "Now that we understand their strengths and weaknesses, I believe our training will give us a two-to-one advantage. Before, I believe the Issog would have had a three-to-two edge." 
 
    "Training?" I asked, not sure if he meant the years or something else. 
 
    "When we fight, we fight," he said as if the statement was handed down from one of the space gods. 
 
    "I'm not sure I understand?" 
 
    "I mean our total focus is on fighting, with no thoughts of winning or losing or dying or hate or revenge…just the fight. That takes years to develop. Most cannot help but have thoughts interrupt their concentration: he's better than me, I'm better than him, he cut me, I'm bleeding, I could die, he's disgusting looking, where are my buddies…" 
 
    I stood thinking about what he had said for a long time. "I think I understand. Before the Odin I wouldn't have, but now I do. When I’m alone on the Bridge, all the decisions are mine and seconds matter, therefore my focus has to be concentrated totally on the action. Distractions would cost me valuable seconds, which could result in the destruction of the Odin." 
 
    Akar nodded. "In a one-on-one fight with an equally skilled opponent, a loss of concentration for even a second could cost you your life." 
 
    We walked in silence back to my quarters, where I slept for several hours before returning to the Bridge for shift change. 
 
    "Captain on the Bridge," Maize announced as I entered. "Ma'am, we are in position and have established a tight-beam connection with the Amsit and Sobek." 
 
    "Captain, the Ammut is requesting a connection," said Sainz, the communications officer. 
 
    "Accept and put Captain Perkins on monitor one, and connect the Sobek and Amsit. Put Lahti and Bergan on monitor two." 
 
    "Captain LaFon, I have my three squadrons in place. Admiral Simons says you have a plan." His narrow angular face looked amused, although he wasn't smiling. 
 
    "Yes, but it's short on details. I'm hoping a surprise attack on the Vamps as they approach my position will aggravate them enough to entice them to skip after me when I retreat to your position. Of course, that will depend on what the supply convoy looks like and how the Vamp Commander responds." 
 
    "In other words, you don't know what you or the Vamp Commander will do but we should be ready for anything." He sat stroking his chin and looking serious except for the twinkle in his eyes. 
 
    I nodded sagely. "That about sums it up." 
 
    "Good hunting, Zoe." He smiled before cutting the connection. When he did, the Ammut and other eight cruisers disappeared from the sensors. 
 
    "Captain LaFon, neither Captain Perkins nor you appear to care about your plan," Lahti said, but it was clearly an I'm confused query. 
 
    "Perkins and I have fought the Issog many times and know they seldom cooperate with our plans. We make plans, like now—we're at six light-seconds, he's at eight, and the Odin squadron will do whatever we can to rattle the Issog and make them do something stupid that Perkins can use to our advantage. But that depends less on what we do and more on how the Issog respond. In fact, I want you and Bergan to wait to see how they respond to the Odin before you act. Pick your targets and wait." I cut the connection when nods and predatory grins appeared. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Sixty-five hours later, the Issog were seen exiting the Wave.  The sensors identified six batmobiles escorting four transports, which were most likely a combination of troop ships carrying replacements and empty supply ships. I waited patiently as the convoy approached the six-light-second mark, noting that the transports had slowed to allow the escorting cruisers to move ahead, probably because the Issog commander had detected the presence of Commonwealth ships orbiting Durban. 
 
    Given their acceleration remained consistent, the transports would be one light-second behind the cruisers by the time the escorting ships were in our attack area. That made for a dilemma—which group to attack. The transports weren't much of a threat, as they were lightly armed, had no reinforced battle metal, and were unable to outrun a cruiser. The eight cruisers were dangerous, but the Odin squadron could safely jump to the supporting taskforce after damaging, or possibly destroying, one or more of the cruisers. A thought Lahti and Bergan were excitedly anticipating.  
 
    But the object was to rattle the escorting commander, making him and his squadron vulnerable, so I let the cruisers pass and waited as the transports crept closer—thirty thousand kilometers,  twenty-five. At twenty thousand kilometers, I fired three missiles at each transport—time to impact ten seconds. As the tubes reloaded, I waited for the reaction of the escort's commander.  
 
    My missiles scored multiple hits on each transport. In one case, the automatic laser defense took out one of the three missiles.  Ten seconds later, all eight of the escorting batmobiles skipped back. Twelve seconds later, they fired on the Odin. I executed a two-second skip to the awaiting Commonwealth squadrons. No one followed. I assumed they were awaiting to reload first. But as they waited, the Sobek and Amsit struck, sending four missiles at each transport: two exploded and two were heavily damaged. They jumped immediately, followed by the eight Issog escorts, which would have their missile tubes loaded by the time they located the three cruisers who just attacked their transports—too enraged to consider a possible trap.  
 
    As they appeared, I computed the vectors to two of the cruisers and fired four missiles at each and waited. Ten seconds later they fired, targeting the Odin, Sobek, and the Amsit. We skipped back almost simultaneously. While the Issog squadron waited to reload, Perkins’ squadrons fired. I picked out the two transports that were still functional and fired two missiles at each. One of the two exploded ten seconds later as all four scored direct hits. The second transport looked barely functional. I stayed, waiting to reload, knowing that the Issog commander wouldn't waste a two-second skip when he knew he couldn't save the transports and needed the remaining four-second skip-time to engage the squadrons attacking him.  
 
    While I waited, I tagged the Issog cruisers B1 thru B8 for display on my ESP and was amazed when I found I could not only mentally follow the battle, but also keep track of the individual Issog cruisers as they skipped to attack or avoid the Commonwealth cruisers. My new implant somehow allowed me to keep track of each skip by tag. When B2, B5, and B7 had used up their remaining five skips, I computed a vector to B2, skipped, refined the vector, fired five missiles, computed a vector to B5, and skipped. When I came out of the skip, I computed a firing vector to B5 and fired. When I scanned the ESP for B2, I found it had been destroyed and none of the remaining batmobiles were functional. Perkins’ squadron had lost four cruisers, and his cruiser and two others looked only marginally functional. I called the Sobek and the Amsit. Bergan was first to appear. 
 
    "What's the status of the Sobek?" 
 
    Bergan looked tired but pleased. "We took a few hits, but we're functional." He smiled. "We gave better than we got, and the Sobek will get credit for one of the transports and maybe an assist on a cruiser." 
 
    Just then Lahti appeared on the monitor. "Sorry, we had six Vamp fighters trying to land on the Amsit, as their transportation was no longer available." 
 
    "What's your status?" 
 
    "Only minor missile damage, however one Vamp did manage to ram us. He caused the most damage…deaths, but we're functional." She smiled but it didn't reach her eyes. 
 
    "Any skip time left?" 
 
    "None," they said simultaneously. 
 
    "Make necessary repairs and then proceed back to our assigned area. We need to examine the transports." I cut the connection and called the backup-Bridge crew to the Bridge, deciding to check in on each section. Although we were fortunate and nothing had been damaged, I felt the need for human contact. I chose the medical unit first. 
 
    "Captain, are you injured?" Felder asked when she saw me. 
 
    "No. Just thought I would drop by and see how you're doing." 
 
    "I was expecting…" 
 
    "The chaos I had mentioned?" I grinned and she nodded. "This time we were there more to annoy the Issogs—hit and run tactics." 
 
    "Yes. I knew we had encountered the Issog by the jumps…that eerie fading in and out of …?" 
 
    "Nobody has a good explanation of what exactly happens, although there are several theories. But it's like your body is left behind when the ship jumps approximately three hundred thousand kilometers a second, and it takes your body time to catch up to the ship." 
 
    "I thought I had died and was passing on to the next life." She laughed. "I'm glad I didn't. I'm not looking forward to the chaos you described, but to being where I can help." 
 
    "I'll do my best to keep your dispensary quiet and clean," I said, remembering her quip at our first staff meeting. 
 
    "I think that would make you as happy as it would make me." She gave me a knowing smile. I nodded agreement and left. I found Commander Stewart in his office. He stood as I entered. 
 
    "Captain, that was an exciting ride. I've never been on a ship engaged with the Issog without multiple hits." 
 
    "It was a fun ride. Our function was to annoy the Issog into doing something stupid, and we succeeded. We destroyed two transports and crippled two. I'll be sending out marines to make sure they are free of Vamps. You'll support them if they encounter heavy resistance." 
 
    "Our pleasure, Captain. Half of my group are new and can use the experience." 
 
    Next I found Colonel Storch, who was in the marines’ workout area with Gunny Chow. They straightened as I approached. 
 
    "Colonel, Gunny, are you ready for a rematch with the Issog?" I asked, knowing they had lost ten marines helping to clear Durban. 
 
    "Yes, we have a score to settle, and I think we're prepared for the rematch," Storch said, and Chow gave a sharp nod of agreement. 
 
    "I'd like you to get a team together to ensure the two transports we disabled are clear of Vamps. I'm hoping we can find something useful. Commander Stewart will support you if you encounter heavy resistance. I don't want any unnecessary heroics. This won't be our last encounter with the Issog, so don't hesitate to call him." I left when I saw their reluctant acknowledgement. Friends and comrades had died and they wanted revenge, but would follow orders. 
 
    "Captain," Lt. Commander Vanek said when I entered the engineering section. She smiled. "Nothing's broken." 
 
    "Good. Since you have nothing to do, send a couple of your engineers to examine the two transports we disabled." 
 
    "Are you looking for anything in particular?" 
 
    "No, but all information about the enemy is useful. I'll let you know when the marines have declared it safe." I made my way back to the Bridge, where Disanto and Maize waited. 
 
    "Captain on the Bridge," Disanto said loudly, as the first shift was on duty, but Maize was first to speak. 
 
    "Captain, why didn't you attack one of the cruisers? The transports couldn't have reached the Wave exit before one of us reached them." 
 
    "What was our mission?" I waited. 
 
    "To make the Commander of the escort mad enough to chase us into Captain Perkins’ task force," Disanto said. "Certainly, firing on several of his cruisers would have worked." 
 
    "And decreased their overall operational capability," Maize added. 
 
    "And screamed trap," I said. "The first mistake new captains make is thinking the Issog are stupid, or just not as smart. Yes, he would have been mad, but not crazy mad. Therefore, he would have stopped to assess the situation: The Commonwealth has ships orbiting Durban, and therefore, they defeated the Issog squadron that was stationed here. A single ship attacked eight cruisers, which is suicide unless …" I paused to let them consider the scenario. "Much more logical that a single ship would attack transports, which are an easy target, and then run for home. Besides, I killed hundreds of Issogs and caused the delay of food to their troops, for which the Issog commander will probably be held accountable." 
 
    Maize laughed. "That would be a personal affront and a good reason to want you drowned in a tub of guano." 
 
     Disanto choked out a laugh. "That's a picture which will be hard to forget. You were right, Captain. This tour will be like graduating the War College. On my previous tours, I was second and third shift and wasn't privy to the strategy or the tactics involved." 
 
    "I agree. Given we don't wind up in the guano, I believe I'll make a good XO under some captain after a tour with you, Captain." 
 
    "Why not captain? Given the attrition rate we are having, this experience may well qualify you and Disanto." 
 
    "A couple of months ago, I may have thought it possible after a year as XO on the front lines, but after watching you, I understand experience takes time to acquire and that it will take me more than a year to be ready." She gave a slight shrug. 
 
    She was right, but unfortunately, the war had accelerated the promotions and too many captains weren't ready to command a cruiser in war time, which consequently resulted in a higher casualty rate and faster promotions. A death cycle that could result in the destruction of the Commonwealth. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Two days later, Simons had invited Captain Perkins and me to dine with her and Captain Lipscomb. She had skipped the Sakhmet out three light minutes to reduce Perkins’ and my travel time. 
 
    "That was a good plan, Zoe," Perkins said as we waited in the Admiral's dining room on the Sakhmet. "Of course, the Issog commander did help. When he realized we had taken Durban, he positioned his transports to his rear—the right strategy at the wrong time." He laughed. "A good reminder for all of us. That one misjudgment can cost you your entire squadron." 
 
    Just then Lipscomb walked in and called, "Attention," a second before Simons entered. 
 
    "At ease. That was nice work you two pulled off against the Issog," she said as she poured a glass of wine from the sideboard. "It feels like Christmas when we lose less ships than the Issog, and today they lost two to one." 
 
    "I think Zoe proved that Issog commanders can be made to lose their tempers and act irrationally just like humans. He knew something was wrong by the way he positioned his transports, yet he chased the Odin squadron." Perkins shook his head at the irony. 
 
    "Yes, Zoe knows the Issog better than most. If I were crazy enough to give anyone the authority to take independent action, it would be her. The question is what do we do now that they will shortly know we have liberated Durban and destroyed their resupply taskforce?" Simons asked, signaling a willingness to listen to suggestions. 
 
    "Logically, we can expect them to send in an overwhelming force," Lipscomb said. "Based on our previous history against them, they will have to assume we had two fleets initially and have one remaining. Therefore, I think we can expect twenty-five to thirty Issog cruisers." 
 
    "Sounds about right." Perkins nodded agreement. 
 
    "Zoe, any comments or suggestions?" Simons prompted. I had given it some thought and had come to the same conclusion. This time, tricks wouldn't work, not to overcome a two-to-one advantage. 
 
    "Yes, destroy the Issog's infrastructure on Durban and go free another system—" 
 
    "You’re suggesting we leave Durban to the Issogs?" Lipscomb roared, his face twisted in disgust. Perkins frowned but said nothing. Simons stared at me but also remained silent. 
 
    "If we stay, they will still retake Durban. The only difference will be the Sixth Fleet will no longer exist—eleven cruisers and near five thousand crew."       
 
    "Better that than a cowardly retreat." Libcomb's face now flushed red in rage. 
 
    "I didn't say retreat. I said let's go free another system. We've agreed the Issog can be rattled and subsequently use poor judgment. It's going to take six months to a year to reestablish the operation they had when we arrived. If we shut down another?" I left the question hanging. 
 
    "Zoe's idea is abhorrent and against tradition…but she's right. We can't hold Durban even if Admiral Fossett sends replacements. It will be difficult to surprise them, as they know we are here in force. The fact is the Issog will retake Durban whether we stay or go." She sipped her coffee while awaiting comments. 
 
    "I agree." Perkins nodded, his eyes closed in resignation. Lipscomb sat silently shaking his head. 
 
    "I'm sure everyone who hears the idea will be repulsed by the thought of leaving Durban defenseless, feel it's cowardly and a betrayal of our responsibility—including Admiral Fossett. Nevertheless, I believe it's the right response, but I'm going to need Admiral Fossett's approval and reinforcements." Simons left for Utopia later that evening. "For now, return to New Hope." 
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
    Utopia: Admiral Fossett—Retreat or Hold 
 
    "Simons, are you crazy?" Fossett's fist slammed his mahogany desk so hard, coffee jumped from his cup, splattering the sleeve of his right arm. "It's our sworn duty to protect the citizens of the Commonwealth or to die trying." 
 
    Simons sat quietly waiting for the knee-jerk tirade to end. When Fossett stopped to take a breath, she spoke. "Only Durban, or does our oath include the other systems?"  
 
    Fossett's eyes narrowed and he glared at Simons for several seconds. "It includes everyone, but right now Durban is the priority." 
 
    "So, our new strategy is to look good at any cost?" Simons asked with no hint of amusement. 
 
    "What's looking good have to do with trying to save Durban?" 
 
    "Because you and I know for certain the Issog will retake Durban even if you reinforce the Sixth." 
 
    Fossett was quiet for a long time. "You and I know we've sent captains on what amounted to suicide missions. It's unavoidable sometimes."  
 
    "True, but we have never sacrificed the Commonwealth for one system. Durban could well be the battle that destroys the Commonwealth." 
 
    "Don't be ridiculous, Simons. You'll destroy more Vamp cruisers than they'll destroy Commonwealth cruisers, so it will be a great victory and something to boost morale." 
 
    "I take it you no longer believe the Odin concept can save the Commonwealth?" 
 
    "Of course, look at the results—" Fossett's mouth dropped open in midsentence as he realized he hadn't considered the Odin. "I'll give Captain LaFon orders to join another fleet." 
 
    "I know Zoe. She won't leave under those conditions, and you can't court martial a dead captain." 
 
    "What's your assessment of the Odin?" Fossett suddenly changed topics, appearing to dismiss the previous discussion. 
 
    "Under the command of Captain LaFon, it's potentially our savior."  
 
    "Explain," Fossett said while continuing to glare tight lipped at Simons. 
 
    "The Odin would permit any captain to react faster than the Issog, and that would result in a few extra kills. Nice, but not decisive. It's Captain LaFon's experience against the Issog and her clever integration of her squadron into an Odin squadron that has made the Sixth so effective." 
 
    "So you want to free the people of Yorklan, knowing in advance you can't hold it?" 
 
    "Although it will be satisfying freeing the citizens of Yorklan from the Issog, the objective is not freeing them but to confuse the Issog. LaFon has proven that the Issog commanders can be rattled, and when they are, they commit the same kind of stupid mistakes we humans do when we are angry or surprised. The problem has been the Issog aren't easy to rattle. I'm hoping that will eventually lead to the kind of blunder that turns the war in our favor." 
 
    "What about the citizens of Durban and Yorklan?" Fossett's voice was soft and sounded distraught. 
 
    "We will destroy the Issog's infrastructure and free the people. Hopefully, that action will take the Issog six months to a year to rebuild and collect humans. If we're losing the war, it won't matter, on the other hand if we're winning…?" Simons shrugged. 
 
    "All right. I don't like it, nor will anyone else, but…if we can't gain an advantage over the Issog, we will eventually lose the war." Fossett shook his head while he stared at his clenched fists. "Retreat to New Hope and I'll send you replacements to bring you up to full strength." 
 
    * * * 
 
   
  
 

 New Hope 
 
    When we reached New Hope, we were hailed as heroes. Everyone ignored the fact we had left Durban without protection. Simons had left Perkins in charge, and he had agreed to let each cruiser only have ten percent of its compliment on shore leave at a time, so as not to overwhelm New Hope’s resources. I made each department chief responsible for maintaining the ten percent. 
 
    Five days into our return, Perkins invited me to dine with him at an exclusive restaurant, the Dojun, which looked like a private old-earth Japanese house. Each dining area was separated by sliding paper doors, making each room private. In addition, every room opened on to a porch that looked out onto a stone garden with small bridges over slow-moving streams and exotic trees and bushes. 
 
    "This is beautiful and…peaceful," I said, looking around. 
 
    "After the killing, one needs a tranquil place to clear one's head." 
 
    "This certainly qualifies." 
 
    Just then a waitress in a long white gown, red Obi belt, and wooden shoes entered and placed a platter of hors d'oeuvres on the low ebony table. 
 
    "What do you think Fossett will do?" Perkins picked up something on a stick and took a bite as he awaited a response.  
 
    "Simons has a ‘get out of jail’ card in her pocket." I bit into a small sushi roll, rice and fish of some kind, giving Perkins time to think about what I had said. 
 
    "The Odin? He could just assign you to another fleet." 
 
    "Simons knows I won't go if he insists on the Sixth Fleet defending Durban." 
 
    Perkins laughed. "I tend to agree with you. Rather die fighting than be milked. Do you think the Odin will enable us to win against the Issog…and be prepared to stand off the Arrith?" 
 
    "I also had my doubts about whether the increased reaction time of an Odin captain would make a difference in battle. But I've found it does. It offsets the Issog's ability to detect our positions faster than we can detect theirs, and that can rattle them. An Odin squadron is several times more effective, but the potential effectiveness will depend upon the individuals who qualify and how they are used—not to mention their graduation and subsequent attrition rates. We need captains who have fought the Issog and understand them, and Admirals like Simons who can adapt to captains who are authorized to take independent actions." 
 
    "In other words, you don't have a clue." He laughed. "It also depends on how many cruisers the Issog have available." 
 
    "That sums it up perfectly." I laughed and took a drink of my wine. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Admiral Simons returned a week later accompanied by three squadrons, which brought the Sixth Fleet up to full strength—eighteen cruisers, six squadrons of three each. She wasted no time in calling for a meeting of her squadron leaders. 
 
    "Admiral Fossett saw no advantage in trying to hold Durban, as painful as it is to leave Durban undefended. In fact, trying to hold Durban would require committing scarce resources that could weaken our overall effectiveness and result in losses we can't afford. He has instead directed the Sixth Fleet to free Yorklan. Before anyone asks, we will make no attempt to hold Yorklan. During our engagements at Durban we discovered the Issog can be rattled, and when they are, they are far more vulnerable. Our objective at Yorklan is to prod the Issog into doing something we can use to our advantage. A war of attrition isn't in our favor." Simons looked at each individual and hearing no comments continued. "If you haven't already canceled planet-side leave, do so, and be prepared to leave twenty-four hours from now. Libscomb, Perkins, and LaFon, I'd like a word with you." Simons waited to speak until everyone had left. "I sent a scout to Yorklan seven days ago. He should have returned by now, so I don't know what we can expect at Yorklan. Do you have any suggestions, LaFon?" 
 
    "I propose we use the same strategy we used at Durban. Issog commanders appear to have a lot of autonomy, therefore we can't count on the Issog commander on Yorklan employing the same defensive configuration. Give me five minutes to assess the situation and maybe create some chaos." I paused, wishing Mikel were here on New Hope. "We need an Odin Fleet," I mumbled. 
 
    "Everyone taking orders from you!" Libscomb shot back, an angry scowl on his clean-shaven face, on which gravity was beginning to win around his jowls. I thought him still angry at me because of Durban. Simons was frowning, either in thought or censure. I wasn't sure. Perkins’ eyebrows rose in what appeared interest. 
 
    "Of course not. No one person could direct eighteen cruisers or even six squadrons during an engagement. No, the problem is giving Admiral Simons and the squadron commanders the status the minute they exit the Wave, so that they are operational sooner." 
 
    "That would be helpful," Simons said, looking off into space. "But how do you propose you do that?" 
 
    "Let me send a priority message to Mikel at Next Robotics. I'll wager he comes with his top engineers. It won't help this time, but it may in the future." I wasn't sure what form the message package would take or what it would contain, but I thought Mikel's people could make it work. 
 
    "You think he'd come to the war zone?" Simons asked. When I nodded, she continued. "I don't want some civilian telling me how to run the fleet, LaFon." 
 
    "Mikel is a visionary, but also pragmatic. You'll tell him what you would like to have and he'll do his best to provide it." 
 
    "We're not going to win this war doing the same things we've been doing and hoping for a different result." Simons's voice sounded angry and frustrated. "Compose the message and send it to me. If I agree, I'll send it to Next Robotics." 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next day, Simons moved the fleet to within one light-second of the Wave and called for a conference. When she had all the squadron commanders on the conference call, she began. 
 
    "Captain LaFon's squadron, designated Zeta squadron, will precede the first wave into Yorklan by five minutes. Her task will be to distract any Vamps sitting on the Wave exit. Alpha, Beta, and Gamma squadrons will follow five minutes later and Delta, Epsilon, and the Sakhmet five minutes afterward." She cut the connection to everyone except the Odin. "I've sent off your request to Mikel. You really think he'll come?" 
 
    "Like a moth to flame. The Odin is his dream-child, and although it's no longer the perfect baby he had imagined when he started, it's still his child and he will want to be part of its development. He'll come with the best minds in his organization." 
 
    "Good. I'm not certain what you're envisioning or if Next Robotics can make it happen, but I'm warming to the idea. If I can't have knowledge about the enemy before we arrive, I'd sure like some way of having it the second I do. Good hunting, LaFon. Don't take too many risks. The Odin and the techniques you're developing may be our only hope of surviving the Issog and being ready to take on the Arrith." She cut the connection, and I immediately contacted the Amsit and the Sobek.  
 
    "Admiral Simons is giving us five minutes to kick ass before the fleet enters," I said to smiling faces.  
 
    "Any pre-Yorklan instructions?" Lahti asked. 
 
    "We enter with all systems passive and await instructions. Remember, our objective is the same as at Durban: to irritate them, get them to use their skip allowances, and set them up for the fleet—not to be heroes." 
 
    * * * 
 
    The transit to Yorklan took six days and three hours, during which time there was little to do. Each department either conducted training, or inspections, or qualification testing, or all three. For the Bridge crew it was simulations, which I let Disanto and Maize conduct while I monitored the results. Because of the high demands of the war, many of the crew were new to the navy or their specialty. The time was well spent.  
 
    With four hours to go, I took my position on the Bridge and sent the primary crew to the Backup Bridge. Then I systematically shut down each panel and ran system checks. Satisfied, I closed my eyes. When we fight, we fight, ran through my thoughts. I smiled, as that certainty applied to war—distractions kill, if not me directly, then others under my command. Slowly my mind cleared and I became the Odin. 
 
    "Battle Stations," I announced with one hour to go, and the Odin appeared to hold its collective breath. "Exiting the Wave in ten, nine…two, one, now," I said as the Odin shuddered as it broke loose of the energy wave and entered Yorklan space. I watched as the passive systems began registering the results for several light-seconds and the ESP sprang to life with twenty-two objects, which it slowly identified and tagged: Four Issog cruisers, B1-B4, at two light-seconds. Four transports, BT1-BT4, and six cruisers, B5-B10, at three light-seconds. Four more cruisers, B11-B14, at six light-seconds. And four objects, X15-X18, which I assumed would be identified as Issog cruisers when my systems went active. I concluded that the Issog had the standard twelve cruisers guarding the system.  
 
    We had entered as a supply convoy consisting of four transports and a six-cruiser escort were in the process of leaving the system. This was a disaster waiting to happen. When we fight, we fight echoed in my mind, forcing my focus onto my eighteen opponents, not winning or losing, just the fight. I sent the Sobek and Amsit the same two packages: 
 
    MiVa100120S3 and MiVb260160S3 
 
    Package one: per verbal orders, skip on vector 100 by 120 for three seconds. 
 
    Package two: per verbal order, skip on vector 260 by 160 for three seconds. 
 
    I then immediately contacted the two ships by tight beam. "All systems active. I expect the four Vamps at two light-seconds to initiate a skip close to our positions. As soon as they fire, make a three-second skip to the first vector, fire on the transports, then jump using the vector in the second package. Jump only one second if the original four don't chase you. Otherwise, execute a three-second skip. After that, use your initiative but remember our objective." 
 
    I had no sooner finished than the four Vamps, B1-B4 at two light-seconds, jumped to our position and twelve seconds afterward, fired. The Sobek, Amsit, and I made a three-second skip into the area where the transports and escort ships were located. I had the transports’ positions within ten seconds and fired three at each. Ten seconds later, the sensors showed all twelve missiles scored direct hits. 
 
     Fifteen seconds later, the Sobek and Amsit fired. At the same time, the six escort ships, B5-B10, fired. Since the four Issog cruisers B1-B4 at the Wave remained where they were, the Sobek, Amsit, and I made a one second skip—one light-second back toward the Wave but two light-seconds short of the B1-B4 cruisers. 
 
    Forty-five seconds later, all ten Issog cruisers B1-B10 converged on our position. I selected B5 and fired eight missiles—keeping four in reserve. When the Issog cruisers fired, the Sobek, Amsit, and I skipped back to the area where the transports sat. Thirty seconds later, we each fired on the relatively defenseless transports. All ten cruisers followed and fired fourteen seconds later. When they did, the Sobek and the Amsit skipped back to the Wave exit, expending their eight-second skip capacity. I skipped two seconds toward Yorklan. 
 
    B1-B4 followed the Sobek and Amsit, also exhausting their eight-second skip capacities. And to my relief, five escort cruisers, B6-B10, followed me thirty seconds later, giving them fifteen seconds to find and target me before their missiles would be loaded. Apparently, B5's damage was serious, because it didn't follow. I selected B10 as the closest Issog cruiser and fired the four missiles I had in reserve while I waited for the other eight to reload—three scored hits. If I was right, my eight missiles would be loaded before the Issog could fire, so I waited, hoping the Issog cruisers B11-B14, which were only one light-second away at the six light-second mark, didn't attack.  I again selected B10 and fired eight missiles only seconds before the Issog fired. 
 
    I made a two-second skip back to the crippled transports. Thirty seconds later, B6-B10 followed. I selected B9 and fired again only seconds before the Issogs fired—and made another two-second skip back toward the Wave, which was only one light-second from the Sobek and the Amsit with only a one-second skip remaining. As I did, the sensors showed the Alpha, Beta, and Gamma squadrons exiting the Wave. 
 
    I queried Perkins and was immediately connected. "You have four Issog cruisers with no skips left harassing the Sobek and Amsit. One light-second away I'm harassing six Vamps three light-seconds from the Wave. If they skip to my position at one light-second from the Wave, they will have exhausted their skip capacity. Two are seriously damaged." 
 
    He nodded and cut the connection. 
 
    When B6-B10 skipped to my position, I selected B9 and B10 and fired six missiles at each and skipped my final one light-second toward Yorklan, to the two-light-second mark. And although they couldn't skip after me, I was still within missile range. Sure enough, forty-eight seconds later, the five cruisers fired thirty-six missiles—one or more must have had damaged missile tubes—with an estimated impact time of two minutes and twenty-one seconds.  I returned fire with twelve missiles, targeting B7 and B8 with six each.  
 
    I could do nothing but wait for the fleet to engage the five Issog cruisers and distract them from me. I turned my attention to the ECM panel, and using the sensors determined each incoming vector. Then I activated the chaff, set up the automatic laser defense to look in the right direction, shot off several decoys, and finally turned the Odin to present its most armored side. It helped. The chaff misdirected eight, the automatic laser system picked off fifteen, the decoys destroyed eight, but four found their targets. Battle metal absorbed two, while two ripped through the outer skin and opened the marine shuttle bay to space, destroying two attack shuttles and killing eight, damaging part of the environmental section and killing ten, and wounding many more. 
 
    The sensors indicated I had scored two on B7 and three on B8. Forty-five seconds later, they fired another salvo of thirty-two. This time two ripped through weakened battle metal, opening crew quarters and killing five, and the maintenance area killing fifteen. I didn't have time to monitor the damage reports as I changed targets during the forty-five-second weapon loading delays.  
 
    Fortunately, B5-10 had to divert their fire when the first-wave squadrons finished B1-4 and began targeting them. When the Delta and Epsilon squadrons arrived several minutes later, the fleet skipped to their location. Within minutes, the remaining Issog cruisers were destroyed.  
 
    * * * 
 
    "What happened, Zoe? You apparently disregarded my order not to save anyone at the expense of the Odin," Simons shouted only minutes after the last Issog cruiser had been destroyed. Her voice alternated between concern, anger, and frustration. 
 
    "Bad timing. When we exited the Wave, we found the standard four Issog cruisers in their normal position two light-seconds from the Wave. But we had entered just as six Issog cruisers were escorting four transports out of system. If I hadn’t done what I did, your first three squadrons would have encountered ten Issog cruisers with full skip capability within three light-seconds of the Wave." She and I knew ten Issog cruisers with full skip capacity could, and probably would, have destroyed three to our two cruisers—all but destroying the Sixth Fleet. "And there are still four more Vamp cruisers at the six-light-second mark and four more at the ten-light-second mark." 
 
    "Damn you, Zoe. I don't know whether to court martial you or put you in for a medal. If you hadn't…interceded, the Sixth Fleet would have been decimated, but you risked the Odin, which may be our only hope of surviving the Issog." She took a sip of coffee and sat staring at the cup. "Why do you think the four Vamps are at six light-seconds rather than four?" 
 
    "Could have been the Station commander's decision, or they may have been heading to the four-second mark when we entered." 
 
    Simons stood with her eyes closed, slowly shaking her head. "This war is complicated enough without having responsibility for the one technology that could save the Commonwealth." She gave a short laugh. "Actually, I couldn't court martial you if I wanted. There is no one to replace you." She turned and said something to Lipscomb, and shortly afterward all the squadron leaders were connected—except the two who had been killed. "I'm going to hold the fleet at two light-seconds while we assess the damage, make essential repairs, and get organized. I'll expect a status report in one hour, and for everyone to be in position in four." She cut the connection. 
 
    I immediately contacted the Sobek and the Amsit. Both captains looked exhausted. "What's your status?" They had been in the thick of it at the Wave exit, so I braced for bad news but, silently, hoped they had been lucky. At least they had survived, I consoled myself. 
 
    "The Sobek lost fifty-two crew and have another thirty-five wounded. Although we're operational, we're going to need a day to get in fighting condition." Bergan paused as if to say something else but shook his head and remained silent. 
 
    "The Amsit is also operational, but we lost two missile tubes and will need a full day to be ready to fight." Lahti looked to her tablet and her face tightened. "Sixty-one dead and forty injured. Even with no skips, those bloodsuckers are hard to kill…but." She smiled. "The Vamps paid for it. Bergan and I have at least one kill and one or more assists." 
 
    "Stay together and I'll meet you at the two-light-second mark." I cut the connection. The news wasn't good but not as bad as it could have been. The Odin had lost forty-nine and had forty-two wounded, and like the Sobek and Amsit, it was operational, but although it could maybe hit and run in eight hours when its skip capacity was recharged, it wasn't currently in condition to fight. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "I would be handing out party hats, noise makers, and throwing a victory party except we lost seven cruisers and have eight batmobiles between Yorklan and us—that's eleven semi-operational cruisers against eight Issog, for those who aren't counting. Even if we could duplicate our miraculous performance—one and a half kills to one loss—we would be lucky to have two squadrons left. Realistically, one to one would be a good showing, as most of our cruisers are damaged and have less than a full crew." She stopped, waiting for comments or inspiration from the space gods.  
 
    Finally, Lipscomb spoke. "We need reinforcements, ma'am." 
 
    "No time," Perkins said. I silently agreed. 
 
    "Why?" Captain Springer asked. "The Vamps aren't going to attack us, and they can't get past us to go for reinforcements." 
 
    "They can just wait. When the supply ship doesn't show up at its scheduled planets, the Issog will send a fleet to find out why. Maybe sooner, if they discover Durban was liberated," Simons interjected. "For now, we'll stay here so long as the Vamps stay where they are. While we wait, take care of the wounded and make necessary repairs. Update me every four hours. Perkins, LaFon, conference on the Sakhmet in eight hours." 
 
    * * * 
 
    Any suggestions?" Simons asked after we had finished our dinner and coffee and dessert had been served. 
 
    "The obvious question is how long will it take for the Vamps to figure out they've lost Durban and Yorklan, because that is the time we have to get lost," Perkins said, and he was right. The Issog would send a fleet, and we were in no condition to fight them off. "My guess would be as few as two days, and at most four." He gave a half laugh and a snort. "We have just cut off their preferred, and maybe primary, food supply." 
 
    "They will come angry, determined, and prepared. A very bad combination." Simons’s voice was just above a whisper, like she was just thinking out loud. Perkins and I nodded agreement. "So, we have to get past those eight Issog cruisers, destroy the Vamp’s infrastructure, and be gone in forty-eight hours. How the hell do we pull it off?" 
 
    "The Issog station commander obviously has similar thoughts and appears content to wait, since he has made no attempt to attack. He must feel confident he could stop our twelve cruisers with his eight, based upon their history fighting us and the fact that many of our cruisers must have damage after an engagement with ten Vamp cruisers," Perkins said, mirroring my thoughts. 
 
    Libscomb nodded. "He's taking a defensive position. During the last eight hours, he has pulled back the four Vamp cruisers at six light-seconds to the eight-light-second mark. At that distance, they can support each other while not bunching up." 
 
    "It's fight or flight time." I knew Simons wanted a decision, so I thought I'd force the issue. "The Sixth Fleet can't take them straight on and have anything left to clean up Yorklan afterward. Let's move close enough to test the commander’s confidence." 
 
    "What are you suggesting, Zoe?" Simons asked hesitantly. Her mind must have been in chaos—she knew the Odin could be the winning card—for this hand—but was concerned about getting it destroyed and losing the overall game with the Issog. 
 
    "Unless I'm wrong, the station commander doesn’t want to take us on. He may feel confident he can repulse any attack we make, but has to know he will lose his command. His safer option is just to wait for support. Consequently he won't attack unless attacked." I paused, waiting for nods of agreement or at least understanding. "What if we move to the four-light-second mark—" 
 
    "Why four?" Libscomb asked, sounding angry and looking defensive. He appeared to think I wanted to run the Sixth Fleet. I didn't. I wanted to kill Vamps, and one squadron was enough responsibility. 
 
    "Because they won't attack us if they have to skip four light-seconds. It uses up too much of their skip capacity and makes them vulnerable. But it's close enough for the Odin to test them." 
 
    "Can you be certain you won't get the Odin destroyed?" Simons was trying desperately to balance her responsibilities—free Yorklan—while testing the Odin yet keeping it from being destroyed. I laughed mentally. Actually, keeping me from getting killed, because they could reconfigure another Odin faster than qualifying another Odin captain. I didn't envy her. 
 
    "No, but the odds are extremely small…and I think the closer you get, the smaller the odds. The less of a skip I need to waste getting there in the first place, the more I will have to stay away from them." 
 
    "How close?" 
 
    "Five or six, however, that increases the odds they will attack…although that could work in our favor." 
 
    "How?" 
 
    "The four at ten are unlikely to jump. If the four at eight jump two light-seconds, let them fire and then jump to their previous position. They have to follow. Jump back—" 
 
    Simons nodded, her brow furrowed in thought. "You get them to use up all their skip allowance. What if the group at ten jump to eight when we jump back again?" 
 
    "They won't, because you can now jump to ten." 
 
    "They will follow and I'm out of skips." 
 
    "True, but you've eliminated all the skips for the original four at eight, and the group at ten now only has four skips. It's more of a risk, but you have to engage them at some point." I had given Simons my thinking, and now waited her decision. After setting up a visual display of my scenario and looking at several of the Issog commander's possible responses, she finally sat back with her eyes closed. 
 
    "I like it. Well, I like it better than leaving Yorklan in Issog hands." She laughed. "Or Admiral Fossett's reaction if I choose to leave." She called the two remaining squadron leaders to the Sakhmet to review the strategy. Four hours later the Sixth was on the move. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "What's the plan?" Lahti's eyes sparkled with excitement. I had called a staff meeting and had Bergan and Lahti on a split screen in my conference room. 
 
    "The Fleet is moving toward the planet to the six-light-second mark, which will be two light-seconds from the four Vamps stationed at the eight-light-second mark. Given they don't attack, the Odin will skip to the eight-light-second mark and fire at the four Vamps. 
 
    "When they shoot back, I will jump to the ten-light-second mark and you will skip to the eight-light-second mark. While the Vamps are reloading, you will shoot and then follow me to the ten-light-second position, shoot, and then jump two light-seconds away from the battle. Then use your initiative. Remember the object is to defeat the Issog, not to be a dead hero. Therefore, look for the best opportunity to be effective before you rush to fight." I spent the next hour reviewing Admiral Simons’s various options given the Issog chose to fight rather than wait or didn't respond to my harassment. 
 
    "Eight Issog cruisers against twelve Commonwealth is pretty much a fair fight, isn't it?" Maize asked after Bergan and Lahti had cut the connection. 
 
    "Without the help of the Odin's capabilities, definitely. But, the goal isn't just to destroy the remaining Vamp cruisers, it's to destroy the Issog infrastructure on Yorklan and free its captives. That means we have to win—a tie will mean failure." 
 
    "Winning will only be temporary. The Issog will come and take it back again, since there is no one to stop them," Disanto said, clearly unhappy with the current strategy. 
 
    "The strategy is to rattle the Issog into doing something stupid. The focus must always be on winning the war—not any given battle. In a war, we're all pawns to be sacrificed, if necessary, for the good of the Commonwealth." 
 
    The fleet skipped to the five-light-second mark and then proceeded at five hundred and fifty gravities towards the six-light-second mark while the skip capacity was being recharged. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Is everyone ready?" Simons asked, then proceeded to query each squadron leader, receiving an affirmative response from each captain. "Good. Operation Eviction will begin in fifteen minutes. Good hunting." 
 
    I had left Bergan and Lahti on an open connection. When Simons finished, they nodded ready and I gave them a thumbs-up sign before cutting the connection. Then, I began shutting down the external devises and once again verifying each panel was online and working. When I finished, the clock showed five minutes remaining. I turned my focus on the fight to come. That would have to be my total world—not winning or losing or freeing Yorklan or … just the engagement to come. Just my Issog opponents: B11-B14 at the eight-light-second mark and B15-B18 waiting at the ten-light-second mark. As the clock struck zero time remaining, I jumped to the eight-light-second position, located and targeted the nearest Vamp cruiser B14 within twelve seconds, and fired eight missiles, not wanting to give away the uniqueness of the Odin prematurely. At fifteen thousand kilometers, time-to-target was less than eight seconds. Not too surprisingly, all eight missiles scored hits. That was too fast for humans or Issogs to act, or for their automatic lasers to be effective. 
 
    As I awaited the Issog response, I wondered what a human captain would have done in similar circumstances. If he fires back, the fleet may skip to his position as he would be defenseless for the next forty-five seconds while he reloaded, but he couldn't let the rogue ship keep shooting at him, and skipping away used up his skip allowance. Thirty-five seconds later, B11, B12, and B13 fired eight missiles each. B14 didn't fire, probably because they couldn't. I decided not to fire, although I could have, and skipped before their missiles reached the Odin. Instead, I skipped to the ten-light-second mark. 
 
    There, the Issog had anticipated my next move, and we fired almost simultaneously thirteen seconds later. I had chosen the closest Vamp, B16, and fired eight missiles. Meanwhile I noticed that the Sobek and Amsit had skipped to the eight-light-second mark. I decided to make a one-second skip to the eleven-light-second mark and wait to see what happened. 
 
    The Sobek and Amsit fired after some twenty-five seconds. They elected to stay, since the Vamps at the ten-light-second mark would have their tubes loaded ten seconds before them. When the Vamps at the eight-light-second mark fired, the Sobek and Amsit skipped one-second to the nine-light-second mark and the Fleet jumped to the eight-light-second mark. The Vamps immediately jumped to the six-light-second mark. It resembled musical chairs, if you substituted missile-fire for the music. The fleet followed them back to the six-light-second mark within seconds, having anticipated such a scenario, and fired at the three Vamps who still had empty tubes. 
 
     Although I was still waiting for my eight tubes to reload, I jumped back to the ten-light-second mark, targeted B17, and fired four missiles. I stayed, targeting B18 as I waited for the eight tubes to be loaded. When the Vamps fired, I then jumped to the eight-light-second mark just as the Sobek and Amsit skipped to the ten-light-second mark. 
 
    The commander at the ten-light-second mark had a thorny problem—no matter where he skipped, the two Commonwealth cruisers would follow. And their tubes were loaded, whereas his wouldn't be for forty-five seconds. When the Sobek and Amsit fired four each, B15-B18 jumped to the eight-light-second mark. They followed the Vamps to the eight-light-second mark, which I thought a good strategy. When the Vamps arrived, I targeted B16 and fired four missiles. Fifteen seconds later the Amsit and Sobek each fired their remaining four missiles.  The Vamps immediately jumped to the ten-light-second mark. The Sobek, Amsit, and I followed. By then, the Sobek and Amsit each had a bank of four loaded and fired. I fired eight, targeting B18. 
 
    B15-B18 skipped to the eight-light-second mark. Seconds later the fleet skipped to the eight-light-second mark. With each of the B15-B18 cruisers heavily damaged with only two-second skip capacities remaining, the battle was over in less than five minutes. 
 
    The three of us had accidently stumbled upon an effective strategy against the Vamps, who liked to shoot and skip after you finally targeted them some ten to twenty seconds later. If you only fired partial loads, you could follow them and fire before they could reload. It didn't matter if they skipped again, because they were using up their skips, thereby degrading their primary advantage. 
 
    "Attention all ships. Every available marine not essential to the ship's integrity will prepare to depart for Yorklan. General Baxter is in command of the landing invasion. Squadron leaders and unassigned captains, I want a status report as soon as possible. I want us prepared to leave within forty-eight hours." 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next two days were a whirlwind of madness as more than four hundred marines descended on Yorklan. It took eighteen hours to rout out and kill the fifty-one Vamps they encountered, at the cost of eighty-eight marine lives and sixty-three wounded. The remaining twenty-four hours were spent destroying the buildings and equipment and helping to relocate the captives. The last marines boarded their assigned cruisers one hour before the forty-eight-hour deadline. 
 
    I had visited each section several times, in addition to checking in on the Sobek and Amsit, which had been part of the final slugfest. I had stood on the sidelines per Admiral Simons’s orders. Both ships were operational but just barely. The Odin hadn't incurred any additional damage during the last engagement. I held a quick staff meeting two hours before our scheduled departure. 
 
    "Colonel Storch, what's your status?" 
 
    "I lost seventeen marines … and had eighteen wounded. But if the Vamps come back, they will have to rebuild everything from scratch. We leveled everything to the ground and destroyed power and communication equipment. The hardest part was helping the survivors relocate. It's reminiscent of the pictures I once saw of Nazi concentration camp survivors." Storch shuddered and his face had a look of pain. 
 
    "Commander Steward?" 
 
    "We lost two fighters during our initial encounter, when fighter bays one and three took hits. Nothing this encounter. We escorted the marine invasion, but the Vamps didn't have a lot of ground-to-air defenses, so just minor scratches we can easily repair." 
 
    "Commander Vanek?" 
 
    "Probably the only thing the Issog missed were the engines. A few boxes came loose, but the engines are at one hundred percent." 
 
    "Commander Jiang?" 
 
    "Same, Captain. The weapons and ECM survived with only minor problems, which have been fixed. No outstanding issues remain." 
 
    "Commander Felder?" 
 
    "Thankfully, you prepared me for the…chaos, Captain. It was horrible…but I'm glad I came. I feel like I'm contributing…" 
 
    "You are. Few doctors can function in a cruiser's medical ward during a battle. You demonstrated remarkable calm for your first engagement, and that helped keep others focused. We're all glad you're aboard." I had heard a lot of very positive comments when I visited the various sections after the initial engagement with the Issog. 
 
    "Commander Houser?" 
 
    "The Environment Section took several hits, and we lost about forty percent of its capacity. Since then we've recovered twenty percent." 
 
    "Commander Disanto?" 
 
    "The first shift crew is in place on the Backup Bridge. Why man the Backup Bridge, Captain?" 
 
    "Even using our skips, the fleet has over twenty-four hours travel to reach the Wave exit. If the Issog appear, I will take over and you will be backup in case something happens to me." 
 
    "Commander Maize?" 
 
    "The second shift is on the Bridge." 
 
    "Thank you. You kept the Odin functional, and that made a significant difference to the outcome. You can be proud of your service. We depart for the Wave and New Hope in one hour." I stood, feeling good about the crew of the Odin. I made my way to the Bridge, with the Mactans following as always. 
 
    "XO, the parade is ready. Get us a vector to the Wave and start us when Admiral Simons gives the order." I sat back, hoping we exited Yorklan before the Issog entered. The survivors had already had enough excitement for one engagement. 
 
    * * * 
 
   
  
 

 New Hope, Four Days Later 
 
    We arrived at New Hope four days later and found that Mikel had been on station for several days. Simons arranged a meeting for the next day. 
 
    "Mr. Mikel, it's a pleasure to meet you. Captain LaFon suggested I ask you to come here to New Hope to work on an upgrade to the Odin. Quite frankly, I didn't think any company president would come to the warzone. But I'm desperate. I’m willing to try anything that will give us the advantage, and the Odin under Zoe has already proven very effective," Simons said as Mikel entered her office. 
 
    Mikel laughed. "Zoe made many changes to the Odin while in training. Changes that made the Odin more…captain friendly and useful. Her subsequent modifications during the acceptance stage expanded its potential." 
 
    "And that is the reason I invited you here. The Odin squadron has proven extremely useful. It was a major reason for our…successes at Durban and Yorklan. Zoe believes we can expand the concept to a Fleet," Simons said rather hesitantly, probably not sure of Mikel's response to the situation after having traveled more than a week and into a war zone. 
 
    Mikel's eyes grew wide and a smile split his face. Then he forced himself to relax. "If we can do that, it will solve one of our biggest problems—producing Odin captains. First selecting the right captains, since I suspect most captains wouldn't have the right experience and attitude." 
 
    "After working with Zoe, I would totally agree. The individual would need to have wartime experience, understand the Issog, be aggressive but not reckless, and be a team player. I doubt we have many who meet all those criteria." Simons gave a wry smile. 
 
    "Even if we find those individuals, there is, or has been, a high drop-out rate. Not everyone can tolerate the computer we plant in their brain. After that, an Odin captain needs anywhere from four to six months of training in order to be functional. Ironically, we can produce an Odin cruiser three times faster than an Odin captain. And to answer the question you haven't asked, yes, I'd be willing to work on a solution." He gave a wry smile. "Knowing Zoe was involved, I brought the Odin project team engineers along." 
 
    "Understand, Mr. Mikel, that I have to be comfortable with the solution," Simons said in her command tone. 
 
    "Just Steven, please." He nodded.  "Zoe has convinced me the Odin concept has to fit the way humans work, rather than trying to adapt humans to the Odin concept." 
 
    "Admiral, I'd like Captain Perkins involved, if you don't object," I said. "He is a senior captain with substantial experience, and his perspective would be helpful." Simons nodded approval. "Oh, and Captains Bergan and Lathi. They have practical experience with the Odin squadron software."  
 
    "All right. Let’s meet on New Hope—" Simons began, but I interrupted before she could pick a location. 
 
    "Ma'am, let's make the initial meeting on the Odin tonight at eighteen hundred hours. I think it will help us visualize the problem better." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "On the Odin, I'm a one-woman Bridge crew. There is no communication delay—commands are executed as soon as I think them. The real advantage is that my experience helps me recognize an opportunity and respond to it faster than a Bridge crew could. The initial problem was coordinating a solution in time. Before I could communicate the opportunity to anyone, it could evaporate. That became obvious when I was assigned a squadron. I told my captains what I wanted, but by the time it took them to implement it, the advantage was negated. With Next Robotics’s help, we worked out a partial solution: a coded string to let my captains know what I wanted done. That code was automatically decoded by each ship and vectors sent to the Helm, ready to be executed. That gave the Odin significantly more impact, as three cruisers were now reacting to the opportunity. For example:  
 
    MiVa220100Sb and MiVb100000Sb 
 
    This would be displayed on the receiving cruiser's monitor as Package one: Per verbal orders, skip on vector 220 by 100 for two seconds, and Package two: Per verbal orders, skip on vector 100 by 000 for two seconds. 
 
    In this case, I would give them a quick ten-second explanation and they could respond by immediately executing the first vector, resulting in a fifteen-second response. If I had to explain what I wanted and they had to determine the vectors and execute them, their response would take at least five minutes. This system was very effective at Durban and Yorklan.  
 
    What we would like to do is see if we can create a similar system for the fleet, effectively making it an Odin fleet. Of course, Admiral Simons will need different information which will enable her, or her squadron leaders, to assess the current situation quicker. I leave it to Admiral Simons to tell you what she would like and to you to see how to implement it." I wanted Simons to be actively involved. That way she would be more likely to own the system. In other words, more likely to let us do what we needed to do. 
 
    "A fleet's need is obviously different from that of a squadron, which is merely carrying out the fleet commander's strategy. With the Odin and Zoe's knowledge of the Issog, the strategy has been to send in the Odin squadron to shake up the Issog near the Wave. That has been a very successful strategy. But, I think it would be even more effective if we knew the current status of her efforts as soon as we arrived, rather than having to take several minutes to figure it out. Yorklan was a good example…" Simons went on to talk about the unexpected Issog cruisers escorting several transports.  
 
    At Mikel's suggestion, that example was used to try and develop the type of information Simons would have liked to have known when she arrived. The discussion went on into the early hours of the morning and resumed mid-morning the next day. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Admiral, it appears to me that you arrive last, and that the same information you would like would be helpful to the first squadrons that enter the system after the Odin." Mikel paused for comments. When Simons nodded, he continued. "My engineers believe it may be possible to send information to your ESP system, detailing information about each Issog cruiser." 
 
    Simons liked the idea, and Mikel and his teams went away to put together a plan. They returned the next morning to the Odin. 
 
    "Hi, Zoe," Mikel said as he entered my conference room, trailed by his team of three men and two women. "I think my team has come up with a solution which even surpasses my imagination. It would require adding a package to your implant and a…panel to the Odin and to the cruiser of each squadron leader. Your thoughts of the Issog cruisers' positions, skips, and missile launches would be recorded and held in memory. Two counters would be maintained automatically as well as their current positions: skips remaining, and the time to reload missiles. Once the information is loaded, the panel on each ship will automatically calculate vectors to the Issog positions." 
 
    "I think Simons will be impressed. I am. How long do you think it will take to implement?" Time was everything in a war. The best technology was worthless if you didn't have it when you needed it. As was obvious with Odin captains. We couldn't produce them fast enough to solve the problem, thus the need for expanding the Odin concept. 
 
    "I'd say a prototype in one month and operational in two, but of course, that assumes no major problems or interruptions." Mikel grinned. "Much will depend upon us being able to make your implant able to semi-automatically update the database. We would know in a month whether it was possible." 
 
    "I'm willing, but it's Admiral Simons’s call."  
 
    The idea appealed to me on several levels. One, the fleet would potentially lose less cruisers in future engagements with the Issog, and two, we would need fewer Odin captains since a fleet could be effective with a single Odin captain. It was not just winning against the Issog, but being prepared to stop the Arrith after we won. 
 
    Mikel briefed Simons later that afternoon and she blessed phase one. 
 
    "I'll authorize a one-month project to complete phase one, demonstrating you can upgrade Captain LaFon's implant to collect and store critical information about the Issog. Of course, that is contingent on Admiral Fossett and the war. But in reality, I doubt the Admiralty can find four squadrons to replace the four I lost in less than a month… or bring my remaining two squadrons up to readiness in that time." 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next fifteen days were quiet and relaxing. Admiral Simons returned to Utopia to brief Admiral Fossett and to transport two hundred personnel who had been diagnosed as unfit for duty. Ship duties consisted of either watch duty or assisting repair crews working to bring the cruisers back to operational readiness. Captain Perkins and I found time to meet several times for a relaxing dinner. 
 
    "Well, Zoe, what do you think Fossett will do?" Perkins had picked an upscale restaurant which specialized in Surf and Turf cuisine. The meat from some grazing animal raised on New Hope cut like butter and the local fish was flaky with a crusty topping and tasted delicious. 
 
    "Hard to guess when we don't know the status of the war. If things are going badly, he could reassign Simons to command another fleet." 
 
    "That would mean reassigning our two squadrons." Perkins took a sip of his Shirah-like wine and sighed with real pleasure. I liked Perkins. He thought before he spoke, had good judgment, and was not prone to panic. 
 
    "He could reassign Simons, but we aren't ready to be reassigned to a combat fleet—not for a while. He could give her three or four new squadrons to bring the Sixth back up to strength. Or, he could reassign Simons and give you the Sixth." I grinned. Perkins stared at me for a long time before smiling. 
 
    "That's funny in a way. In peacetime, we all dream of becoming an Admiral with a fleet under our command. Prestigious, and it has great perks. But in wartime you're responsible for thousands of lives. Look at Durban and Yorklan. Simons lost a total of six squadrons. That's a fleet." He picked up his glass and sat looking at the wine as he gently swirled it. "I would prefer to be an admiral in peacetime." 
 
    "To becoming a peacetime admiral," I said, raising my wine glass to him. 
 
    "How is your…upgrade coming?" 
 
    I laughed. "I have no idea. Mikel and his team are working night and day but haven't asked me for my help or advice. His idea sounds fantastic. The question is whether they are capable of implementing it, given the time restraints of the war." 
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
    Utopia: Admiral Fossett-What's Next? 
 
    "That's quite a victory, Simons," Fossett said when Simons had finished a summary of the engagement at Yorklan. He nodded and took a drink of his coffee before continuing. "It gives me hope that we might survive the Issog. But, without more Odin captains, that may prove to be a hollow victory. We're already down to eight semi-functional fleets. And if we win, how many will we have even if we get another two Odin captains and we can duplicate your Yorklan results?" 
 
    "Two to four, I would suspect, sir," Simons quickly said, obviously having given the matter considerable thought beforehand. 
 
    "That seems optimistic," Fossett said, frowning at her. "Mikel has two captains in training who appear promising, but it will be at least a month or two for the first, and five months for the second to become functional. And that assumes they complete the program, are as good as Zoe, and that I can find two Fleet Admirals who can effectively use an Odin squadron." 
 
    Simons nodded. "You have good reason to be concerned. I was very nervous about having a squadron leader who had the authority to take independent action. Fortunately, Zoe is an ideal Odin captain. She has extensive war experience, knows the Issog, and is aggressive but not reckless. Together we have developed some excellent tactics that have proven successful." 
 
    "That's the potential problem. Zoe knows the Issog and is a good tactician, and you're flexible and open to new ideas. Without that synergism, I fear future fleets with Odin squadrons won't be able to achieve similar results… In fact, I'd like to reassign you to a new fleet, but don't want to separate you and Zoe, and I understand her squadron needs significant repairs before they will be operational." 
 
    "I would like to stay with the Six Fleet, sir. Zoe has talked Mr. Mikel from Next Robotics into bringing his engineers to New Hope. He and his team are working on an idea Zoe has to make the Sixth into an Odin fleet. If it's successful, I could envision us shortening the war by a year." Simons went on to outline what Phase One was attempting to achieve. 
 
    Fossett sat tapping his fingers on his desk as he stared at his cup—like it had tea leaves he could read. "If the war with the Issog lasts another two years, we will be fortunate to have two or three nineteen-cruiser fleets with our current effectiveness. In that case, we won't stand a chance against the Arrith's twenty fleets—less if the war with the Issog lasts three years. If you approve Phase One, I'll authorize you to work on Phase Two while I bring the Sixth Fleet up to strength." He gave a snort. "I have to admit you were right about freeing Yorklan rather than defending Durban. The public is focused on the victories at Durban and Yorklan and less on the fact that we left them defenseless." 
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    New Hope 
 
    "Hi, Steven. Seeing as you brought everyone, I assume you have a prototype ready." I was surprised to see Kwon and Elaine with the team. "Kwon, Elaine, what are you doing here?" 
 
    Mikel spoke before either of them could. "This project is not only important, but time sensitive, so I enlisted their help. They have been working along with the team as the software was being developed. Kwon is the best person to help you get adjusted to the software, and Elaine has been developing a few simulations to test you." 
 
    "I think that was an excellent idea. A few days might make the difference. There is no telling what Admiral Fossett will want Admiral Simons to do, but he will want us back in the war sooner rather than later. Consequently, I doubt Admiral Simons will approve any delays to finish Phase One." 
 
    "I agree, so let’s load your implant with the new software." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Zoe, you should also give this software package a name, separate from Plato, since it will remain dormant until you wake it, and you will want to shut it down when you're not using it," Kwon said a few hours later when the software had been loaded and two video monitors set up on the Bridge. 
 
    "Copernicus." 
 
    "Why Copernicus?" 
 
    "New way of thinking. Besides, I don't know anyone with that name, so I won't get confused." 
 
    "Fair enough. You must evoke the software with the command of your choosing. For example, Open Copernicus and to shut it off Close Copernicus. 
 
    I smiled and thought, Copernicus, eyes open. "Nothing happened," I said when nothing appeared to happen. 
 
    Kwon nodded and typed something on her laptop and the video monitor lit with the animation of an Issog cruiser tagged B1. After a few minutes, it fired four missiles. 
 
    "Think B1 fired four missiles," Kwon said. When I did, a tag 4/0 appeared below B1 and as I watched the zero began adding one to the count every second. "That is four missiles and the elapsed time since it fired them." She tapped on her laptop and the image disappeared and reappeared two seconds later. "Think B1 skipped two seconds," she said, and 4/20/S2 appeared below the B1 tag. 
 
    "That's a bit slow and will be somewhat distracting." I frowned, trying to think of doing that during a battle. 
 
    "I agree. The system engineers believe the program will eventually be able to interpret your recognition of each event and post it automatically. That is what you and I are going to be working on for the next few days." 
 
    Knowing we were racing the clock, Kwon and I worked straight for two days with only breaks for food, rest, and sleep. Slowly, the software began to recognize the input from my eyes that one or more cruisers had fired missiles or skipped—in a sense reading my thoughts based on what I was seeing. 
 
    "I pronounce you ready for Elaine," Kwon said late the third day. "I think the software will improve as you use it, but I suspect we don't have more time to test." 
 
    "Thank you, Kwon, for coming to help me. I doubt anyone could have achieved the results you did in three days." She seemed to know what I was thinking and just the right words or hints to keep me progressing. 
 
    "You're most welcome, Zoe. Anytime." She gave me a small bow and turned away as Elaine approached. 
 
    "Ready for some fun, Zoe?" She asked with her ever-present infectious smile. Although in her late twenties, she looked like a college freshman, with psychedelic running shoes, jeans, a multicolored tie-dyed T-shirt, and short spiky hair.  
 
    "Same exercises?" I asked, not sure what Elaine had in mind. 
 
    "Heavens, no. I've spent a week talking with Captains Bergan and Lahti going over your tactics. Based on those discussions, I've put together five scenarios. Ready? Exercise one, in slowmo." She laughed and the monitor lit with four Issog cruisers at two light-seconds and four at four light-seconds. 
 
    Each day, Copernicus improved and it took me less effort to keep conscious track of the number of skips and missiles fired by enemy ships. By the end of a week, I felt the software was working well and that it wouldn't distract me during an engagement. Mikel appeared several hours into my seventh session with Elaine. 
 
    "Sorry to interrupt, Zoe, but I understand Admiral Simons has returned from her visit to Utopia and is interested in finding out how the…Copernicus software was performing," he said as he entered with two containers of coffee. He handed one to me and one to Elaine before walking to the monitor which mirrored what the software had in memory, side-by-side with the actual results. "I see Copernicus and the actual match, but I guess the real question is how well it will work in a real encounter. Right, Zoe?" 
 
    "True, Steven. At first I wasn't sure, because I had to concentrate on what each cruiser was doing. That distracted me from looking for opportunities. But the software has improved, or I've adjusted to it, or both, because the results are perfect, and I'm not even aware that I'm keeping track of the specific events." 
 
    "That's what I wanted to know. You've convinced me that the system has to fit in with the way captains work rather than forcing captains to fit the system." He smiled. "Would you say Phase One has proven the concept is viable?" 
 
    "I would, but that decision is for Admiral Simons to judge. But yes, I think Phase One is ready for Admiral Simons to see." I smiled and raised my mug to Mikel. 
 
    "What do you suggest for a demonstration?" 
 
    "Let her watch Elaine's Demo #2, which is a replication of the Odin squadron's initial engagement at Durban, before the first wave of the Sixth Fleet arrived. Then blank the simulator screen and five minutes later activate the monitor with the results from Copernicus." 
 
    * * * 
 
    Simons sat off to my right watching the simulator as I replicated the Odin squadron movements at Durbin. Lipscomb and Perkins sat to my left. When I finished, I closed the simulator. 
 
    "That was very interesting, Zoe. You explained what you did, and I read your squadron's reports, but seeing it in real-time action is far more impressive. Like watching a chess match where each opponent only has fifteen seconds to make a move." She stopped when her aid brought her a cup of coffee and a small raspberry tart. After a knowing smile, she took a bite of the tart and a sip of coffee before continuing. "It shouldn't have, since it's the game the Issog play with us every engagement, but the simulator somehow clarifies why they are so deadly." 
 
    After a moment, Elaine wheeled to the front the second monitor, which she had intentionally left off to the side. When the monitor was positioned where Simons, Lipscomb, and Perkins could easily see it, Mikel spoke. 
 
    "Admiral Simons, the first wave of your fleet is now entering the system, per your predefined schedule. This is the information you or they will have available." When he finished speaking, Elaine switched on the monitor and the eight Issog ships appeared tagged B1 through B8 and under each one: S#/# and the cruiser's relative position on the ESP. 
 
    Simons leaned forward and looked at the monitor for a long time. "What does the number under each tag indicate?" she asked, never taking her eyes off the monitor. 
 
    "S stands for the number of skips for that cruiser. S4 under B4 would mean that cruiser had used four of its eight skip-seconds. The second number indicates the number of seconds before that cruiser can fire again. For example, S4/22 under B4 would indicate the cruiser had fired twenty-three seconds ago and would be ready in twenty-two seconds." I nodded to Elaine, who activated the monitor. The time began decreasing, 21, 20, 19… "As you can see, it maintains the count until it reaches zero." 
 
    The monitor blanked for a second then refreshed and began anew.  Simons stared at it for a long time without saying a word and with no facial expression. 
 
    "Mikel, can you run the simulation and this monitor simultaneously…in slow motion?" Simons asked without her eyes leaving the monitor. Mikel nodded to Elaine, who had prepared a copy of all the exercises so they could be repeated and slowed.  
 
    For the next two hours, Simons sat through the five scenarios Elaine had prepared, two of which replicated the Durban and Yorklan engagements. Finally, she sat back and rubbed her eyes and took a sip from the cup of coffee her aid had kept hot and full. "I was nervous when Zoe suggested we contact you, but I…we are desperate and willing to grasp at anything that will keep us afloat. I don't know what I expected, but this is far beyond my most optimistic vision. It’s more in the realm of what I would have wished for." She stood and stretched, then turned toward Lipscomb and Perkins. "Gentlemen, what do you think?" 
 
    "It's better than being there when the action took place, because I certainly can't keep track of each cruiser's skips and the time remaining before they can fire again," Perkins said. "But, I think it will take training to be able to digest the massive amount of information the system displays. Right now, I'd be lost and confused trying to figure it out." 
 
    "I think it might be too much information for most captains," Lipscomb said. The slight shake of his head and the tone of his voice left no doubt as to his disdain for the system. 
 
    "I agree that at first the data is overwhelming. But after you get used to the tag information, the senior captain can quickly grasp the current situation and make assignments to the squadron commanders. The squadron commanders only have to digest the information on the tags they are assigned. Perkins?" 
 
    "Initially, I would have said it gave us a thirty-second advantage over the Issog in the area, but knowing how many skips they've exhausted and the time until they can fire? That may give us a two-to-one advantage. It's new, and like anything new will require getting used to, but I like it," Perkins said, nodding slowly. Lipscomb shook his head but didn't say anything. 
 
    "Mr. Mikel, I'm approving Phase Two. I'm hoping you prepare training seminars for the captains, because I suspect the system will take some getting used to," Simons said. "I want the Sixth Fleet ready to introduce the Issog to the new system in four weeks. The Arrith are building new ships every day the Issog remain in Commonwealth space." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "What did you think of the training?" I asked Perkins as we sat sipping a red wine grown here on New Hope while awaiting our salads. I had to give him credit for good taste in restaurants. Before the Willows, I hadn't paid much attention to where I ate. Food was just food. But I had to admit eating at five-star restaurants was a treat. Not only was the food interesting but the atmosphere transported one away from war and killing. The Sands was a perfect example with its thatched covered tables, seaside decorations, sand on the floor, waiters and waitresses in swim attire, walls which displayed shifting water scenes, and its exotic menu of seafood from around the Commonwealth. 
 
    "The training was a good idea, but it creates a new problem," Perkins said after a sip of wine and a long look at the red liquid. "Within fifteen seconds, I know where the Issog ships are located, how many skips they have left, and how long before they can fire missiles…but…what is the best strategy? Do I assign squadrons to each one equally, concentrate on the ships with more skips or less, or send them to those who are prepared to shoot, ignoring those who aren’t?" 
 
    I nodded, understanding his dilemma. He could waste the time the information gained him with trying to determine how to deploy his squadron—he had information overload. I laughed. 
 
    "Maybe Elaine can help," I said, thinking about my strategy against the Issog. My tactics were based on years of experience fighting them. I knew how they liked to fight and had an idea of their probable responses. 
 
    "How?" 
 
    "What if we set up a scenario? Start with four Vamp cruisers. You decide on a strategy before you enter and execute it. I will control the Vamp cruisers and we can see how well or badly it works. Then try another and another against the same scenario. Then, we can evaluate which one works best, or feels the most viable," I said. Perkins sat sipping his wine and  working his way through his leafy-green salad without speaking. Eventually, he put down his fork and pushed the plate away. 
 
    "I like it, and we may be able to develop guidelines for other commanders. Since you won't know what tactic I'm planning, your responses will be unique each time, which will give us a good idea of possible Issog responses. We may find that the number of cruisers we encounter affects the tactic. I like it."  
 
    The talk turned to the new captains and newly promoted officers as we ate our way through seafood I had never heard of before, bathed in butter, garlic, and spices even Perkins hadn't tasted—delicious didn't come close to describing the meal. 
 
    "It's interesting when you think about it. The Issog have no way to produce new cruisers, so when we destroy one, they have one less. When they destroy one of ours, we have the ability to build another, although not as fast as they are being destroyed. However, their level of command experience remains relatively stable. We, on the other hand, must promote junior officers with little, and sometimes no, experience to command positions. Our level of command experience therefore deteriorates over time." He stopped awaiting a comment and continued when I only nodded. "You're a great example. How many of our current captains could duplicate your tactics if they commanded the Odin? Could Bergan or Lahti?" 
 
    Probably not, I concluded as I considered their after-action questions. "Their performance has been all I could ask for…but I have to agree with you. Theory is no substitute for experience, nor is experience in a non-decision-making position the equivalent to having the responsibility for making the decisions—and agreeing with the decisions afterward." 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next six days settled into an intense routine. We would start with breakfast, then go to the simulator, where Elaine rearranged the Issog and Perkins' assault cruisers so that the individual cruisers had the same numbers but different positions, making each exercise the same yet different, as the same ships were not being attacked or near each other. Then, we would have a long dinner at a five-star restaurant where we discussed the results. 
 
    The first day using the Durban exercise, Perkins tried attacking the Issog he considered the weakest, then those with the fewest skips remaining and least time until they could fire, then just those with the least skips, and finally those with the longest time remaining to fire. The second day using the Yorklan exercise, he tried the same tactics. At the end of the day, we concluded the results were roughly the same—each tactic produced the same outcome. The third day, he switched to attacking the strongest Issog cruisers first, those who were ready or close to ready to fire or had the most skips left. The fourth day, he tried the same tactic on the Yorklan exercise. 
 
    Afterward we invited Elaine and met at the Regency, a very old restaurant with old-world charm. The tables and chairs were made from beautifully sculptured wood, and the area open enough to give each table a degree of privacy. The light from the crystal chandeliers set low, almost like candlelight, combined with the massive stone fireplace to give the room a warm comfortable glow. Old-world operas played in the background, just loud enough to be heard and enjoyed without interrupting speech. 
 
    "This was just what I needed," Perkins said, raising his glass to Elaine and then me. "It's clear that attacking the strongest cruisers in the area first produces the best result by as much as twenty percent. Without those simulations, the data Copernicus produces would have been of little value. A lot of interesting data but of no help. Now, thanks to Elaine and you, it's valuable information I can use to make assignments." He snorted and took a sip of his wine. "The problem is that this exercise would be good for all commanders who may be asked to lead the first wave of cruisers after the Odin." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Well, what have you two been up to? I understand you've spent hours in the simulator and eating out while the rest of us are trying to get the fleet ready to fight Issog," Simons said the next day in her office on the Sakhmet after waving us to sit. A slight twitch of her lips spoiled the rebuke. Lipscomb sat off to the side looking stern. I wasn't sure if from his earlier meeting with Simons or my presence. He had been cold since my suggestion to leave Durban undefended. 
 
    "Captain Lipscomb was right," Perkins began. "The data that Copernicus sends is overwhelming." 
 
    I heard Lipscomb snort. Perkins turned and smiled good-naturedly. "So, at Zoe's suggestion we have been running simulations to determine which information is the most critical and gives the first wave cruisers the best advantage. Rather surprisingly, the simulations indicate the best strategy is to attack the strongest Issog cruisers first. That gives us a significant advantage. With the practice I've had, I can now locate the strongest cruisers within ten seconds and have squadrons assigned within twenty. I doubt the Issog can duplicate those response times." 
 
    "You know that will make you the official first-wave commander," Simons said, her face showing real concern. First-wave commander was a risky position, as that group suffered the highest losses. Being the official first-wave commander significantly reduced his chances of survival. 
 
    Perkins laughed. "I told Zoe I didn’t want to be a wartime admiral." 
 
    Simons stared at Perkins and me for a long time. "The Commonwealth is fortunate to have people like you and Zoe, who are content to serve where the Commonwealth needs you. The space gods know you're both qualified to lead a fleet." 
 
    Like Perkins, I didn't know what to say. I did agree with Simons that Perkins would make an excellent fleet commander. I didn't know about me. I liked being the Odin's captain and messing with the Issog. The thought of leading a fleet definitely didn't interest me. Being a fleet commander felt like being a bystander—entering the system after the real action and observing the carnage. No, I was very content with my present assignment. 
 
    "Zoe." Simons broke into my musing. "I'll want you to conduct a few seminars for the new captains. See if you can help them understand the Issog and their techniques. If you can help save even one captain's life, it will be worth it." 
 
    * * * 
 
    When I arrived at the simulation room the next day, Bergan, Lahti, and six captains I didn't know were standing around talking near a table with a variety of drinks and sweet rolls. Elaine was adjusting three monitors to face a semi-circle of six chairs. She smiled and winked. 
 
    "Ladies and gentlemen, if you will take a seat, we will begin. Bergan, Lahti, drag up a couple of chairs for yourselves." I walked to stand in front of the monitors and waited as everyone sat. "I'll let everyone introduce—" I stopped when Simons's aid entered the room and shouted. 
 
    "Attention." 
 
    Everyone bolted to their feet as Simons and another Admiral entered the room along with Perkins, a captain, and a commander whom I assumed was the other admiral's flag captain and aide. 
 
    "At ease," Simons said as she strode to stand next to me. "I'm Admiral Simons, commander of the Sixth Fleet. Captain LaFon is the captain of the Odin and the zeta squadron leader. Her squadron captains are Bergan and Lahti. Captains Flowers, Ramos, and Hill are new Sixth Fleet squadron leaders." She pointed to each as she mentioned their names. "I've asked her to explain her participation in the invasions of Durban and Yorklan. Admiral Gutierrez is commanding the Fourth Fleet." She nodded at the stocky grey-haired man. "He will be backing up the Sixth Fleet on our visit to Durban, and the Sixth will be backing up the Fourth on their visit to Yorklan." 
 
    Gutierrez stepped forward to stand next to Simons. "Captain Marsh is the Captain of our Odin class cruiser, designated Thor, and his two squadron captains are Dewey, commanding the Atum and Howard, commanding the Nunet." He followed Simons to the second row of seats Elaine had set up while the introductions were being made. 
 
    "Elaine is a member of the Next Robotics corporation and has been critical in helping us prepare the Sixth Fleet, and me, in the creation of the first Odin fleet." I stopped to let the side comments subside. "The first test was on Durban. What I intend to do today is recreate our engagements on Durban and Yorklan, as each was unique. 
 
    "In order to test the Odin squadron, Admiral Simons sent us into Durban space five minutes ahead of the fleet to hopefully disrupt any Issog guarding the Wave. When we exited the Wave, the Issog were in a standard eight-cruiser configuration: four at two light-seconds and four at four light-seconds…" The presentation went on for two hours because of the number of questions. 
 
    "Interesting, Captain LaFon. You don't seem to have destroyed any cruisers. In fact, you appear to be avoiding…contact," Gutierrez said. Although his face and tone were neutral, the implication was clear—you're avoiding combat while others are dying. 
 
    "The Issog's strength is their ability to skip close to our cruisers, determine an attack vector in half the time we can, and fire. When their skips are depleted, they lose that advantage. Odin's mission was to disrupt the Issog by encouraging them to use their skips and leaving them unprepared for the first wave of the Sixth Fleet." 
 
    "That has been an extremely effective strategy," Simons interjected, "and it was even more so at Yorklan, where we encountered a total of fourteen Issog cruisers near the Wave. If it hadn't been for the Odin, the entire Sixth Fleet would have been destroyed.". I took that as my cue to begin the critique of the Yorklan engagement. Captain Marsh cautiously approached me during a short break midway through it. 
 
    "I'm glad for this seminar. I wasn't sure what Admiral Gutierrez expected or, for that matter, how my three cruisers were going to make a difference." He looked in Gutierrez’s direction, and seeing him talking with Simons, continued. "Judging by his remark to you, I'm afraid he's expecting the Thor to be killing more Issog than the rest of the squadron." 
 
    "That would be the worst use of the Odin class cruisers. If the Issog destroy the Thor, it can be replaced in three months. Replacing you would take a year. If you like, we can schedule time for the Odin and Thor squadrons to exchange experiences," I said, seeing some of the tension in Marsh's face relax. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next day, Perkins showed up with Captain Moss, the senior officer from the Fourth Fleet, who would lead the first Wave into Yorklan. Bergan, Lahti, and I reviewed in detail each move we had made and why. I hoped my insights into the Issog's tactics and what we had learned on our recent encounters would prove helpful to Marsh and his two squadron captains. 
 
    "Remember your mission. It’s easy to forget in the heat of battle and you want to join everyone killing Issog," Lahti said. "As Captain LaFon frequently reminds us, our job is to make it easier for the fleet to destroy the enemy by using up their skips and hopefully rattling their commanders into doing something stupid." 
 
    "Lahti is right. In the heat of battle it's easy to think you aren't doing your share, but if you stick to your mission, you will make a significant contribution and save lives." I said to reinforce the message. 
 
    "As the first-wave commander, I vouch for that," Perkins said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    Durban Revisited 
 
    The next day we began lining up in departure order: the Odin squadron, the Sixth Fleet's first and second-wave cruisers, the Thor squadron, and finally the Fourth Fleet's first and second waves. By early evening we were approaching the Wave with five-minute separation windows. 
 
    "XO, prepare the ship for Wave transition," I said as we reached a spot within thirty minutes of the Wave. 
 
    "Commander Sainz, announce Wave transition within…" Disanto glanced at the chronometer. "Thirty minutes." 
 
    "Wave transition in thirty minutes," Sainz said, and then made the announcement over the systems' loud speakers and sent the same message to each crew member's ICD. I couldn't help but compare the time it took to initiate commands with a normal Bridge configuration versus when I had full control. Not only the time for normal human communications, but also the redundancy—an XO having to repeat each command several times to prevent mistaken or misunderstood commands. Of course, normally the lost seconds didn't matter, not even during an engagement…but in rare instances where the lost seconds did matter, those seconds could be the difference between living or dying, winning or losing. 
 
    The trip to Durban would take a little more than two days. There was no point in obsessing over what we would find, or in trying to develop a plan, since we could only guess at the Issog's configuration. They might have decided to abandon Durban, or to double their normal eight-cruiser configuration, anticipating we would return in force. And even though that was my first choice, the actual configuration would determine our best approach. I could only do what I had told Bergan and Lahti to do: remember our mission is not to kill Issog but to weaken them for the Sixth Fleet's first wave. 
 
    * * * 
 
    As I entered Durbin, my ESP blossomed to life, displaying a daunting configuration of twelve Issog cruisers—four at two light-seconds, four at three, and four at four—reinforcing my admiration for the Issog commanders—they weren't stupid. They had anticipated we would send in another large force and were prepared to repulse it. All twelve cruisers were close enough to support each other without wasting critical skips and were spaced to prevent the Commonwealth from skipping away to avoid them. I shut my eyes for several seconds to dislodge the extraneous thoughts, focusing on the solution, not the problem. I opened my eyes and sent the following data-stream to the Amsit and Sobek before connecting via tight-beam. 
 
    MiVa000222Sb and MiVb180220Sa 
 
    "When the Issog skip to your position, use the vector in the first package to jump to the two-light-second mark. Use your discretion, but I'd like you to jump to the three-light-second mark using the second package's vector if you can. We may want to draw them away from the Wave."  
 
    I had just cut the connection when the four batmobiles at the two-light-second mark, B1-B4, skipped to our position. As they solidified, I abstractly noted Copernicus had annotated S2/0 under each of the B1-B4 Issog cruisers—indicating they had used two seconds of their skips and were capable of firing their missiles. I quickly computed the vector to B4, which was the closest to me, and fired six missiles a few seconds before the Issogs could fire. The Amsit, Sobek, and I skipped a few seconds later. The next move was the Issog's, and it would give me an indication of the coordination between the normal four-cruiser squadrons. 
 
    I was somewhat surprised when the four Vamps, B5-B8, at the three-light-second mark skipped to the two-light-second mark to engage us. Not illogical, as B1-B4 needed time to reload, while B5-B8 were ready to go. 
 
    When I had acquired their positions some eleven seconds later, I fired six missiles at B5 and smiled when the Amsit and Sobek fired four each. I didn't think they had calculated the Vamps' positions that quickly, but their discharge gave the illusion they would be vulnerable while they reloaded. We skipped to the three-second mark when the Issog fired. I was pleased to note that both B4 and B5 had turned yellow. 
 
    The Issog, B9-B12, at the four-light-second mark jumped to the three-second mark. This time I targeted B9, fired, and skipped to the four-second mark. The Amsit and the Sobek followed without firing. 
 
    Seconds later, B5-B8 skipped to our position. I waited for them to acquire my position and fire. When they did, I jumped to the three-second mark and smiled when the Sobek followed seconds later.  
 
    B9-B12 still had approximately thirty seconds to reload, time enough for the Odin squadron to determine their position and fire. I targeted B11 and fired six. As I watched, the Amsit and Sobek fired four each, and B11 and B12 went to yellow.  
 
    I skipped to the one-second mark knowing there was another two minutes remaining before the first wave would exit the Wave. By now I had several of the Issog commanders mad, and B1-B4 followed me as B5-B8 skipped to the two-second mark. I determined the position of B3 and fired my remaining six missiles. When B1-B4 fired, I skipped to the zero-second mark as the Amsit and Sobek skipped to the one-second mark, acquired the Vamp’s position, and fired. A good move but dangerous. Good because the Vamps couldn't fire for another forty seconds, but dangerous as the Amsit and Sobek had only a one-second skip remaining and it would be another two minutes before the fleet would arrive. I waited until B1-B4 had reloaded and fired before skipping to the one-second mark as the Sobek and Amsit skipped to the zero mark. I targeted B6, as B3 and B4 had gone red, and fired six. B1 and B2 skipped to the zero mark. I stayed at the one-second mark and felt a stab of guilt, knowing I was not only avoiding the action, but that my squadron could use the help. Or, I could have skipped to the four-second mark, forcing B9-B12 to chase me, thus using more of their skip allowance as well as pulling them away from the Wave. But that would have used up my skips, and the Odin would have been vulnerable with four Issogs targeting it. 
 
    Noting that B1-B2 had just fired at the Amsit and Sobek, I skipped back to the zero-second mark, selected B1, and fired. Shortly afterward the Amsit and Sobek fired. B1 went Red and B2 yellow.  At the same time, B5-B18 jumped to the one-second mark and B9-B12 skipped to the two-second mark.  Seconds later the first wave arrived. Copernicus showed:  
 
     At the zero-second mark: B1-Red, B4-S3/30 Yellow, B3-Red, and B4-Red.  
 
     At the one-second mark: B5-S6/0 Yellow, B6-S6/0 Yellow, B7-S6/0 Green, and B8-S6/0 Yellow.  
 
    And at the two-second mark: B9-S2/0 Yellow, B10-S2/0 Green, B11-S2/0 Yellow, and B12-S2/0 Yellow. 
 
    A very respectable showing. There was only one Vamp at the Wave, although with a four-second skip remaining. Three of the four Vamps at the one-second mark were Yellow and they had only two-second skips remaining. Although the four Vamps at the two-second mark had six-second skips left, three of them were yellow.  
 
    I contacted the Amsit and the Sobek as B4 was quickly destroyed and the fleet jumped to the one-second mark. 
 
    "Stay put," I said when they appeared. Their faces lost their predatory grins as I continued. "Great job, but we are finished for now. Your instincts were good and the main reason we have been so effective. Look at the Copernicus results. We have a solid team, so let's not take unnecessary chances." I knew the battle-rage they were feeling. They had the Issog on the run and wanted to be in on the kill—so did I. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Thirty minutes later, the twelve Issog cruisers had been destroyed. Simons slowed the fleet while she assessed the damage and considered her assault on the four remaining Issog orbiting Durban. The fleet had lost five cruisers, and four had major damage. 
 
    While waiting for the fleet to make necessary repairs and care for the wounded, she called a meeting on the Sakhmet to include Perkins, Lipscomb, and me, and invited Admiral Gutierrez, Moss, his designated first-wave commander, and Marsh, the Thor’s captain. 
 
    "Attention," Simons’s aid shouted as she and Gutierrez entered. We had been there for some time, had collected drinks from the sideboard, and were standing around discussing the engagement. 
 
    "At ease," Simons said, waving us to sit. "Last year I would have suspected divine intervention had we fought the Issog to a draw. This year, I would consider it a poor showing if we lost an equal number of cruisers. Today's results have me back considering divine intervention. Twelve Issog cruisers within two light-seconds of the Wave should have been a disaster." She stopped for a sip of the wine her aid had set in front of her. 
 
    "Might have been better if the Odin had participated with the first wave. The Odin doesn't have a scratch. Certainly, the Odin squadron could have taken out another cruiser or two, if you hadn't hidden behind the Fourth Fleet," Gutierrez said, disgust dripping from each word. Simons looked about to say something, but I spoke before she could. 
 
    "Scratches on the Odin? The very thought makes my heart want to jump out of my mouth." I put my hand to my chest and did a series of quick breaths.  
 
    "That's insubordination. You think you’re hot shit because of that computer in your head. I'll see you court martialed, LaFon. You'll never command anything again." 
 
    I started laughing, took one look a Gutierrez’s face twisted in rage, and laughed some more. Even after I stopped, I couldn't help another couple of snorts. 
 
    "Simons, I want her relieved of command!" 
 
    "Then who would fly the Odin?" Simons asked quietly between glares at me. I shrugged, and I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing again. 
 
    "What difference does it make? Any good captain could duplicate her results. She's a coward!" 
 
    "If it will make you feel better, make a formal charge against Captain LaFon. I'm a little busy, so why don't you send it directly to Admiral Fossett." She shook her head and glared at me again. "Let's get on with the business at hand. Perkins?" 
 
    "I'm in love with Copernicus." He smiled. "Seeing nine Vamp cruisers within two light-seconds of the Wave should have been enough to…make my heart…stop. But Copernicus showed the closest one was reloading, the four at one light-second had almost completely exhausted their skip allowance, and seven were damaged. Without Copernicus, I would have been overwhelmed and probably would have made fatal mistakes." 
 
    Gutierrez looked like he wanted to say something, but chose to glare at me instead.  
 
    "Any suggestions on how to approach the four Vamps orbiting Durban?" Simons asked, pointedly not looking at me. 
 
    Perkins smiled at me, then spoke. "Why don't we do what we did in Durban last time someone was in your reserved parking space?" 
 
    Simons looked at me. "LaFon?" 
 
    Trying to look ashamed, which proved difficult since I wasn't, I nodded. 
 
    Simons rose. "Thank you, everyone. LaFon, my office." 
 
    I followed her out of the conference room and down the hall to her office. She entered and waved me to a chair. "Why?" She sounded exasperated. I took it as a good sign she didn't want me braced to attention. 
 
    "Guilt," I said, meaning it. 
 
    "For following orders?" 
 
    "That too," I said. "Perkins and I discussed this issue while you were visiting Utopia. We concluded we need Odin captains who understand the Issog, and Admirals like you who can use them effectively." 
 
    "I guess that means we are going to lose, since Marsh doesn’t appear to have much experience against the Issog, nor the seniority to ignore Gutierrez." Simons poured herself a glass of wine and offered me one, which I declined. She sat and took a sip while giving me a critical appraisal. She laughed. "The good news is Fossett isn't likely to convene a court martial for you until after we destroy the Issog and secure the Arrith’s surrender. By then, you'll either be dead or retired." 
 
    * * * 
 
    Four hours later when the injured had been treated, Simons had the fleet skip five light-seconds to the six-second mark. There, she halted the fleet for twelve hours to make necessary repairs and to recover their eight-second skip capacity. Finally, she reassigned the surviving cruisers into three squadrons: Gamma with four of the least functional cruisers, and Delta and Epsilon with three each. Then, she contacted the squadron commanders. 
 
    "In one hour, the fleet will skip to the eight-second mark. Afterward the Odin will skip to the four Vamps at the twelve-second mark. When the Vamps fire and the Odin skips, Delta and Epsilon will skip to the twelve-second mark and engage the Vamps." 
 
    The Fourth Fleet remained in reserve, two and four light-seconds behind the Sixth. Sixty minutes later the fleet skipped. The four Issog cruisers appeared content to wait, not that they had any reasonable choice. The commander knew he was going to die, because the Issog didn't surrender, so he would be debating how he could wreak the maximum amount of damage. Knowing the Issog, I thought he would want to preserve his skip capacity, as that was his primary advantage. If I was right, the Durban gambit wouldn't work. Simons interrupted my musing. 
 
    "Zeta squadron will skip in sixty seconds." Her voice came over the tight-beam connections she had established with each squadron commander and, I would imagine, with Admiral Gutierrez. 
 
    I looked at the monitor which showed Bergan and Lahti, who were patched into the connection.  
 
    "I don't think they are going to react to me firing at them," I said, almost sure. It was not only what I would do if I were the Issog commander, but his only choice, given he was staring at thirty-plus cruisers. 
 
    "He can't just sit there and let you lob missiles at his squadron," Lahti said. 
 
    Bergan shrugged after several seconds’ thought. "What choice does he have?" 
 
    "Skip into the fleet," I said. 
 
    "That would be suicide…" Lahti said, then nodded vigorously. "A glorious kamikaze attack." 
 
    "That's what I think, so be careful."  
 
    I looked at the chronometer and skipped fifteen seconds later. I located B13, and fired three missiles, knowing I was just wasting missiles. Sure enough, six seconds later, B13-B16 skipped four light-seconds to the Sixth Fleet's position, and twelve seconds later fired. 
 
    I was horrified when I saw B16 had targeted the Sakhmet and it appeared seven of the missiles had scored hits. The Sakhmet fired a full load at B16—a mistake. B16 skipped five seconds later, and B15 skipped toward the Sakhmet. Copernicus showed B15-S4/0, indicating it hadn't fired when it skipped, it had been waiting for the Sakhmet to fire. Thankfully, I didn't have a Bridge crew, and I immediately computed a skip to within five kilometers of Sakhmet, and skipped. As soon as I solidified, I found the position of B15, approximately seventeen thousand kilometers—eight and a half seconds—for its missiles to reach the Sakhmet. I fired four missiles just as B15 fired eight. Using a little known or used feature of the current missiles, I executed the destruct button at three seconds and hoped the space gods were in good moods.  
 
    The result was spectacular. The explosion from my three missiles caused B15's eight to ignite and the Odin was propelled back like a small boat hit by a twenty-foot tidal wave. When I recovered my breath, I noticed B16 on an approach vector to the Sakhmet. I set up an intercept vector and fired my last six missiles, hoping it would be enough. It wasn't. Five of the six scored, but B16 was still functional and coming at full power. To my relief, the Sakhmet finally skipped. Fifteen seconds later, I followed, cursing Lipscomb. He hadn't been paying attention like the captain of a cruiser, but rather observing the battle like an Admiral. A quick look at Copernicus showed all the batmobiles' status as red. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When I entered the Sakhmet twenty-eight hours later at Simons’s request, Lipscomb was there to meet me. 
 
    "Permission to come aboard." I saluted the Lieutenant Commander serving as the Officer on Deck. 
 
    "Permission granted," he said, returning my salute and stepping to the side as Lipscomb stepped forward. 
 
    "The Admiral varies from throwing darts at a picture of you to throwing darts at a picture of me. I knew they were quick, but the jump to our position took me by surprise and then the confusion when the missiles hit…" 
 
    "Skipping is the Issog's specialty, and they are twice as quick at determining an attack vector," I said, being diplomatic. Pointing out that he had acted like a new captain in his first engagement would have served no purpose. Also, I would have wagered that Simons had already taken several strips off his hide. He nodded, and we walked in silence to Simons's office. After her security checked, he opened the door, and I entered along with Lipscomb, braced to attention, and saluted. "Captain LaFon reporting as ordered." 
 
    "I've been debating whether to Court Martial you for disobeying orders, reassign you to Utopia for mental evaluation, or demote you to Lieutenant Commander," she shouted without returning my salute or releasing me from attention. "Damn you, Zoe. What were you thinking, if I can be so bold as to give you credit for thinking?" Simons sank back into her chair and pointed to the bottle of wine on her desk. "You're driving me to drink!" Then she waved to the sideboard. "Oh, go get yourself something to drink. I'm obviously not impressing you. You know I can't court martial you until the Arrith surrender. Fossett would just send you back to me, and you have to command the Odin no matter what rank you are." 
 
    "Yes, ma'am." I went to the sideboard and selected a cup of coffee. Simons rose and sat in one of the three padded chairs surrounding a small round coffee table. Lipscomb and I joined her a few moments later. 
 
    "All right, now that Dr. Morland has me sedated, what did you do to stop that second load of missiles?" 
 
    "I had heard it theorized that you could detonate missiles if you could explode something in their path. The concussion would act like they had hit their target—" 
 
    "So you wagered the Odin's safety on a theoretical conjecture… Tell me you're joking." 
 
    "Ma'am, if you die, the Odin program is likely to fail." I held up my hand. "I realize now how fortunate I was that Admiral Fossett assigned me to you. The Odin is only truly effective if the captain is knowledgeable of the Issog and has a commander who realizes its true potential in an engagement." I took a sip of my coffee and glanced a Lipscomb, who was nodding. "Oh, and I thought that even before I met Admiral Gutierrez." 
 
    "He has a good reputation for fighting the Issog," Simons said quietly, more as a knee-jerk defense of a fellow admiral. 
 
    "I'm not criticizing him as an officer. It's clear he admires heroes, and his courage probably earned him his promotion to fleet commander. But Odin captains can't be heroes—" 
 
    "I'm going to have that tattooed on your arm." Simons smiled. "No, I'm going to have Mikel put that into your implant." 
 
    * * * 
 
    Well Colonel Storch, what was the condition of Durban?" I crossed my fingers, hoping our several-month delay in returning hadn't resulted in more suffering for its inhabitants. In a way, I felt partially responsible for having advocated we leave the planet without protection—not that I didn't still believe it had been the right decision, but... 
 
    "Not bad…from our perspective. I'm sure the people have endured months of stress and anxiety. The Vamps had captured around ten thousand but were still working on rebuilding their facilities, so no one had been hooked up to any blood-donor machines." He was silent for several minutes while he sipped his coffee. "There were a large number of Issog on the planet. Combat troops to collect donors, engineers, and construction workers. But because the captives were isolated, we could use the shuttles' weapons to destroy the new construction and many of the Vamps. The bad news is that there are Vamp search parties still on the planet. We have suggested army troops be sent to Durban to rout them out, since we won't be staying." 
 
    "Any feedback from the citizens of Durban?" 
 
     "In general, they are unhappy we left them undefended and madder still that we are going to do it again. Can't say I blame them," Storch said, looking away from me. 
 
    "Nor can I. They have been through an unbelievable nightmare, finally get saved, and then it starts all over again. Any sane person would hate the people sworn to protect them abandoning them," I said, meeting each person's eyes at the table. Most were nodding. Others were looking at their hands or drinks. "I also don't blame them for not caring about the three thousand sons, daughters, mothers, and fathers who died to free them last time, or the three thousand who died this time, or the tens of thousands who have died fighting the Issog. Nor do I blame the people of Berlin, Hydera, and others who are right now cursing us for the same reason." 
 
    "But we aren't…" Disanto said, then nodded. 
 
    "No, we aren't, but they need someone to blame, so we shouldn't take it personally. We are following orders, and those giving the orders are doing their best to save the Commonwealth. Not just from the Issog, but also from the Arrith." 
 
    "Ma'am," Lahti said, frowning in thought. "When you skipped to shield the Sakhmet, I thought… How did you stop those missiles?" 
 
    "Remember when we first met and you asked how saving seconds would be useful in a battle?" Lahti nodded. "Well, it turns out that Plato—that's the name of my implant—can compute the vector to the enemy cruiser and the point on the vector where the Odin's missiles will intersect the enemies before the enemy can fire." 
 
    "All right. But even if you can fire in time, your missiles can't hope to hit the incoming missiles." 
 
    "Don't have to. If your missiles explode a split second in front of the incoming missiles, the impact causes the incoming missiles to ignite." 
 
    "Has that ever been tried?" Commander Stewart asked. 
 
    "Yes, yesterday."   
 
    * * * 
 
    We left two days later for Yorklan, after destroying everything the Issog had built and relocating the people they had captured. We were told the army was sending several hundred combat troops to search for any stray Issog and to make it difficult for the Vamps to re-establish a food station. 
 
    This time, the Thor left five minutes before the first wave of three squadrons from the Fourth Fleet. Then came the second wave and the Heptet, the admiral's command cruiser. The Sixth Fleet's first wave of two squadrons—one had been lost in the final battle—went next, and then came the Odin squadron and the Sakhmet. It was clear Simons didn't want me participating. Everyone was relaxed on the four-day trip because it was highly unlikely we would be needed during the assault. We were backup and would return to New Hope after the engagement. 
 
    When we entered Yorklan, the Issog configuration appeared similar to Durban’s, except the Vamp commander had chosen not to defend the Wave. Instead, he had positioned his four cruiser squadrons at the four, six, eight, and twelve light-second marks. That, of course, meant the Thor commander couldn't use the previous battles at Durban or Yorklan as models—he had to create his own paradigm. He chose to skip to the four-second mark, fire at B1-B4, and skip back two light seconds when the four Vamps fired. Then his squadron would skip to the four-second mark and fire on B1-B4. That didn't work. As soon as the Thor squadron fired, B1-B4 followed the Thor to the two-second mark and B5-B8 skipped to the four-second mark and fired at the Thor squadron. Now the Thor and the squadron had used half of their skip allowance and there was four minutes to go before the first wave arrived.  
 
    The squadron skipped back to the two-second mark but had sustained multiple hits from B5-B8. There, the Thor and the squadron got in a slug fest with B1-B4, exhausting their remaining skip allowances. The Thor fared the best—as it could compute attack vectors as fast or faster than the Vamp and had an additional four-second skip allowance—but by the time the first wave arrived, the Atum and the Nunet were barely functional, the Thor functional but heavily damaged, and only B1-B4 had used even six seconds of their skip allowance. B5-B8 had six seconds remaining, and B9-B16 had a full eight. 
 
    The first wave chose to skip to the two-second mark and fire at B1-B4, which skipped back to the four-second mark while B5-B8 skipped to the two-second mark and fired, then skipped back. The first wave followed, forcing the second wave to skip four seconds to enter the battle, using half their critical skip allowance. 
 
    As a consequence, Fourth Fleet did not fare well and stopped to regroup after it had destroyed the first twelve Vamp cruisers.  At that point, they had lost fourteen cruisers and the remaining five were marginal at best. B13-B16 remained within one light-second of Yorklan with their full skip allowance. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "It's what I thought," Gutierrez shouted and pounded the conference room table. At Gutierrez’s request, Simons had called a meeting on the Sakhmet and included Lipscomb, Perkins, and me. Gutierrez had brought Marsh and his new first wave commander, Captain Jane Morrison. "The Odin concept is worthless. Worse than worthless. The captain has to be treated better than the other captains, creating a morale problem, and I'm supposed to keep the damn ship from being damaged because it's special. It's a handicap. Look at what happened to the fleet." Gutierrez's face twisted in rage and his cheeks turned a plum red as his tirade continued. 
 
    I had to admit Marsh made a mistake skipping into the Issog, given their configuration at the time, and again choosing to slug it out with them. He should have waited at the Wave for the fleet. That would have forced the Issog to waste skips, if they chose to attack. I doubted they would have, but in that case, he would have had the support of the fleet as he tried to prod them into making a mistake. The problem was that Gutierrez's attitude toward the Odin concept caused Marsh to feel like he had to prove himself. 
 
    "What do you want from me?" Simons asked, rather calmly considering his outburst. 
 
    "Support, damn it," he half shouted and barely managed to stop from banging the table again. He stopped to take a gulp of his wine. When Simons failed to respond, he continued in a more normal if strained tone. "Give me a couple of squadrons." 
 
    "No. Your fleet is pretty banged up, Gutierrez." She then looked to Perkins and me. "You two up to it?" 
 
    Perkins looked to me and I nodded, although I didn't like it. Although the Sobek and the Amsit were officially functional, they needed essential repairs in order to be considered combat ready. 
 
    "What do you think the Issog will do?" Simons asked, almost as if talking to herself, but I felt the question was directed to me. 
 
    "They know they aren't getting out alive," I said, "so I think they will go for the Heavy. The Issog aren't cowards or stupid. If the Sixth were at the seven-second mark, they would have to waste a four-second skip to reach us. When they skip and fire, skip one second away and then back. It would be nice if the Fourth Fleet held at the three-second mark on the off chance one or more try to leave." 
 
    "Nonsense!" Gutierrez roared. "We have two fleets. Jump to their position and destroy the bugs!" 
 
    I thought that a real stretch. What was left of the Fourth was a few functional squadrons, and although the Sixth was in reasonable condition considering we had tangled with sixteen Issog cruisers, we weren't in prime condition. Simons showed considerable control not to shout her reply. 
 
    "Admiral Gutierrez, move your fleet back to the three-second mark from the Wave. There you will ensure none of the Issog escape. Captain Lipscomb, all ships capable of skipping will move to the seven-second mark, including the Sakhmet. Captain LaFon, you will see if you can give the Issog a reason to skip to us." 
 
    "Yes, ma'am," Lipscomb said as Gutierrez stormed out of the room with Morrison and Marsh following in his wake. 
 
    "Zoe, what's your assessment of the Fourth's engagement?" Simons looked not only serious but interested. Lipscomb frowned, probably thinking it inappropriate to ask a squadron commander to comment on an admiral's performance. Not to mention he was the senior captain in the fleet. 
 
    "Marsh made a serious mistake skipping into the Issog's configuration. He should have waited for the first wave to arrive. That said, Admiral Gutierrez's attitude made Marsh feel he had to prove himself and his squadron. He and his squadron fought bravely but accomplished little toward helping the fleet. The fleet also fought well, but the outcome was inevitable given the number of skips the Issog had remaining and the fleet choosing to waste skips to engage them." 
 
    "I agree, Zoe. The Odin squadron has been a real eye-opener. Faster targeting and skips are the Issog's advantage, not their commanders or equipment. Take that advantage away, and the Commonwealth captains are their equal or slightly better." Perkins nodded toward me with his glass raised and laughed. "Oh, and I love Copernicus." 
 
    * * * 
 
    I don't know what Gutierrez told his captains, but they did pull back to the three-second mark while the Sixth moved all of its cruisers to the seven-second mark, which was a four-second skip for the four Vamps, B13-B16. Simons agreed I would start the engagement after the fleet recovered its skip capacity. 
 
    At the designated time, I executed a four-second skip, calculated a vector to B14, the closest batmobile, and twelve seconds later fired six missiles. Being less than eighteen thousand kilometers from B14, the missiles took less than ten seconds, and five scored direct hits—although B14's status remained green. As I awaited a response, I didn't envy the Issog commander. If he fired on me, the fleet at the seven-second mark could skip and fire while he reloaded. Of course, he could skip away—but where? Fifteen cruisers were between him and the Wave. And he couldn't sit there and let me continue to shoot at his squadron. 
 
    Seconds before my six empty tubes were loaded, B13-B16 skipped to the seven-second mark and fired fifteen seconds later. To my relief, the Sixth Fleet skipped one light-second—half to the six and half to the eight-second mark—and seconds later the half at the six-second mark skipped back and thirty seconds later fired. The Issog skipped to the eight-second mark and fifteen seconds later fired. The Commonwealth cruisers skipped back to the seven-second mark. Simultaneously, I skipped to the eight-second mark and thirteen seconds later fired six at B15. At the same time, the Amsit and Sobek joined me and fired eight missiles. They had apparently not fired last time but waited. This time I was within ten thousand kilometers and caught the Vamps by surprise. All the missiles scored, as did most of the missiles from my squadron. B14 went Red and B13 Yellow. 
 
    I imagine the commander had a monster of a headache, and another decision to make within the next forty-five seconds—the time for the pesky cruisers to reload. They skipped back to the seven-second mark, close to the Sakhmet. I followed. 
 
    They fired fifteen seconds later at the Sakhmet, which then skipped, along with half the fleet. I fired six at B13 and it went Red. Their next skip surprised me, a three-second skip to the four-second mark. Unfortunately, they were within missile range of the Fourth Fleet for more than two hours and had no skips remaining to avoid hundreds of missiles targeting them.  
 
    Simons came online minutes later. "Let’s get our marines on the ground and give the people of Yorklan something to cheer about." She was smiling. We didn't lose one ship. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    New Hope. Celebration 
 
    The Fourth and Sixth Fleets arrived in Hew Hope three days later without Simons. She had decided to visit Utopia. She left Captain Perkins in charge of the Sixth Fleet, much to Admiral Gutierrez's annoyance. Not that there was any need for someone to be in charge of the fleets, since we were in New Hope to make repairs, treat the wounded, and get a little R&R. 
 
    Perkins and I met two nights later at a restaurant featuring old-Earth Moroccan style cuisine. When we entered, I felt like we had been transported to another time and place. Inside, we were met by a slender young woman with long black hair. Across her forehead was a strand of silver disks that looked like coins, and matching earrings dangled from her ears. Her dress was ankle length with long wide sleeves and filled with gold embroidery. 
 
    "Good evening gentlemen," she said with a slight Arabic accent. "Do you have reservations?" 
 
    "Yes, Perkins." 
 
    After a minute checking her tablet, she smiled. "This way, please." She led us to an alcove which had a knee-level table surrounded by cushions to sit on and others which served as back rests. The walls contained painted murals of desert scenes and Arabic structures.  The ceiling was made to look like we were inside a tent, and reinforcing the illusion, the alcove had tent-like flaps that could be closed for privacy. 
 
    Another woman in similar clothing served us mint tea, bread, and an assortment of appetizers on a large platter. 
 
    "This is different," I said, looking at the assortment of food on the table. 
 
    "Something to get our minds off the war and killing," Perkins said while breaking off a piece of bread and scooping up a light brown paste of some kind. "Hummus. Why do you think Simons ran off to Utopia so quickly?" 
 
    I scooped up a small amount of the Hummus and found its lemon flavor interesting and quite good. "To get rid of Admiral Gutierrez before he gets Marsh and the Thor squadron destroyed. It's what you and I discussed after the Yorklan engagement last time. The Odin concept requires an admiral who is willing to work with the captain as well as a captain who has a feel for the Issog. Unfortunately, Gutierrez is a heroic-type leader who believes in all-or-nothing tactics which play into the Issog strengths. And I'll wager Captain Marsh's experience against the Issog was as part of a squadron. In other words, he followed orders, and probably under someone like Gutierrez."     
 
    "I have to admit, captains in a squadron, and even those leading a squadron, aren't part of the overall strategy. They aren't encouraged to take independent action." Perkins picked up another piece of bread and scooped up creamy-looking chunks of something. "Cucumbers." He smiled as he put the food in his mouth. After wiping it, he continued. 'What would you do if you were Fossett?" 
 
    I laughed. "No thanks. Not even in peace time." I had given the situation some thought, not that Fossett or Simons would ask my opinion. "Disband the Fourth Fleet and give Simons the cruisers—including the Thor squadron—and reassign the Odin squadron." 
 
    Perkins’ head nodded unperceptively, as whatever he had in his bread hung halfway to his mouth. "How about giving Gutierrez the Sixth Fleet and reassigning Simons and the Thor squadron?" 
 
    I choked on the cucumbers I had just begun chewing, sucking some in my air passage. I gagged, coughed, and spat up food for several minutes, trying to clear the obstruction while Perkins banged on my back trying to help. "I guess that means the idea doesn't appeal to you." Perkins was trying to look serious but had trouble holding back a laugh. 
 
    "I'm not sure if Gutierrez or I would hate the idea more." 
 
    * * * 
 
   
  
 

 Simons Visits Utopia 
 
    "What brings you to Utopia, Simons?" Fossett’s calendar had been full, but he agreed to meet with her at the Senior Officer's Club for dinner. The club was small but the equivalent of any upscale restaurant with an excellent chef, tablecloths, China, crystal, security, and privacy at the member's request. "I hope it's not bad news." He choked out a short laugh. "Of course, you wouldn't be here if it were good news." 
 
    "It isn't bad news, just a heads-up that I thought was better discussed in person rather than sent via a courier." Simons picked up her wine, sniffed, and took a sip awaiting comments. When Fossett nodded, she continued. "The Sixth had a very successful engagement at Durban and lost only five cruisers against an Issog force of sixteen." Simons smiled when Fossett’s eyes opened wide in surprise and a grin split his round face. "Our success is directly contributable to Zoe and the Odin concept. She understands the Issog's tactics and is like a fly buzzing around the food at a dinner table. She gets them to chase her, using up their skip allowance, and makes them so mad they commit errors of judgment." 
 
    "You can bring me news like that anytime, but of course, that's not what you came to tell me," Fossett said, looking at Simons with narrowed eyes. 
 
    "We then moved on to Yorklan, where the Fourth led the assault. They also encountered sixteen cruisers, however the Issog commander at Yorklan had a different defensive configuration. The Thor squadron received heavy damages in their initial encounter, and the Fourth lost thirteen cruisers to destroy the twelve Issog cruisers waiting near the Wave. Because of the heavy losses, the Sixth finished the remaining four." 
 
    "Losses?" 
 
    "None." 
 
    "Why did the Fourth have such heavy losses?" Fossett asked, leaning toward her. 
 
    "Admiral Gutierrez doesn't believe in the Odin concept. Consequently, the Thor squadron feels like it should outperform any other squadron, and Gutierrez believes in overpowering the bugs, as he refers to them." 
 
    "Isn't that somewhat true? The Odin cruisers should be able to outperform the other cruisers." Just then the waiter delivered the steak dinners and Fossett began eating. 
 
    "No. Zoe and I believe the Odin squadron is best utilized in the role of irritating the Issog into using their skips and setting them up for the first wave of our invading force. When the Vamps are low on skips, they are far easier to kill, and when they are mad or pulled out of position, they make mistakes." 
 
    Fossett sat eating without saying anything for half his dinner. Finally, he wiped his mouth with his napkin. "If I understand the numbers, Fourth Fleet’s remaining cruisers are just the amount needed to bring the Sixth back up to strength." He looked to Simons, who nodded at the apparent change of direction. "And Admiral Gutierrez, while fearless, isn't using the…Thor squadron to its potential because of his more aggressive approach. In fact, his approach could put the Thor captain in jeopardy." Again, Fossett paused until Simons nodded. Then he continued eating. When they finished, he ordered a custard pudding and coffee. Afterward, he smiled and sat back in his chair. "I have the perfect solution. I'll promote Captain Perkins to Junior Rear Admiral and give him the Sixth Fleet, and I'll give you Third Fleet along with the Thor squadron. As a Senior Rear Admiral, you will be responsible for the Third and Sixth Fleets. Problem solved." He gave Simons a satisfied grin. 
 
    "What about Lipscomb? He is the senior captain in the Sixth," Simons finally said. 
 
    "Do you think he and Zoe will make a good team? Per your reports, which I read, Perkins and LaFon are a good team. Lipscomb seems to resent LaFon. Keep the Sakhmet for your command ship and Lipscomb…or I'll reassign him along with Gutierrez if you think that will cause problems." 
 
    * * * 
 
    Over the next three weeks, cruisers began arriving from around the Commonwealth. They didn't know any more than those of us on New Hope. They were told to report to New Hope but not why. Two weeks later, Admiral Simons arrived along with eight cruisers. She immediately called for a meeting of all the captains. We met on the Sakhmet. When I arrived, the conference room was nearly full. While I collected a cup of coffee, Marsh approached. 
 
    "Good morning, Zoe. Have you heard about Admiral Gutierrez? He has been recalled back to Utopia." 
 
    "Not officially, but scuttlebutt said he left on a courier," I said, not wanting to repeat rumors. "How are your squadron's repairs coming?" I thought to change the topic, as I didn't want to discuss rumors. We would know the facts soon enough. 
 
    "Within the week, we should be fully operational again—" He was cut short when Simons's aide called "Attention." Simons entered with two stars on her shoulder boards—Rear Admiral Upper Half. 
 
    "At Ease and take your seats." She waited as everyone either found a seat at the conference table or in one of the chairs against the wall. There looked to be close to forty captains present, and the conference table could hold no more than twenty. Perkins and I found seats against the wall. "Over the next week, we will be forming two fleets, the Sixth and the Third. In general, the cruisers which survived the engagement at Yorklan will be absorbed into the Sixth, while those selected from other stations will form the Third Fleet. I will officially command the Third for now, but have responsibility for the Third and Sixth. Captain Lynch will command the Sakhmet. Captain Perkins is promoted to Junior Rear Admiral and will command the Sixth." She smiled. "Congratulations Admiral Perkins, your flagship is the Heptet. Captain Wallace will replace you on the Tefnut. I expect the Sixth will be operational in two weeks. We can't deal with the Arrith until we kick the Issog out of our space." 
 
    Every sailor and marine on the Sakhmet must have heard the roar of Yes Ma'am, from the assembled captains. 
 
    * * *  
 
    Perkins called me to the Heptet an hour before he had scheduled a meeting of the Sixth's captains. I entered his new office and saluted. 
 
    "At ease, Zoe. You were partially correct. Fossett did disband the Fourth. I like his solution, if not the promotion." 
 
    "Congratulations, Admiral Perkins. It has a nice ring to it. I think Fossett and Simons made an excellent choice. Lipscomb is a good officer but doesn’t have the flexibility…" 
 
    "And he isn't fond of you," Perkins said, but the twitch of his lip took the sting out of the remark. 
 
    "You're right. He blames me for Simons leaving Durban unprotected." I shrugged. Lipscomb may have been right. 
 
    "You were a contributing factor. Even I was shocked initially. Leaving did feel like an act of betrayal. However, it was the right decision." He paused for a sip of coffee while watching me. "Simons and I agree you need to have a few sessions with Marsh and his squadron. Simons has asked Mikel to come back and upgrade the Third into an Odin Fleet. That will be an excellent opportunity for the Odin squadron to work with the Thor squadron and share your experiences." He laughed, then turned serious. "I told you before I didn't want to be an Admiral in war time—too many lives resting on my shoulders. So…I expect the Odin squadron to keep the Sixth's losses low. Actually, very low." 
 
    "Yes, Admiral Perkins, that will be my squadron’s number one priority." 
 
    "Number one, Zoe, is to keep the Odin from getting destroyed." Perkins looked to the back of the room. "Colonel Akar, is she behaving?" 
 
    "Yes, sir. Captain LaFon has been very cooperative." He nodded without expression. 
 
    "Good. Because without Captain LaFon, I'm not going to enjoy being an admiral." He stood. "Let's join the others. We don't want to disappoint Admiral Simons. Besides, it will be embarrassing if she has the Third Fleet ready to party before the Sixth." 
 
    Outside the door waited Lieutenant Commander Lesha Starnes, Perkins’s aide. When she saw us exit, she opened the door to the conference room, waited for Akar and I to enter, then called Attention as Perkins appeared. 
 
    "At Ease." Perkins took the seat at the head of the table. As he shuffled through some papers, Starnes placed a cup of coffee in front of him. "The Sixth is now composed of five standard squadrons of three cruisers and an Odin squadron. Because of recent upgrades, the Sixth is officially an Odin Fleet, which means each squadron commander will have an additional panel added to his or her cruiser. But our first order of business is assignments. Commander Starnes is sending each of you a list of your positions. For my staff meeting tomorrow, I'll want each squadron commander to brief me on the status of their squadron: status of crews, repairs, and assessment of your squadron's operational readiness. I know that isn't much time, but Admiral Simons wants us operational in two weeks. That means fully crewed, all repairs completed, and ready to kick ass on her command." 
 
    "Yes, sir," the group responded with glee. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mikel arrived two days later with a team of engineers, and to my relief, Kwon and Elaine. I arranged to have Marsh, Howard, Baker, Bergan, and Lahti on the Odin along with Kwon and Elaine with their equipment in shuttle bay one. 
 
    Everyone stood when I entered. "Relax. Marsh, you know Kwon from Next Robotics. She is going to upgrade your implant and work with you to get it operational. We are going to try to do it simultaneously while we review, via the simulator, previous engagements with the Issog. Admiral Simons is not Admiral Gutierrez. She wants you to avoid shootouts with the Issog. Your job is not, repeat, not to kill Issogs, but to harass them into using their skips, and to make them mad. The madder the better, because mad Vamps make the same stupid mistakes as mad humans." I watched Marsh and his captains. "What I and my squadron are going to do for the next two weeks is share our experience and our knowledge of the Issog, and how we have managed to piss them off." 
 
    "What about participating with the Third Fleet's exercises?" Marsh asked. Howard and Baker appeared to have the same question. 
 
    "Good question," I said. "The Odin and Thor squadrons are not really part of those Fleets. You could lead the Sixth as easily as the Third or some other fleet. In a sense, our job is over when the first wave enters the system. I'm not saying we won’t help if we can, but that is not our assignment. Admirals Simons and Perkins would prefer we stay out of harm’s way.  In fact, you and I have orders not to help another cruiser if it endangers our cruisers." 
 
    "Why?" Marsh asked, looking shocked. 
 
    "For the same reason you're assigned Mactans. Although it sounds heartless, those other captains and their ships are easily replaced. You're not. If the Odin and Thor are going to help win this war, you must understand your responsibility is not to kill Issog, but to harass them into doing foolish things the fleet can use to destroy them." I pointed to Baker and Howard. "To a lesser degree that also applies to the Thor and Odin squadron's cruisers. While you're easier to replace, a well-tuned Thor and Odin squadron is not as easy to replace, and is far more crucial to the fleet's success than the fleet's other squadrons, as you will see over the next two weeks." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    Surprise Visit 
 
    My ICD buzzed with an emergency signal, interrupting our discussion of the first engagement at Durban. When I looked at the screen, Admirals Simons and Perkins appeared on separate screens, indicating they were not together. 
 
    Simons spoke in the clipped words of someone in a hurry. "Zoe, nine Issog just entered the system. Prepare your squadron." 
 
    "Nine?" I asked. That didn't make sense, as the Issog liked squadrons of four. And what were nine cruisers going to do against two fleets? They might not have known two fleets were stationed at New Hope, but after losing Durban and Yorklan… Maybe a quick raid to throw us off balance? 
 
    "Yes, nine. Of course, they may be the first wave of a larger force," Simons said. "Get Marsh and his captains and Mikel's people off the Odin. Admiral Perkins will lead the assault." She cut the connection before I could acknowledge the order. 
 
    "Everyone, follow me to the shuttle bay. We have Issog in system and you need to get back to your ships." As everyone hurriedly collected their gear, I clicked on the link to the Bridge.  Maize appeared. 
 
    "Commander, declare Battle Stations. I'm on my way to the Bridge." Looking around, I saw that everyone appeared ready to leave. I waved, and they followed me at a quick walk out of the bay.  
 
    "How many?" Marsh asked as we navigated through the hallway to the next bay, where their shuttles were docked.  
 
    "Nine so far. So, unless more are coming, your squadron won't be needed. Admiral Perkins is leading the engagement." I stood aside for everyone to enter, then left at a run toward the Bridge, not waiting to see their shuttles leave. 
 
    The Bridge stood silent and deserted when I entered and took the captain's seat. I had just sat down when the Heptet requested a tight-beam connection. Perkins sat in his office, judging from the image on the monitor. 
 
    "Zoe, what do you think?" He asked in his normal dinner conversation voice. "Could be more coming, or a recon, or hit and run, or…" 
 
    "I think we rattled the Issog," I said, unable to think of any other reason for nine Vamp cruisers. "Is it four, four, and one?" 
 
    "Exactly. Rattled?" 
 
    "If I'm right, the Issog are trying to determine how we destroyed sixteen batmobiles at Durban and Yorklan. Do we have new cruisers, have we changed the size of our squadrons or fleets, do we have a new secret weapon? The eight batmobiles constitute a suicide taskforce to probe, while the ninth is a scout to report the result." 
 
    Perkins was silent for several minutes. "Which means the scout can't be allowed to leave. I doubt Admiral Simons wants to lose ten to twelve cruisers to fake our incompetence." He grinned. "Any ideas?" 
 
    "Why don't we move the fleet forward? My squadron will stay with the forward line and try to get them to do something stupid, but stopping the scout will be my primary responsibility." 
 
    "All right, coordinate with Captain Hannah. She will be leading the first wave." 
 
    I immediately connected to the Sobek and Amsit. "We are going to join the first wave initially. Form up on Captain Hannah commanding the Tyche. I'll have orders when we have a clearer picture of the Issog formation." I cut the connection and began maneuvering the Odin into position. 
 
    An hour later I received a connection from the Tyche. "Captain LaFon, I'm captain Hannah. Welcome to the party." 
 
    "Thank you, Captain Hannah. I appreciate the invite. I've been meaning to meet with you, but…" 
 
    "I understand. Admiral Perkins says I should coordinate with you, as you and your squadron are authorized to take independent action." 
 
    "Normally, the Odin would skip into the leading enemy line and try to irritate them into wasting skips and making dumb decisions. But we usually precede the fleet by several minutes. If you don't mind, I'd like to get out in front of you by two light-seconds, thereby keeping a four-second separation from the Vamps." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "They don't like to take four-second skips, as skipping is their prime tactic. At some point we will skip in and annoy them. If we are lucky, that will do something you can use to your advantage." 
 
    "Sounds dangerous, with us so far apart. The Thor…" 
 
    "Your job is far more dangerous. My job is to irritate. Your job is to destroy. Good hunting." I gave her a salute and contacted the Amsit and Sobek. 
 
    "We are moving ahead of the fleet by two seconds. I want a four-second separation between the front line and the Issog. Treat this action the same as if we had entered five minutes ahead of the fleet, except this time, our priority is to destroy the scout, the batmobile trailing the two lines of Vamps." 
 
    * * * 
 
    By the time the leading four batmobiles, B1-B4, had reached the six-second mark, the Odin, Amsit, and Sobek were at the eight, and the Sixth Fleet's first wave was at the ten-second mark. The second four batmobiles, B5-B8, where at the fourth and the scout at the three-second mark. 
 
    I sent MiVa100200Sb to the Amsit and Sobek and initiated a tight-beam connection. 
 
    "I'm going to skip into the first line on the vector I sent. If they fire on me, skip in and fire, but I'd suggest you fire only a half loads. After that, use your discretion." I skipped. 
 
    As the Bridge solidified, I located the closest Vamp cruiser, B3, fired one bank of missiles, and waited. The Commander had what I thought a simple decision—swat the irritating gnat, or not? He had four Vamps behind him for support if the fleet skipped, which I thought he would consider a bonus. The four Vamps fired five seconds later. I skipped to the four-second mark, located the nearest Vamp, B6, and fired, noting that the Amsit and Sobek had skipped to the six-second mark. I jumped back to the six-second mark when B5-B8 fired several seconds later. 
 
     B1-B4 skipped to the eight-second mark when the Amsit and Sobek fired fifteen seconds later. The Sixth's front-wave immediately skipped to the eight-second mark and fired twenty seconds later. B1-B4 skipped back to the six-second mark as B5-B8 skipped to the six-second mark, thinking the Amsit, Sobek, and Odin were still in the process of reloading. However, each cruiser still had four loaded and fired twenty seconds later. 
 
    With the first wave of the Sixth Fleet only two light-seconds away, the Issog commanders had a problem—fire and skip back to the four-second mark and use more skips, or wait to see what the fleet would do. They chose to wait. As they did, B4, B7, and B3 went Yellow. When we had a full load again, I fired one bank. Seconds later, the Amsit and Sobek each fired a half bank. Having no choice, B1-B8 skipped to the eight-second mark to engage the Sixth’s first wave. Instead, the first wave skipped to the six-second mark when B1-B8 fired twelve seconds later and immediately the Sixth's second wave skipped to the eight-second mark. 
 
    At the same time, the Odin, Amsit, and Sobek all skipped to the Wave exit. Ten seconds later, the scout skipped toward the Wave. The scout went Yellow when fourteen missiles scored direct hits—half-loads from the Odin, Amsit, and Sobek. And it went Red twenty seconds later when the second half-load caught the Scout before it could enter the Wave.  
 
    I connected to Bergan and Lahti. "Stay put. We will guard the Wave in case one of the batmobiles decides to leave the party early." 
 
    We stayed and watched for the next fifteen minutes. The Issog were not only outnumbered and in marginal condition, but had limited skip capacity. Even so, the Sixth lost four cruisers, and four others received significant damage. 
 
     * * * 
 
    "I was very skeptical about the Odin concept before the Thor squadron joined the fourth, and not surprised when Marsh and his squadron were almost destroyed at Yorklan without providing any advantage," Hannah said while we waited on the server to take our order. She had invited me to dinner at a local restaurant to get acquainted. "I knew the Sixth had good results at Durban, but I assumed the circumstances were different. I see now that Marsh just didn't have the experience." 
 
    "What do you think of Copernicus?" 
 
    "I need more time with the system, but I like knowing how long before the Vamp cruisers can fire on us and how many skips they have. I also like your policy of only firing half-loads while they have skips available." 
 
    Just then the waiter arrived, and we both ordered the night's special, a local sea bass baked and served on a rice pilaf. 
 
    "I'm looking forward to being with the Sixth. It will be a nice change, destroying more Vamp cruisers than they destroy of ours." Hannah raised her glass, and I touched mine to hers. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Two days later, Simons invited Perkins, the captains of the flagships, the first wave captains, Marsh, and me to dinner on the Sakhmet. Talk during the meal carefully avoided war, rather focusing on our early careers and thus providing background and helping to cement the team.  
 
    Simons’s flag captain, Wallace, had a typical military career, graduating the military academy at Utopia, a tour at the War College, and time at each of the Bridge positions on various cruisers, including six tours against the Issog. Conversely, Captain Barker, Perkins's flag captain, had a normal college education and started his military career as an engineering officer. The war had opened up a position as weapons officer and propelled him quickly through the ranks to captain and six tours at the front to senior captain. The career of Captain Behrens, Simons's first wave leader, paralleled Baker's career, except he began his military service at helm and had a tour at each Bridge position as well as four tours against the Issog. Hannah, Perkins's first wave leader, had also graduated the Military academy, but had not attended the war college. She had three tours against the Issog. Marsh, the Thor captain, was the youngest officer present, a college graduate who had started as a fighter pilot, then fighter squadron commander, and had a meteoric rise to captain after three tours at the front. He had the least experience as a captain against the Issog. 
 
    As the dessert dishes were removed and wine served, Simons got down to the purpose of the meeting. There were no free dinners. "Well LeFon, you believe the recent Issog engagement was a scouting mission?" she asked after tasting her Riesling. 
 
    "Not only that, I think they are nervous." I had given it a lot of thought since the encounter. 
 
    "Nervous?" 
 
    "I think the loss of Durban and Yorklan, each of which had sixteen cruisers stationed in system, has them wondering at the size of our fleets and whether we have new cruisers or weapons. The eight batmobiles were a suicide mission designed to check out New Hope and test our response. I think the scout proves that. The scout stayed close enough to skip to the Wave." 
 
    "If LaFon is correct, and I believe she is," Perkins said, "it might mean the Issog are getting low on cruisers. If so, they may consolidate at the fringes of the Commonwealth." 
 
    "I hope you and LaFon are correct. That would also mean they don't have replacements coming." Simons swirled her glass and watched the wine circling. "If that premise is correct, we should find less resistance at the closer systems. Maybe they have even been vacated." She finished the remaining wine in one swallow and activated the room monitors with a star map of the Commonwealth. 
 
    "With Durban and Yorklan recently cleared, that leaves Berlin, Alexandria, Angeles, Hydera and Kammu." Simons looked around the table as if awaiting comments. 
 
    "They want to know the same thing we do," Wallace said. "How many fleets we currently have. Actually, it's more important strategically to them than to us, because we have factories that can create new cruisers." 
 
    "That would suggest an all-out invasion rather than waiting for us to grow our fleets." Hannah made a slight twitch of her shoulders. 
 
    "Or a trap," I suggested, withholding a mental laugh. Simons was looking for ideas, and all she got was potential options. 
 
    She laughed. "I'm underpaid for making those kinds of decisions; however, I don't think that is going to matter. I'll send out scouts to Berlin, Alexandria, and Angeles, so you have seven days to prepare. Give your troops as much R&R time as you can, but I want half of each fleet ready at any given time."  
 
    * * * 
 
    At my request, Elaine created an interactive simulator where I could maneuver the Issog cruisers. For the next week, I made up various configurations and tested Marsh and his squadron's reaction time and decision making. By the end of the week, I felt confident Marsh had a reasonable understanding of the Issog's tactics and how to go about teasing them into wasting skips and encouraging them to move in one direction or another. 
 
    "That helped," Marsh said late on the sixth day after hearing that we would be departing New Hope two days later. "Admiral Gutierrez had me convinced my function was to destroy twice the number of Issog cruisers because of my ship's special capabilities. Of course, my previous reputation as aggressive and heroic, much like the admiral himself, and my permission to take independent action convinced me he was right. I see now we were wrong. The option to take independent action applies when my squadron and I can help the fleet be more effective, not for me to be a hero." He laughed and reached out his hand. I shook it. 
 
    "That will not always be easy. There will be times when it feels like cowardice, but getting killed saving a comrade could cost tens of cruisers and thousands of lives in the long run.  We still have the Arrith to contend with, therefore we can't afford a war of attrition." 
 
    He nodded and left, talking with his squadron captains. 
 
    "Elaine, how about joining me for dinner before our session with Hannah and Behrens?" When she nodded, I led her to my dining room, where I had asked Petty Officer first class Groce, my steward, if he could provide something special for dinner. He had. 
 
    After Groce had filled Elaine's glass with a Pinot, she smiled and asked, "What's the occasion?" 
 
    "An opportunity to thank you for coming to the war zone and for your hard work. It will make a significant difference in lives and have a positive impact on the war." I didn't smile. The statement was true and I wanted her to know I wasn't just being polite. 
 
    "Thanks, Zoe." Her cheeks turned a pale pink as she sat sipping her wine, eyes staring down. After a while, she looked up and smiled. "It's been an interesting experience. A worthwhile one, knowing the training may…will help save lives. We all talk about efficiency…fifty percent this and sixty-five percent that, but in the end, we forget or ignore what that means in terms of lives." She swallowed several times before continuing. "Efficiency doesn't mean much if the objectives aren't right. You've made me realize what is really important. Hopefully, I can convey that to the next generation of Odin captains. Anytime you need me, you have but to call." 
 
    Groce entered, saving us from having to dwell on the war. He had prepared a Caesar salad to start, escarole soup, prime rib steak as an entree, and topped it all off with an Irish liqueur crème brule. 
 
    "Wow, I'll have to go on a diet for a week. Thank you, Zoe. I love working at Next Robotics, but this was a real-life experience I'll cherish forever." 
 
    * * * 
 
    Two days later, the two fleets approached the Wave, with the Sixth in the lead. Simons had decided to try Berlin first, then Alexandria, and finally Angeles in the hope of discovering whether the Issog were in fact pulling back and if so, to where. The Odin squadron would lead the way into Berlin by the usual five minutes. 
 
    The first three days of the four-day trip were boring, with little to do but spend more time in the simulators, mostly to pass the time. I held daily staff meetings for the same reason. 
 
    "Captain, what do you think we'll find on Berlin?" Maize asked the question most of the crew had on their minds. 
 
    "In my opinion, the recent attack on New Hope was a probe by the Issog to determine the reason for their latest losses. The eight batmobiles were intended to test the assembled fleet in an effort to expose new cruisers or weapons and to get an estimate on the number of cruisers on New Hope. Unfortunately for them, the scout was destroyed." I waited for the comments to quiet. "To me that means the Issog are nervous, and that could mean they are running low on cruisers. That does not mean they will be leaving." 
 
    "Why not?" Vanek asked. "If they are losing…" 
 
    "Since we haven't seen any reinforcements, I think we can conclude the world they left is no longer viable, so they have no place to go. They must fight to the last Issog. The question we are trying to answer with this sojourn is whether they are retreating to one or more systems as a last stand, preparing for an all-out attack, or resorting to traps." 
 
    "Your guess?" Disanto asked, frowning in thought. 
 
    "Cleaning up in preparation to evacuate to one or two systems they plan to defend, hoping we will cede them to the Issog." 
 
    "Why would we do that?" Maize asked, her eyes wide in surprise. Others around the table appeared to agree we wouldn't. 
 
    "The Arrith," I said, knowing I needed say no more. Everyone knew we were going to need all our cruisers, and then some, to repulse an invasion by the Arrith. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Our entry into Berlin space went without incident, and the ESP displayed no activity between the Wave and one light-second of Berlin. Only four Vamp cruisers were in orbit. We began a slow decent toward the planet while we awaited the fleet’s entrance and Perkins’s orders. 
 
    "Let's use our normal strategy. Four lines two light-seconds apart with the Sixth leading. The forward line will stop when it's four light-seconds from the Issog cruisers. The Odin squadron will then begin the attack," Simons announced after talking with Perkins, Hannah, and me. Winning wasn't an issue. Doing it with the minimum number of losses and damages was. For the next twelve hours, we skipped to get in position and waited while our skip capacity was restored to maximum. 
 
    "Battle Stations," I announced with thirty minutes to go. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, Perkins announced the beginning of the attack with, "Good hunting, Captain LaFon." 
 
    I immediately skipped four light-seconds to the twelve-second mark, located the closest batmobile, B1, determined its position, fired six missiles from bank one, and waited. B1 fired several seconds later, and I skipped one second back to the eleven-second mark.  
 
    The sensors indicated five hits on B1. To my surprise, B2 skipped to the eleven-second mark. I acquired a lock on B2 fourteen seconds later and fired my remaining six missiles from bank two as the first bank of missiles turned green. The sensors indicated I had again scored five hits. Three seconds later, B2 fired. I skipped to the twelve-second mark, located the nearest Vamp, B3, computed its position, and fired six from the first bank.  
 
    B3 fired five seconds later, and I skipped in the opposite direction to the thirteen-second mark, noting four hits. B4 followed. I acquired a lock just as the second bank of six turned green, and fired. As I waited for B4 to get a lock on me, I considered my options and what I was achieving—very little. Their refusal to all fire at me or chase me meant my squadron didn't have an opportunity to swoop in while the Vamps were reloading, so it had become me against the four Vamps, and they hadn't used but a one-second skip each.  
 
    Currently, B1 and B3 were at the twelve-second mark, B2 at the eleven mark, and B4 at the thirteen mark. I was scoring, but the Vamp cruisers were still all operational. In addition, I had only five skip-seconds remaining, just enough to get back to the front line of the Sixth. B4 fired only seconds before six of my missiles scored. I skipped to the eleven-second mark only to find B2 had released its fighters and I had jumped almost in the middle of them with ten seconds remaining until bank one would be ready. Indecision gripped me—wait twelve seconds to acquire a lock on B2, or to skip to safety? 
 
    The ship heaved and tossed like it had been hit by successive tsunamis as fighter after fighter slammed into the Odin. The first two almost tore me out of the captain's chair. I saw stars and tasted blood and lost focus. The next two tore the chair partially loose, and the force of the whiplash caused me to lose consciousness temporarily. Thanks to my implant, I didn't need sight to know the results of the damage monitor—hundreds had died, several sections were open to space, and while the engines still had power, it was insufficient to skip.  
 
    I initiated the emergency evacuation protocol and klaxons blared throughout the ship as red lights flashed on and off with their own sense of urgency. I pushed the engines to maximum and aimed the Odin at the planet, hoping the front line would move in to distract the Issog. We weren't in condition to fight. 
 
    I managed to unstrap myself but fell to the floor, unable to rise. I had lost my helmet and felt blind. Had the back-up Bridge taken control? Panic. I closed my eyes, knowing we were ducks in a cage facing hunters standing with guns drawn and loaded. I was responsible. Sweat dripped down my face from thinking of all the people who were going to die if I didn't do something. My captain's helmet. I needed the helmet, but my eyes wouldn't focus and smoke was beginning to fill the cabin. I began crawling and sweeping my arms around the floor, hoping to find the helmet. Panic. I couldn't find it.  
 
    I stopped suddenly. Panic kills. Hundreds are depending on me, and I'm acting like a recruit. I forced myself to stop, breathe, and relax.  Plato, status, I said, remembering I didn't need the helmet. Immediately I could see the monitors and the status of each panel. The front wave of the fleet had jumped to my rescue and we were free of the immediate threat, but the Odin was structurally unstable and could break apart at any moment, especially when we reached the planet's gravity. I could steer the Odin into space, but that was no guarantee the ship would survive in its current condition. I slowed, set it on a course to orbit Berlin, and opened a channel for general broadcast.  
 
    "This is Captain LaFon. All personnel are to evacuate the ship immediately." I was too tired to move. I was sorry I wouldn't see the end of the war, sorry I had screwed up and lost the Odin, sorry… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    Fight for Survival 
 
    Akar knew the ship had been slammed by something multiple times, because his body jerked this way and that, his restraints so tight he could hardly breathe. He saw the captain's chair tear partway loose and the captain flung to the floor. When nothing else happened for several minutes, he removed his safety belts and stood holding on to the chair, waiting for his head to clear and the dizziness to recede. A little unsteadily, he started toward the captain and then heard the announcement to abandon the ship. Relieved to know she was alive, he knelt down and placed his hands under her armpits and rose with her in his arms. He couldn't handle her by himself, but the situation in the ship was uncertain. 
 
    Holding her upright with one arm, he clicked on his unit's emergency channel. "To me." It was a command that would cause every Mactan to drop whatever he was doing and race to his position, which they would know was the Bridge. Watching his communication screen, which he had switched to the camera feed LaFon had installed, he waited until several of his team were racing down the hallway to the Bridge before unlocking the door. 
 
    "Dache, Ceba, take the captain." He released his hold as each man took an arm and positioned an arm around her back. Then Akar led them at a run to the stairs to the first level and down the hallway to the captain's shuttle bay, hoping it was functional. As they ran, he noticed by the flashing red lights above the doors that several of the bays had been breached. The door to the captain’s bay was open when they arrived. It looked like the Backup Bridge crew as well as the backup crew. Disanto pointed to the captain's shuttle and Akar and his crew entered. The shuttle had a normal capacity of ten but with the Mactans and LaFon it now held more than twenty. The door was shut and locked. A few minutes later, the light above the door turned red, and the engines came to life. They were all slammed back against seats, walls, and other people as the shuttle exited at maximum acceleration. Akar wondered whether the pilot expected enemy fire or the ship to explode. Either would certainly be a good reason to hurry. When nothing happened for several minutes, multiple conversations started. 
 
    "Is the captain all right?" Maize asked, looking worried. Suddenly the shuttle became quiet, except for the noise of the engines still straining for more acceleration, awaiting the answer. 
 
    "I think she needs medical attention, but I believe she will survive." Akar wasn’t a doctor but had extensive field medical training. Judging by what he had seen, he thought she might have bruised or maybe fractured ribs and a concussion. Most of the blood on her clothes was from a nose bleed. Confirming his assessment, LaFon spoke. 
 
    "I'll live," she said, sounding like she was drunk. "Where are we?" 
 
    "In a shuttle heading for the planet," Maize said, looking relieved. 
 
    "Maize, ask the pilot the status of the other survivors…" LaFon closed her eyes, her breathing shallow. Maize nodded and pushed her way to the pilot’s compartment at the front of the shuttle. She returned several minutes later. 
 
    Maize looked to Akar when she noticed LaFon's eyes still closed. 
 
    "Concussion, I think," Akar said. "She just needs rest. What's the situation?" He had no command authority, but he wanted to know the general situation so he would be better prepared when they disembarked. 
 
    Maize stood quiet for a moment, regarding first Akar and then LaFon. "The pilot says four marine combat shuttles left the ship. They are rendezvousing on us. They know the captain is on board. About thirty emergency pods decoupled. They look to be waiting to be picked up by the fleet." 
 
    "Akar," LaFon said just above a whisper. When he turned toward the captain, she spoke. "You pick the terrain you would prefer to fight in." She closed her eyes, obviously finished or just too tired to say more. 
 
    Akar pushed up from the seat and eased between those in the aisle toward the pilots, with Maize following. 
 
    "What did she mean, fight?" 
 
    "I assume she thinks there are Issog on the ground and they will be drawn to shuttles landing on the planet." Akar entered the pilot’s cabin. "Sir, the captain would like to know the terrain in the area we are heading." 
 
    The older of the two Lieutenants looked up at Akar wide-eyed and leaned away. Then he took a deep breath before speaking. "Sir, there is a little of everything, a medium-size town, some small mountains, farmland, and an ocean." 
 
    "Where can you and the combat shuttles land?" Akar asked, deciding his charge would be safest among the marines. 
 
    "Anywhere there is relatively level ground for fifty meters." 
 
    "Will it be daylight or nighttime in the next couple of hours?" 
 
    "Daylight." 
 
    "Close to the city where you detect the least amount of life," Akar finally said. The Issog would have shuttles to chase and humans to capture for their blood-collection units, therefore they would need cover. The combat shuttle would most likely win, but not before the Issog had time to attack anyone in the open. 
 
    "Yes, sir. I'll tell Colonel Storch." 
 
    Akar found LaFon sleeping when he returned, which was what she needed. An hour later, the pilot's voice announced they would be landing in two minutes and everyone should buckle up. Of course, there weren't enough seats, let alone seatbelts, so people began sitting down and wedging themselves into places which would provide some security if the landing was rough. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Admiral Perkins, the Odin is in trouble, and it appears they are abandoning the ship." Captain Barker’s face on Perkins' monitor looked pale. 
 
    "How the hell…" Perkins cut off the sentence. It didn't matter right now. 
 
    "The Odin squadron has skipped," Barker said, looking at his ESP. It was unnecessary as Perkins also had an ESP unit in the command center. 
 
    "Order the first wave to skip. We don't want to give the Vamps time to target the survivors. Have the second wave dispatch their combat shuttles to pick up LaFon and any survivors. I imagine the Vamps will be on them like blood suckers." He sat shaking his head at the irony. LaFon had previously danced around twelve cruisers with hardly a scratch, and now four had downed her with two fleets ready to support her. "Barker, I want LaFon found and brought to the Heptet." 
 
    "Sir, Admiral Simons is requesting a connection," Barker said. Perkins nodded, imagining Simons’s reaction. She appeared on his monitor seconds later. 
 
    "Yes, they are abandoning the Odin. I'm sending marines to recover the survivors." 
 
    "LaFon?" she looked pale. Perkins didn't blame her. LaFon and her Odin squadron had helped turn the war around during the last year. It was beginning to look like they could defeat the Issog and have a couple of fleets operational enough to greet the Arrith when they came. Maybe enough to bluff them into continuing the truce. 
 
    "No idea. The problem must have been sudden and catastrophic, because there were no communications from the Odin. Our first indication of trouble came when the Odin was trailing debris and the emergency pods began exiting the ship. I conjecture that LaFon was unable, or she would have sent some message." Maybe dead, he thought, but didn't dare say it aloud. 
 
    "What happened? There where only four batmobiles…" Simons asked, her face and voice alternating between grief and rage. "I want to speak to the Odin squadron captains as soon as they are free. This is a disaster." 
 
    "We have the Thor," Perkins suggested, bracing for Simons's reaction. 
 
    "He's…he doesn't understand the Issog like Zoe, he doesn't have her instincts or experience, and…" she cut the connection, to Perkins relief. He felt the same. Zoe would be missed. 
 
    "Admiral, Colonel Webster is reporting two hours to reach Berlin," Barker said into his moment of silence. "Maybe she survived. She has the Mactans." 
 
    * * * 
 
    The landing proved relatively smooth, Akar thought, considering the pilot approached faster than normal. When the light went green, Akar shouted to be heard above the talking. 
 
    "Gephel, Jalus, check out the situation." 
 
    The two men had to push past the crowd beginning to move toward the exit. Jalus opened the door and the two disappeared outside. A minute later, Gephel appeared in the doorway. 
 
    "Three combat shuttles landed, one has stayed in the air. Houses and small buildings beginning about fifty meters ahead and to our right. I'd suggest to the right, as the buildings are larger," he shouted. Ceba and Dache appeared a second later and hoisted the captain out of her seat and carried her between them. By then, most of the people in the doorway had exited. 
 
    As Akar exited, Colonel Storch came running up, followed by Gunny Chow. "How is she?" Storch asked, his bulldog face wrinkled in concern. 
 
    "Concussion I think, plus a lot of bruising. Maybe a fractured rib or two," Akar said as he waved Ceba and Dashe toward the building. "I want to get her under cover as soon as possible." Storch nodded after looking up at the clear blue sky with only an occasional puffy cloud. 
 
    The Mactans began running toward the building, with Ceba and Dashe in the middle carrying LaFon. Halfway, five Issog shuttles appeared high over the city, heading in their direction. Storch said something in his ICD and the three marine shuttles began rising, and a few seconds later accelerated toward the Issog shuttles. Akar only hoped the marine shuttles could keep the Issog busy as they were only halfway to the buildings and the Issog shuttles were only a few hundred meters from the end of the buildings.  
 
    Then he saw the Issog's logic. Two of the shuttles disgorged bats, who glided gracefully into the city, limiting their access. As the remaining three shuttles passed overhead, bats exited them as well. The bats now had them boxed in, confined to maybe ten buildings at the edge of the city. The overhead roar of heavy gunfire, missiles, and exploding shuttles had everyone pushing themselves to their limit. By the time Akar and his team reached the first building, the air battle was over and only one marine combat shuttle remained. Unfortunately, it wouldn't be much help in the city, with the bats too close to the troops to engage. 
 
    Marines were engaging the Issog troops in the rear, so five of the Mactans moved in front of the captain to confront the three bats that looked like they would arrive before the captain’s party could reach the building. About twenty meters in front of the party, the bats folded their flaps, covering their faces and bodies. The Mactans opened fire, but the flaps were tough and seemed to absorb the pellets, or at least minimize their impact, because the bats continued to run toward the party.  
 
    The lead bat raced toward Jalus, who had holstered his weapon, braced himself, and stood waiting. When the bat was only two meters away, he spread his arms, opening the flaps to expose claws three centimeters long. Jalus rotated ninety-degrees, left hand striking the bat in his heart region with his open palm. The bat’s arms appeared to hang suspended, limp like a rag doll’s as Jalus rotated back, driving his left palm into the bat’s head, which caved in as bones supporting the structure shattered. Like a limp rag, the bat crumpled to the ground.     
 
    The second bat raced toward Jozef. When he opened his flaps, Jozef took one step away as if he were running and then threw a back-thrusting kick into the bat’s chest. The bat hung suspended for a moment, but his claws raked Jozef's leg, shredding his leather pants. As he hung there, Benes, standing slightly behind Jozef, fired twice. The bullets ripped through the bat's small head, spraying skin, bone, and brains into the bat behind him.  
 
    The third bat closed on Damek. As he opened his flaps, he fired twice. As he did, Damek dropped onto one leg and executed a leg sweep, which sent the bat sprawling forward. Akar put two shots in his furry head before he could recover. They reached the first building and managed to enter before the remaining bats arrived. By that time the marines had caught up. They split up, entering one of the three buildings the survivors chose. Akar looked around, discovering what looked to have been a restaurant, judging by the large open area and the number of tables and chairs. The crew were crowding behind counters or disappearing into the kitchen and back rooms, as most didn't carry weapons on board the ship. Many of the marines were upturning tables as protection against the bats’ pellet guns. The Mactans clustered in one windowless corner, upturned a couple of tables to protect the captain—who was awake but still groggy—and then each grabbed a chair after Akar gave several hand signals. Silence descended on the room as they waited. 
 
    "Gunny Chow, the chairs," Akar shouted, lifting one of the chairs and holding it straight out, legs forward. He didn't get to elaborate, as multiple shots shattered the quiet, and windows exploded inward. Seconds later, bats came diving through every opening. Half of the twenty rushed the marines while the other half the Mactans. When the bats were within a meter of the first row, the Mactans rotated the chairs up with legs facing the charging bats, who were suspended between the legs, arms stretched wide for attack and exposed. In those brief seconds, the second row of Mactans had clear shots at the bats’ exposed heads. The first five died instantly. The next five took several running steps and attempted to glide over the row of Mactans with chairs, but didn't have enough running space to glide high enough to clear the top of the chair when rotated up and over the Mactans' heads. Tangled in the chair legs, they too were easy targets. As Akar looked to the other side of the room, the marines shouted some saying or other as they too used chairs to stop the bats' charge. Chow smiled at Akar and gave him a thumbs up.  
 
    The last bat had barely died when shouts and a racket came from the kitchen. Seconds later, people came running into the dining area followed by bats. Ironically, the bats didn't appear to be using pellet guns but rather some kind of stun guns, judging by the lack of blood. Akar couldn't help but wonder if the bats thought they were collecting milking stock. The marines moved quickly, using their chairs to block and kill the bats coming through the doorway.  
 
    Akar used finger signals to get his team ready to move. When the bats who had entered through the entrance to the kitchen had been killed, he motioned for his team to move.  
 
    "Where are you going, Colonel?" Stork asked. "We're doing well here. I've been told forty shuttles are on the way. They should be here within the hour to collect Captain LaFon." 
 
    "I'm concerned the bats will no longer consider us new milking stock and might send a bomb through the windows next. I think it's time to move." 
 
    Stork nodded reluctantly. "Gunny, send half your detail with Colonel Akar. I'll keep the other half here with the survivors until you've had a chance to find new cover." 
 
    "Yes, sir. Sergeant Hearn, get your squad ready. We're going with the Mactans." He looked to the Mactans, most of whom were carrying chairs. "And bring chairs." 
 
    With LaFon in the middle of the Mactans and supported by Doche, they made their way down the hallway, through the kitchen where several bodies lay stunned by the look of it, and to the rear door. 
 
    "Clear for now, Colonel," Cemek said after checking out the door. Akar surveyed the area and then pointed to a cluster of three small buildings about forty meters across the street. At Akar’s signal, Jalus and four other Mactans trotted across, scanning as they went. When they reached the first building, three took up firing positions to support the crossing while others scouted the area. On Akar's signal, the rest started across, with the marines providing the rear guard. 
 
    "Sir, no bats in sight," Janus said as he returned from across the street. The words had barely been spoken when two bat shuttles passed overhead, made a U-turn, and then twenty bats glided toward the party.  
 
    Akar opened the door to the house they were clustered around and gestured them in. Moving through the rooms, he found an exit on the opposite side and went out, hoping with the help of the chairs they could not only kill half, but slow down the pursuit. A few had come around the building but they were easily dispatched. The ones in the house suffered significant losses as they couldn't glide in the small rooms and the hallways were too narrow for a mass attack. When the last marine had left through the door, Chow estimated they had killed twelve inside, the Mactans had killed three who had circled the building, and the five who made it through the door were seriously outnumbered and died quickly. The marines had lost three and the Mactans had two seriously wounded and barely operational. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Once outside, Akar looked around and saw no immediate threat. He pointed to a two-story building two houses down on the other side of the street. "That one," he said, and choked out a laugh. "Bring the chairs." The Mactans took off at a fast walk with the marines following and watching their rear. Halfway to the building, five bats came gliding out from between two single-story houses, firing. Three were killed before they got within ten meters, the other two were shot while impaled on chairs. 
 
    "I think we should make these chairs marine issue for as long as we're at war with the bats," Gunny Chow said with a hearty laugh. "Have to admit, those Vamps are not only fast and tough, they aren't afraid of anything." 
 
    "Maybe they are too used to fighting unarmed civilians," said one of the older marines. 
 
    "Maybe they have a gunny like ours," quipped another younger marine, to general laughter. 
 
    "Then I hope he's not with this group attacking us," said another marine to general agreement. 
 
    Two Mactans entered the two-story building and were in there several minutes before shouting, "All clear, Colonel." 
 
    Inside, there was a large lobby with couches, padded chairs, and polished tables of wood for people to sit and talk. Toward the rear was a wooden reception counter, and on the wall behind that were the signs Bennett & Sons and underneath Fine Furniture, printed in elaborate script. 
 
    "I wonder if Bennett made these chairs. They are solid. If so, he has my recommendation," a marine corporal said, lifting the chair he was carrying. 
 
    The Captain was taken behind the wooden counter, considered the safest place in the room. The Mactans and marines took up positions to guard the doors and windows. A few went upstairs to act as lookouts. They didn't see any bats, and the gunfire had quit. Gunny Chow walked to Akar when the silence dragged on. 
 
    "What do you think, Colonel?" Chow asked, his eyes scanning the room and the windows. 
 
    "If they noticed the fleet's combat shuttles, they might be rallying every combat trooper to meet the coming threat. Or, they may have run out of combat troopers." Akar grinned. 
 
    "If it were us, we would be digging in for a last stand. We wouldn't run, and I have to give the blood-sucking bats their due—they aren't cowards." Chow looked toward Akar. "You don't think they would kill the civilians they captured, do you?" 
 
    "No. You wouldn't kill the cattle you captured if you were under attack by the people you stole them from, would you?" 
 
    "Cattle!" Chow said with a wide-eyed expression of surprise. "Oh, I see. The humans are just animals…a food source to the Issog. That's the reason a lot of the Vamps were shooting at us with stun guns when we first arrived." He shook his head like a dog out of water. "Tends to put things in perspective." 
 
    Just then they heard the sound of combat shuttles passing above the building, and a minute later the door burst open and three marines charged in, weapons scanning the room. 
 
    "Does anyone know where Captain LaFon…" The sergeant stopped when he saw the Mactans and spoke into a Comm unit strapped to his arm as he strode toward Colonel Akar. "This is Sergeant Alaniz. Tell Colonel Duncan I found the Mactans. Is the Captain alive, sir?" 
 
    "Yes, Sergeant. A little beat up but alive," Akar said as Dashe lifted LaFon to a standing position. 
 
    "Sir, I'm to take you—and the Mactans—immediately to the Heptet," he said while saluting. LaFon returned the salute, still a bit shaky on her feet. Supported by Dashe and surrounded by Mactans, they made their way to one of the ten combat shuttles sitting less than a hundred meters from their building. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The walk to the shuttle felt like an out of body experience. My legs moved forward but barely touched the ground as the Mactans on either side of me carried most of my weight. My vision was blurred, and I hallucinated, thinking I was on the Odin with bats storming the Bridge. The next thing I remember, I was lying on a bed and a man in a white jacket sat next to me. 
 
    "How do you feel, Captain?" he asked quietly, while shining a light in one eye then the other. 
 
    "Sore. Groggy. Like I got drunk and had a fight with a squad of marines." 
 
    He gave a soft laugh. "It almost looks that way. My initial assessment says you have a concussion, a couple of fractured ribs, a broken nose, cut tongue, and multiple bruises. Considering everything…you were lucky." His voice trailed off at the end. 
 
    "My…crew?" I asked, not sure I wanted to know, yet needing to know. 
 
    "Sorry, Captain. I'm a doctor and don't have any news except on the Heptet." I felt his reluctance to say what he had heard. I could understand. His information would be based on hearsay, mostly rumors with some truth and a good dose of speculation. 
 
    "Sorry, Doctor…?" 
 
    "Seifert." 
 
    "Sorry, Doctor Seifert. I shouldn't have asked. It wasn't a fair question. Where are you taking me?" I asked, knowing I didn't have a ship to go back to. 
 
    "The Heptet—" He stopped as a marine lieutenant neared him. 
 
    "Sir, we have orders to take Captain LaFon to the Sakhmet," the lieutenant said, looking apologetic like it was his fault. 
 
    "Thank you, Lieutenant. The Captain is in no urgent need of medical attention." 
 
    I wasn't surprised Simons wanted to know what happened sooner rather than later, even if it delayed my delivery to the Regen Unit. I didn't blame her. How did a veteran captain lose her advanced cruiser to four Vamps when she had the support of two fleets? Maybe she had canceled the Regen treatment to let me heal naturally—or send me back to New Hope. That last thought made me sweat and tremble. Not that I didn't deserve it… The thought died as the doctor mercifully injected me with something to make me sleep. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I woke up in bed in a room that looked like the medical unit, with its white walls, sheets, and rails in the ceiling for curtains to enclose the bed. The Odin…the explosion. I closed my eyes while remembering the violent impact that threw me out of my chair. New Hope… I struggled to picture what had happened after that…being half carried in and out of buildings…Berlin. New Hope, I wondered. When I rotated my head, I saw a Mactan standing against the wall on each side. 
 
    "Akar, where am I?" I asked, realizing one of the Mactans was the colonel. 
 
    "On the Sakhmet, sir. Admiral Simons ordered that you be delivered here for treatment." 
 
    And debriefing, I thought. "How long ago?" 
 
    "It’s been roughly twenty hours. You were in Regen for twelve hours: concussion, fractured ribs, broken nose, bruises. You have been sleeping since then," Akar said, devoid of any emotions. 
 
    "Thank you, Akar." I glimpsed fragmented memories of being carried through the ship and on the planet with bats repeatedly attacking us. 
 
    "You're welcome, but we were just doing our job, Captain," he replied with a slight twitch of the lip I took to be a grin. Just then, Simons entered the room looking unhappy, which was confirmed when she spoke. 
 
    "What happened, LaFon? You lost the Odin and are lucky to be alive." Her voice cracked like a whip and I felt like I had been struck—and deserved it. I had no excuses, so I avoided answering. 
 
    "How many survived?" I asked instead, because I made a mistake. 
 
    "About half of the crew." Her voice was gentle. "Zoe, we need to go on to Alexandria, and Captain Marsh will need to understand what happened. I plan to send you back to…Utopia for a new Odin. I understand they have another ready for the next captain to graduate Next Robotics." 
 
    "Send Marsh back," I said quietly, although I wanted to scream in rage. 
 
    "What happened, Zoe?" Simons persisted, ignoring my remark. 
 
    "I FUCKED UP!" I shouted. "I keep telling everyone the Issog aren't stupid animals because they look like bats, and then I ignored my own advice…and my crew paid the price." My last words ripped through my heart like daggers. I felt the tears on my cheeks and tasted salt. 
 
    "Zoe, slowly, from the beginning." Simons’s voice was soft and gentle, recognizing I wasn't in a good place, so harsh wasn't going to work. I was silent for a long time, but she didn't interrupt, giving me time to calm down. 
 
    "I skipped to the twelve-second mark where the four Issog were positioned and fired at one. Only that one returned fire. I skipped to the thirteen-second mark and only one that hadn't fired followed. I fired on him and skipped back to the twelve-second mark and fired on one and skipped to the eleven-second mark when he returned fire. A Vamp with a full missile load followed me. I fired and skipped back to the twelve-second mark when he fired. Now I had used eight seconds of my twelve and needed four to get back to the fleet or I'd be a sitting duck. I thought to have one more go at the Vamp at the eleven mark and skipped when the Vamp at twelve fired…" 
 
    "What happened?" she asked, sounding confused, for which I couldn't blame her. Sounded logical at the time. 
 
    "The Vamp at eleven had anticipated my return and knew from our last encounter that he was unlikely to be able to target me before I skipped, so he dispatched his fighters." I heard Simons gasp. "I skipped right into the middle of them. Several rammed the Odin…" When she didn't say anything for a long time, I thought to answer her unasked question. "They were acting like independent captains. I can't prove it, but I conjecture that their squadron leader was on planet, so they weren't acting as a unit. That's the only conclusion I can draw from their uncharacteristic behavior." 
 
    Simons continued to sit quietly, observing me. "Zoe, you need a rest. Captain Ma—" 
 
    "I made a mistake that cost hundreds of lives and I deserve…to be held accountable. But Captain Marsh only has the theory. I have the experience. Your choice." I felt like burying my face in the pillow. Instead, I closed my eyes. 
 
    I heard Simons rise. "Rest. We will talk again later. Colonel Akar, can I talk to you?" 
 
    I heard the door close, and eventually I succumbed to a restless sleep full of unremembered nightmares. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Simons arranged for me to have senior-level quarters on the Sakhmet, since the Odin had been destroyed, as it was too damaged to repair. I heard the survivors had been transferred to cruisers under Admiral Perkins, so information about them was limited to rumors. Discussions at meals indicated the fleet had incurred little damage and Simons planned to invade Alexandria soon.  
 
    I knew that some ship would have to ferry the seriously wounded and those without assignments—like me—back to New Hope. I found myself depressed on several levels and spent most of my time in my room. By the third day, I had concluded it was best that the younger generation, Marsh, carry the fight to the Issog. 
 
    Midmorning, my ICD lit with a message from Simons: 
 
    Zoe, join me for dinner at twenty hundred hours. Simons.  
 
    I used the fresher and dressed in one of the two work uniforms Akar had managed to obtain for me at the naval exchange. The uniform I was injured in had been beyond repair. Ten minutes early, I stepped into the hallway to find Akar and Corporal Dashe. I don't know why I was surprised. They weren't guarding the Odin, they were guarding the Odin's captain. 
 
    "I'm sorry, Akar, I'm afraid I've been negligent with respect to the Mactans. Do you have quarters?" I had been so concerned about the deaths caused by the destruction of the Odin and my negligence, I had hardly noticed my Mactan detail and hadn't considered their needs. 
 
    "That isn't a problem. The Marines have been extremely helpful in providing everything we need. Having fought the Vamps on Berlin with them, we are being treated like VIPs." He laughed. I noticed he was smiling. 
 
    "Did any of the Mactans die…saving me?" I was dreading the answer, considering the memories I had of the fighting. 
 
    "We had several injuries, two serious, but the medical staff has restored them back to operational and our charge is alive and well. All things considered, Berlin was a very interesting experience." 
 
    "Yes, you have a right to be proud of your team." I managed a smile before proceeding down the hallway to Simons’s dining area. He had a right to be satisfied. The Mactans had  performed well, unlike the captain of the Odin. 
 
    When I entered the room, Simons stood talking with Perkins while Captains Barker and Marsh were at the sidebar collecting drinks. I stood frozen with indecision. I would have turned and left except Perkins noticed me and said something to Simons, who waved me to the sidebar. 
 
    "Zoe, get something to drink and join us," she said before returning her attention to Perkins.  
 
    "How are you feeling?" Barker asked as I approached the table and stood debating what I wanted to drink. 
 
    "Like a fifth wheel," I said, sounding flat even to myself. Marsh started to say something but took a sip of his wine instead. 
 
    "I think the admiral wants our company." Barker began walking in their direction. Simons waved to the table, and she and Perkins sat. When everyone was seated, she began. 
 
    "Tomorrow the fleet leaves for Alexandria, and two ships will be designated to return the seriously wounded and unassigned to New Hope. I understand a new Odin-class ship is ready for assignment, but Next Robotics won't have another Odin-qualified captain for at least two months, which is academic in the short run since I have two qualified captains and only one Odin-class cruiser." She stopped and took a drink of her wine while evaluating Marsh and me. "No comments?" Simons asked, clearly confused. Whatever she expected, it hadn't happened. 
 
    Perkins looked to Simons and gave a small cough to get her attention. "Captain LaFon might have more campaigns than anyone else in the fleet. Not just as a member of a cruiser but as a captain—the one who makes the decisions that affect the fate of the ship. She must decide whether she is no longer fit to serve and should retire or—" 
 
    My head snapped up and I met Perkins’s eyes. They were neutral with no sign of amusement, or pity, or disgust. I stood and left the room, with Akar and Dashe following. I wandered down to the ship's mess, fetched myself something from the serving line, and found a seat at an empty table in the officers’ area.  
 
    Perkins was right. Maybe I was no longer fit to command a cruiser. I had made a mistake that cost more than a hundred lives. This wasn't the first time I'd had a ship damaged or destroyed beyond repair.  I had lost four hundred or more lives in my previous six tours. So, why was this different? The enemy had outsmarted me or just gotten lucky—or I had made a mistake. The result was the same in any case. Of course, I had often gotten lucky—or the enemy had often made mistakes—many other times, permitting me to kill many hundreds. With the Odin, I had caused the enemy to make mistakes and saved hundreds of lives, based on the experience I'd gained fighting the Issog. The Commonwealth had gambled the fate of the empire—billions of people—on me and Marsh and the Odin captains to follow. I stood abruptly and walked back to Simons’s dining room, entered, walked to my seat, and sat. 
 
    "Admiral Simons, it's your choice, but I think you should give me the Thor and my Odin squadron for the Alexandria invasion." I took a helping of the fowl, creamed vegetables, and potatoes and began eating. 
 
    "Marsh?" Simons asked. 
 
    "I think I'm as prepared as a new Odin-class captain can be and ready for any assignment, but Captain LaFon has real-time experience I lack, and is therefore more likely to have a greater impact." He nodded his head at me. 
 
    "Is retirement so repugnant?" Simons asked in a neutral tone. 
 
    "Yes, ma'am, if the Issog or Arrith rule the Commonwealth," I said between swallows. 
 
    "Well then, we had best be about kicking the Issog out of our space so we can get to the job of stopping the Arrith." Simons turned to Marsh. "Stand ready, Captain Marsh. As Captain LaFon has just pointed out, there will be plenty of fighting to go around before this is truly over." 
 
     * * * 
 
    I arrived on the Thor early the next day in Simons's private shuttle and was met by Commander Amaya, Marsh's primary XO.  
 
    "Permission to come aboard," I said after exiting the shuttle. 
 
    "Permission granted, Captain," she answered loudly. She appeared young for a full commander, in her thirties, tall, and trim. Her narrow face was surrounded by unruly dark-brown curly hair cut just above the shoulders. "Welcome aboard, Captain LaFon."  
 
    I could feel her trepidation, although she hid it well. I was sure Marsh had told them I was assuming command because of my experience and he was being assigned another Odin cruiser. But the crew would have heard I had lost the Odin and would rightly have questions and concerns. "Sir…your staff has been assembled as you requested. They await you in the conference room." 
 
    I couldn't help a mental smile at her unease in accepting that I had replaced Captain Marsh by her hesitation in saying your staff and the conference room rather than your conference room. It spoke well for Marsh and the loyalty he commanded. "Lead on, Commander. Everyone will have questions and concerns best addressed quickly." I noticed her almost imperceptible nod of agreement. She said nothing more as she led me to the conference room, where nine individuals waited. 
 
    "Attention,' Amaya said loudly as she stepped inside the room after Akar and braced to attention. 
 
    "At ease." I walked to the empty chair at the head of the narrow conference table and sat. "Why the change?" I said, knowing that was the question on everyone's mind and therefore the best place to start. "Because the Odin was destroyed and I lived, giving Admiral Simons two Odin pilots and only one Odin cruiser. So, why me and not Captain Marsh?" I continued with the obvious question on everyone's mind. "Partly seniority, partly experience, but probably the overriding reasons are the techniques that Captains Lahti and Bergan and I developed in the invasions of Durban and Yorklan and my experience with Copernicus. In the end, Admiral Simons is trying to make the best use of her available resources, knowing we have to defeat the Issog with sufficient resources remaining to take on the Arrith." By the look on everyone's faces, that put the issue in perspective—not a personal decision but a strategic one. I nodded to Bergan, who sat to my left. He nodded. 
 
    "I'm Captain Bergan, I command the Sobek. I’ve been with Captain LaFon from the beginning of the Odin squadron. It's been an exciting ride." He nodded to the woman on his left, a waif of a woman with short black hair showing streaks of grey. Her pixy face had piercing black eyes. 
 
    "I'm Commander Dawson. I command the Thor's fighter squadron. From my discussions with Captain Marsh, it doesn't appear we will see much action in an Odin squadron," she said, cocking her head as if awaiting an answer.  
 
    "A squadron of Issog fighters took down the Odin," I said, knowing she had probably heard the rumor. "We are still developing tricks, so you never know. And then there are still the Arrith, and they won't fight the same as the Issog." That seemed to give her reason to hope her squadron would see action, and she nodded to the man to her left. He dwarfed her, not only in height but also in mass, with his broad shoulders and chest. His rugged face appraised me for several seconds before speaking. 
 
    "I'm Colonel Houston, commanding the Thor's marines. I heard your Mactans saved you on Berlin." His gruff base voice wasn't speaking a question but demanded a response. 
 
    "Yes, along with a squad of outstanding marines the Issog would long remember if they had survived the introduction," I said, knowing Akar and the Mactans had nothing to prove and would have said the same. "Marines on a cruiser may not see action much, but when they do, it's frequently a life-saving difference," I added, and the colonel relaxed back in his chair and nodded to the middle-aged man across the table from him, who looked to be an age to retire except for the war. Average height, a little overweight, with a round face and receding hair line.  
 
    "I'm Commander Locke, the XO for the Backup Bridge. Second time to the war front." He looked quickly to Commander Amaya, who sat next to him. 
 
    "I'm your primary Bridge XO. I'm looking forward to seeing your tricks." She smiled. "From all accounts, the Odin squadron has made a significant difference in reducing our loss ratio against the Issog." She looked to Captain Lahti, who sat to my right. 
 
    "That's true, Commander Amaya. As Captain LaFon frequently reminds us, the Issog aren't stupid and they are quick, but she has a way of getting in their heads and making them do stupid things the fleet can use to their advantage. I know from personal experience. I'm Captain Lahti, commanding the Amsit." 
 
    "Thank you. I didn't invite the section heads this time because time is short. We will be leaving for Alexandria in a few hours. It's a three-day trip, so we will have time to get better acquainted and to discuss our strategy." 
 
    * * * 
 
    Several hours later, the fleets were in their assigned positions, and timing had been established. The Thor squadron would precede the first wave of the Sixth Fleet by five minutes, then the rest of the fleet five minutes later. Afterward, the Third Fleet. 
 
    During the three days to Alexandria, I visited each of the sections in an effort to learn as much about each member of the crew as I could, and for them to get to know their new captain. 
 
    Like much of the additions to the war zone, the senior officers were new to their positions and ranks. The engineering officer, Mark Cain, had only one tour with the Second Fleet, although he had six years’ experience. In his early thirties, he was young for a Lieutenant Commander in charge of the section. Like many, his initial service had been guarding and servicing systems which hadn't been attacked by the Issog. As the war lengthened and the Issog captured one system after another, cruisers not occupied were used to fortify the front line and to replace the high losses incurred as each side fought for supremacy. Until the Odin project, the Issog had been winning the war of attrition. 
 
    Unlike Cain, this was Lieutenant Commander Susan Holm's first tour to the war zone as well as her first experience as the commander of the environmental section.  She looked like she had just graduated college with her athletic figure, long blonde hair tied back in a rope, and a nervous smile. But she had six years’ environmental experience and knew the system. I suspected getting used to being in command would be her biggest challenge. To her credit, the tour to the front didn't appear to bother her as much as proving herself. 
 
    Commander Cortez had twelve years’ experience and three tours to the front. Like me, he had been wounded, only his extensive injuries had required six months of treatment. He was a short, stocky, no-nonsense individual. 
 
    Doctor Wells, a commander, was much like Doctor Felder on the Odin. She too had decided her duty was helping the war effort and had left a comfortable position in the surgical department at the Utopia Medical Center to join the navy, insisting she wanted to serve on a cruiser in the war zone. She looked like someone's grandmother: short, slightly overweight, greying hair, but with piercing grey-green eyes that missed nothing. Unlike Doctor Felder, she had seen trauma center chaos and was preparing her staff to cope. 
 
    I met with Commanders Amaya and Locke several hours before our scheduled exit into Alexandria. 
 
    "Any last-minute instructions, Captain?" Amaya asked as she sat looking around the Bridge. "It's eerie seeing all these stations shut down like we were docked at a space station. You must feel like a superwoman, being able to control all the ship's functions." 
 
    "It's an awesome feeling. Everything seems accelerated because there are few delays between wanting and happening," I said, trying to explain something that had to be experienced, like sight or smell. "If something happens to me, it's your responsibility to get this cruiser safely back home. It's not to kill the Issog, or to help kill the Issog. If we survive, your responsibility is to learn how the Issog think and respond to situations so that you will be able to fill the next captain vacancy. Although I will not be attempting to kill Issog, I will be trying to make them use up their skips and to reposition them to the first wave's advantage. The exercise should help you understand the Issog, and maybe help in any subsequent encounter with the Arrith." 
 
    * * * 
 
    I began the procedure of locking down the Bridge stations in preparation for our exit into Alexandria. Then I sat preparing mentally for the upcoming confrontation, with Akar's When we fight, we fight ringing through my mind. I couldn't help wondering if my skip right into the Issog fighters had resulted from my being overconfident or too aggressive or having lost focus for a second, giving my opponent the winning edge. 
 
    "Battle Stations, Wave exit in thirty minutes," I announced and slowly emptied my mind, determined not to repeat my previous mistake. The stakes were too high. 
 
    When we exited the Wave, I watched as the ESP came to life. Four batmobiles were at the one light-second mark, approaching the Wave at five hundred fifty gravities. Nothing else was in sight. They were evacuating Alexandria. I smiled as I connected to the Amsit and Sobek while simultaneously clicking my ICD to Commander Dawson. When their faces appeared on the monitor, I responded. 
 
    "The Issog are heading for the Wave. Release your fighters. Afterward, pick the closest target and fire. If they return fire, then skip a light-second. After that, respond as appropriate." I didn't feel like I had to remind them they weren't here to kill Issog but to harass them. The fleet was the designated killer. 
 
    As expected, the Issog skipped the one light-second to avoid a missile war for the hours it would take them to transverse the distance. I selected the batmobile tagged B4—which was the furthest from my squadron—and fired twelve missiles. The Issog didn't return fire, intent on reaching the entrance to the Wave. I scored ten hits and B4 went Yellow. The Thor's fighters descended on the wounded cruiser like starving hyena and the ship exploded less than a minute later. Only one batmobile managed to enter the Wave. 
 
    Five minutes later, the first wave exited the Wave. I contacted Captain Hannah via a tight-beam connection. When she appeared on my monitor, she looked confused. 
 
    "No Issog?" she asked, her gaze on the ESP. 
 
    "No, they were getting ready to leave when we arrived. The squadron managed to stop three. One got away. I don't know if there are any more in system, but space looks clear for at least six light-seconds." 
 
    "Did you receive any damage?" 
 
    "No, they were too intent on leaving to stop and chat." 
 
    "Good. What now?" 
 
    "We'll follow you toward the planet and await orders." 
 
    Hannah nodded and cut the connection. She issued general orders to proceed at half speed toward Alexandria while awaiting Simons and the rest of the Third Fleet's arrival. 
 
    When both fleets had assembled, we made two skips over the next sixteen hours. To everyone's surprise, the Issog had deserted Alexandria space, adding weight to my conclusion that they were pulling back and consolidating their strength elsewhere. That also suggested they didn't have enough cruisers to survive a war of attrition. Consequently, they were looking for an all or nothing confrontation where they felt they might have the advantage. I agreed. Against forty or more batmobiles, one Odin squadron wasn't likely to entice the Issog into making a significant mistake. When it came to target identification, firing, and skipping, the Issog were clearly the masters. If they had a hundred cruisers, we might need as many as a hundred fifty to win. Even if we had that many cruisers, it would leave us totally defenseless against the Arrith—confirming the Issog weren't stupid. They understood the situation and had not only nothing to lose, but everything to gain. 
 
    Simons ordered several hundred marines deployed to the surface to assess the situation and provide the civilians with whatever help they needed. Fortunately, the Issog saw humans as cattle and made no effort to kill their captives when they decided to leave. The marines spent the next four days treating the survivors, relocating them, and destroying the Issog's buildings and equipment.  
 
    Simons scheduled a staff meeting on the morning of the fifth day with key members of the Third and Sixth Fleets. We met on the Sakhmet in her conference room. 
 
    "Attention," shouted a tall blond Lieutenant Commander seconds before Simons and Perkins entered. 
 
    "At ease," Simons said as she and Perkins found seats. "That was a neat trick you played on those Issog cruisers." She looked toward me as she spoke. 
 
    "In the right circumstances, it's very effective," I said. 
 
    She nodded. "Very. According to Colonel Estrella, the survivors have been treated and relocated inland and the Issog buildings destroyed. Based on his discussions with the civilians, seventy percent of the population died under Issog occupation and less than ten percent evaded capture." The room was quiet when she finished. That shouldn't have been a surprise since the Issog had captured Alexandria more than three years ago. In reality, it was fortunate anyone survived. "Judging by Berlin and Alexandria, the Issog are consolidating their forces. The million-dollar question is where." She paused and drank her coffee, content to await comments. 
 
    "There are only three systems left: Angeles, Hydera, and Kammu," Wallace said, stating the obvious. "I think the critical question is how many Issog cruisers remain—and their deployment, because they are definitely expecting us." 
 
    "It's an excellent chance to defeat the Issog once and for all," Captain Barker said, his eyes sparkling at the thought. 
 
    "Without knowing their numbers, it's an excellent chance to lose a fleet or two," Perkins said, mirroring my thoughts. "Captain LaFon, if they have forty cruisers at the next system, what can the Odin squadron do to give us favorable odds?" He sounded like he was interested, but his eyes said he already knew the answer. 
 
    "Nothing. Any commander with twenty or more cruisers will not be pulled out of position by three cruisers, and if he is any good—which most are—then he will suspect an invasion and position his command accordingly," I said. 
 
    "Are you indicating we can't win against twenty or more Issog cruisers?" Barker asked. 
 
    "No, I'm suggesting in that case the ratio of kills will favor the Issog by three to two based on our historical record." 
 
    "I tend to agree, said Simons. "The Issog would have the advantage in a large-scale engagement because of their quicker targeting ability. Therefore, I think it's critical we understand which systems they are planning to use and the total cruisers at each system. Suggestions?" 
 
    "Scouts?" Hannah asked into the silence that followed. 
 
    "That could produce deceptive results, since the scout’s sensors a unlikely to detect cruisers at the eight-second mark or more, or ships with their systems inactive. And jumping into a system thinking there are twelve cruisers when in fact there are forty would be disastrous," Perkins said. 
 
    "The Thor," I said. "One Odin cruiser may not be effective attacking a large force, but it may be useful as a scout." 
 
    "We could lose the Thor," Simons said, frowning at me. 
 
    "Early in the campaign, that might have made a difference, but we all seem to agree it can have little impact anymore on our attacks, if the Issog are consolidating their forces." I shrugged, indicating I wasn't sure. 
 
    "Let me think about it," she said as she rose, ending the meeting.  
 
    * * * 
 
    "Ma'am," I said, "the Odin concept is centuries ahead of anything we have today, but in its present stage of development and implementation, it's better used as a diversion or to gather information, and not as an attack cruiser. That will remain true until we can mass-produce them. In my opinion, the immediate need is information gathering, since a mistake at this point could result in our inability to contain the Arrith." I reached for my cup of coffee, awaiting some comment. Simons had scheduled a meeting with her and Perkins the next day to hear my argument on using the Thor to scout the remaining three systems under Issog control. 
 
      "We could lose the Thor, and the new Odin won't be operationally ready for another three to four weeks… And Marsh doesn't have your experience or grasp of the Issog," Simons said, and turned to look at Perkins.  
 
    Perkins shrugged. "If we agree with Zoe's premise, that the Odin cruiser’s greatest value is in deception and information gathering, and that it wouldn't be useful in an engagement where the enemy had large numbers, then losing the Thor is not as important as the potential information it could provide." 
 
    "What about Admiral Fossett's wrath if the Thor is destroyed and LaFon killed or captured?" Simons asked, shaking her head as if she could hear Fossett's response. 
 
    "Whether the decision is right or wrong, you get the credit if the result is good and the blame if it's bad. I think you have to forget the captain is Zoe and decide what the best use of the Thor is." Perkins looked to me. I nodded my agreement. 
 
    "How do you plan to proceed?" Simons asked while giving me a convince-me look. 
 
    "I'll start with Angeles and then report back here to give you the results. Then, depending on your next move, I’ll try Hydera and again report back to wherever you're waiting. Then Kammu, depending upon you orders." 
 
    Simons was quiet while she filled her coffee cup and drained it twice. "Phase one is approved. To Angeles, look, and return to Alexandria." 
 
    * * * 
 
    One hour later we were heading for the Wave. Bergan and Lahti were disappointed they weren't going along but understood they would be at much greater risk while at the same time being unlikely to contribute to the reconnaissance mission. I waited until we were in the Wave to brief my staff, as I felt an urgency to get going because it would take five days for the round trip to Angeles. 
 
    "Good evening," I said two hours after entering the Wave. "The Thor is on a reconnaissance mission which may decide the fate of the Commonwealth. We believe the Issog are consolidating their forces, and it's critical for Admiral Simons to know not only where but how many. A decision based on insufficient information could lose the war with the Issog, or win the war with the Issog with insufficient cruisers surviving to take on the Arrith. Our first objective is Angeles, then Hydera, and finally Kammu." 
 
    "What do you think, Captain?" Amaya asked the question on everyone's mind. 
 
    "It's dangerous, but your captain is not suicidal. I don't plan on being in system for more than a couple of minutes. Exit the Wave, have a quick look around, and leave. Our mission is not to engage or kill the Issog, just to collect information and get it back to Admiral Simons so that she can make an informed decision. Surprises are good if you spring them on your enemy, and bad if your enemy springs them on you." That seemed to satisfy everyone. "My job is to quickly recon each system—how many Issog cruisers and their configuration. Your job is to keep the Thor operational and be ready if I need your support." 
 
    * * * 
 
    I visited each section during the sixty hours we were in the Wave, hoping to keep the anxiety levels to a minimum. 
 
    "No, Commander Cortez, I don't foresee the need for missiles. It's look and run, so the weapons will be offline. But to be safe they should be loaded and ready." 
 
    "No, Commander Dawson, I don't foresee needing fighters, since I don't plan on stopping. But they should be ready in case I'm wrong." 
 
    "No, Colonel Houston, I doubt marines will be needed. But the ship will be at Battle Stations because we will be in enemy territory." 
 
    By the time we arrived, I was exhausted. "Attention, Wave exit in one hour. Battle Stations," I sent over the loudspeakers and to the individual ICDs, and then began my routine of locking down each terminal and ensuring they were operational. I spent the remaining time getting mentally prepared. 
 
    The Wave exit went smoothly, and to my surprise the ESP showed no ships of any kind within six light-seconds, so I switched from passive to active sensors. The ESP remained blank to the planet.  
 
    "Angeles space appears empty. Remain at Battle Stations while I take a closer look," I sent to my staff and the Backup Bridge. With a twelve-second skip capacity, I could easily skip safely back to the Wave if trouble arose. It didn't. We were in-system for more than ten hours without incident. I felt confident the Issog had deserted the system, and we entered the Wave back to Alexandria. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "I feel confident it's safe to reposition the fleet to Angeles. I went to within two light-seconds of the planet and detected no activity," I said. Simons and Perkins wore skeptical expressions.  
 
    "Maybe they have decided we are a pain in the ass and are leaving," Perkins said. 
 
    "Or are invading Utopia," Simons said. "At this point, we have no choice but to continue pushing forward. We have to know where the enemy is before we can determine their objective and our response." Simons finished the wine in her glass before continuing. "Tomorrow, the Sixth and Third Fleets will proceed to Angeles. Captain LaFon, you're authorized to scout Hydera." 
 
    "Ma'am, what if you remain in Alexandria? It’s central to Hydera and Kammu.  In nine days, you could know the status of Hydera and Kammu. Whereas if you move to Angeles, it will take sixteen days. Plus, you'd be in a better position to engage Hydera or Kammu from Alexandria," I said reluctantly, since she hadn't asked my advice. 
 
    "I agree," Perkins said, nodding agreement. "Angeles has no strategic advantage." 
 
    "What about the civilians there?" Simons asked with concern in her voice. 
 
    "They are free. Hydera and Kammu probably aren't," Perkins said. After a long silence, Simons nodded. 
 
    "Zoe, which one?" Simons asked. 
 
    "Hydera, I think. It's closer." 
 
    "All right, scout Hydera and return here before proceeding to Kammu." 
 
    * * * 
 
    We left an hour later. It didn't matter to the crew, as there was no planet-side entertainment, nor any leave if there had been. They were stuck on the ship whether it was moving or in orbit. Once in the Wave, I assembled my full staff. 
 
    "We are heading for Hydera, which should take slightly less than two days. Afterward, we will be returning to Alexandria. Admiral Simons has decided to stay there, since it's located closer to Hydera and Kammu than Angeles. Besides, there are no Issog in Angeles space to warrant the move." I waited for questions while scanning the room. Everyone knew we would be going to either Hydera or Kammu. The only real news was the fleets were staying in Alexandria. 
 
    "What about the citizens on Angeles?" Doctor Wells asked. "They will need help recovering from their captivity." 
 
    "It's unfortunate but true of all wars that those who suffer the most are noncombatants—the old, the young, and the weak. Right now, the priority is defeating the Issog…not just defeating them but with sufficient resources to take on the Arrith. A tradeoff—millions against billions. The Issog are on the run or retreating or preparing for an offensive. We must know which or be surprised or miss an opportunity. The reality of war." 
 
    Wells nodded reluctantly after several minutes of silence. "Much like a hospital emergency room after a major accident. You spend your time on the ones you think you can save…or you lose them too." 
 
    "Same procedure as before." I smiled. "If the Issog are occupying Hydera, a quick look and run." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Akar, what made you think about using the chairs when fighting the Issog?" I had heard the marines raving about how the Mactans had used the available chairs in the dining room and how effective it had been. By any logic, the Mactan should have lost half their numbers fighting the Issog. They’d had a number of wounded, yet no deaths. 
 
    "When fighting someone with a long weapon, get in close. When fighting someone with a short weapon, stay back," he recited as if from some manual. "The bats have deadly claws on their hands and feet—short weapons. The chairs permitted us to keep them far enough away to avoid the claws. The chairs also inhibited their range of motion. Perfect for the situation, and available." 
 
    "Thank you. Without you and your team I'd be dead. I'm glad you're along." 
 
    "We too are glad we are along. It's an interesting assignment." 
 
    Looking at the chronometer, I saw it was time to begin my preparations for Wave exit into Hydera. "Attention, Battle Stations. Wave exit in sixty minutes." 
 
    Within seconds of exiting the Wave, the ESP lit with row after row of Issog cruisers. They were arranged in rows of eight. The passive sensors depicted eight at two, four, and six light-seconds. I set up a vector to the row of Issog at the six-second mark and a return vector to the Wave and skipped. The Bridge faded to a ghostly mist, and I felt suspended in space without the ship. Six seconds later the mist cleared and my eyes sought the ESP. I didn’t need the active sensors to see the remaining distance to the planet—eight more batmobiles were at the ten and twelve light-second marks. I skipped two seconds after several Vamps fired at the Thor. 
 
    When the mist cleared, I accelerated at maximum speed five hundred fifty gravities toward the Wave entrance, which was sixty-one seconds away. The Vamps at the two-second mark were slow to skip, waiting thirty seconds to see my next move, then took twenty seconds to target the Thor. By the time they fired, it was too late to reach the Thor before we entered the Wave. We made it with five seconds to spare. 
 
    * * * 
 
    We arrived back two days later. Simons didn't waste any time, and called for a meeting on the Sakhmet as soon as we were in orbit. I let the primary Bridge crew take over and went to my quarters to refresh, rest, and change uniforms for the upcoming meeting. 
 
    We rendezvoused with the Sakhmet at fourteen hundred hours. Twenty minutes later, I was being pulled into the Sakhmet's shuttle bay. When I exited, I was met by Captain Wallace. 
 
    "Welcome back, Zoe," he said after giving me permission to enter the Sakhmet. "Everyone has been anxiously awaiting your return. I know of at least five different lotteries. Will she return? What date and time? How many batmobiles on Hydera? And there are probably ten more I don't know about." He laughed. "Come, Admiral Simons hasn't relaxed since you left. Can't blame her. Your findings could foretell the Commonwealth's fate." He stared hard at me. When I didn't say anything, he strode out of the bay and led me to Simons’s office, where she and Perkins sat drinking coffee. 
 
    "Ma'am, reporting as ordered," I said while at attention and holding my salute. 
 
    Simons returned the salute in a hurried gesture. "Get something to drink and let’s hear what you found, Zoe." 
 
    I poured a cup of coffee and settled in the empty fourth chair at the small table in the back of her office. "Forty cruisers arranged in rows of eight at the four, six, eight, ten, and twelve light-second marks," I said quickly, feeling like a guilty person at an inquiry board. My quick recap was met with stony silence, as each person evaluated the information and what he or she thought that meant. 
 
    Finally, Perkins spoke. "That makes Kammu the hundred million credit answer to the question." 
 
    "Yes. How to proceed? If Kammu has been deserted, it's an entirely different problem than if Kammu has another forty or more cruisers," Simons said softly as if thinking out loud. 
 
    "The good news is that it could have been a hundred or more," Wallace said. I didn't think he saw the problem, which concerned me. He was focused on the Issog, forgetting the Arrith—and probably thinking we could duplicate our previous better than one-to-one kill ratio. 
 
    "What do you think, Zoe?" It surprised me that Perkins asked me rather than Simons. 
 
    I had given it considerable thought on the way back, and had formed an opinion no matter what the numbers at Kammu. But this wasn't the time for that missile. Maybe if the Issog had an equal or greater number in Kammu space.  
 
    "Sir, I think you're right. Kammu will dictate our strategy," I said instead. 
 
    "Why not move the two fleets to Hydera and free the system? If Kammu is empty, we're done. If not, we can finish the war," Wallace said with confidence that the humans' superiority would win the day over the animals. I think he had forgotten that just two years before,  the Arrith and the Commonwealth high command thought the Issog would win within five years. I doubted the Commonwealth had a hundred operational cruisers. To my way of thinking, we had a problem no matter whether the Issog had  forty operational cruisers or eighty. 
 
    "Zoe, are you sure there weren't more cruisers beyond your sensors effective range?" Simons asked, her forehead wrinkled in concern. 
 
    "It's possible they had cruisers at minimum power sitting someplace, but I skipped to the six-second mark and had my sensors active—" 
 
    "You what?" 
 
    "I had the same concern you did, ma'am. So I jumped closer to make sure they weren't setting a trap for us." 
 
    "You could've been destroyed. Then what?" Simons persisted. 
 
    "It was a minimum risk, ma'am. I have a twelve-second skip capacity, so six there and six back." I made it with a five-second cushion, I mused, but thought it better to say nothing. 
 
    Simons sighed in resignation. "Kammu, Zoe, as soon as you're ready. I need those numbers." 
 
    * * * 
 
    Simons forced me to stay for a quiet dinner with Perkins and her. We spent several hours discussing our early years. Simons was a senior captain by the time the Issog entered Commonwealth space. She had attended the Naval Academy on Olympia and been assigned to Bridge, where she rotated through the positions, which earned her a position as XO. She made captain early and earned a slot at the Naval War College, Ares. Therefore when the Issog invaded, she was the logical choice for Fleet commander. 
 
    Perkins, on the other hand, had a naval scholarship to Rockland University and had been required to serve six years afterward. Since his major was mathematics, his logical choice was the Navigator position. He found he liked naval life: the travel, seeing new places, and meeting new women. Satisfied with military life and timely promotions, he continued to reenlist every four years. A full commander, he too had been only a few years from retirement when the Issog invaded. The high attrition in the early years of the war had propelled him to captain. 
 
    I had joined after college because I wanted to see the various Commonwealth systems, and stayed in because of my desire to command a cruiser. With my sights on captain, a willingness to take the less popular assignments, and a few lucky breaks, I made captain with minimum time in grade. Consequently, I had been a captain when the Issog invaded, and had gone to the war zone immediately. 
 
    I left wondering what Simons would recommend and what Fossett would approve, feeling certain that Kammu had a like number of cruisers as Hydera. Unless I was mistaken, the Issog were staking their lives on an interesting gambit. 
 
     * * * 
 
    Our entry into Kammu went smoothly. I left the sensors in passive mode, hoping for a few extra seconds to survey the space. Ten seconds later, the ESP displayed an image of space some six light-seconds away: four batmobiles at the two, three, four, five, and six-light-second marks. An interesting configuration, suggesting another forty cruisers. It may have been a bit reckless, but I felt it important to know rather than assume. I skipped to the six-second mark, set the sensors to active, and when the ESP lit with the result, skipped back to our original position, then raced to the entrance to the Wave back to Alexandria.  
 
    This time the Issog were quicker to react, and two of the Vamps fired in time to intercept the Thor before we entered the Wave. Although I dispensed chaff and activated the automatic laser system, three missiles scored hits. Fortunately, the damage didn't preclude us from entering the Wave eight seconds later. 
 
    I watched the damage reports for an hour, wondering whether I had made the right choice skipping closer when I could have just exited the Wave and assumed what I had found anyway: four batmobiles at the seven, eight, nine, ten and eleven-light-second marks. That would have saved forty-one lives and avoided forty-four injuries. I concluded it would depend on how Simons and Fossett decided to proceed. I rose from the captain's chair with a cruiser-size headache and notified the primary Bridge crews to report for duty. 
 
    When they arrived, I prepared to leave. "Commander Amaya, you have the watch. Notify my staff of a staff meeting in twelve hours." Before Amaya could do more than nod, I continued. "You have the watch." 
 
    "I have the watch, ma'am," she responded. 
 
    Back in my quarters, I debated walking around the damaged areas but decided I'd just be in the way. Besides, I felt too guilty at the moment to face anyone. Instead, I stood in the fresher until I became groggy from the heat and then dropped on my bunk into a restless sleep. 
 
    I woke eight hours later surprisingly clear headed if not totally rested and with the confidence I had made the right decision regardless of Simons or Fossett's use of the data. I regretted the deaths and injuries, but they were unavoidable in war. I had a meal sent to my office, where I spent the next several hours reviewing the damage reports and considering the data from Angeles, Hydera, and Kammu. 
 
    Akar entered the conference room first as usual, which caused someone to call attention as I entered. "At ease," I said, and sat. "As you probably know by now or have guessed, I skipped to the six-second mark to get a good look at the space immediately around the planet. The Issog configuration at Hydera consisted of row of eight cruisers every two light-seconds—a total of forty cruisers. Here, the Issog admiral chose to have four cruisers every light-second from the two to the eleven-second marks—again, a total of forty cruisers. The conclusion is that they have eighty operational cruisers." 
 
    "That sounds like good news," Commander Locke said, but it was more a question. 
 
    "Captain?" Amaya asked, unconsciously shaking her head unperceptively. From the looks around the table, the people were split about evenly: one-third thought it was good news, one-third bad, and one-third were unsure. 
 
    "I think it will depend upon how the admiralty decides to proceed." I laughed. "Which means we won't know until we see the decision and the results." 
 
    "Which configuration do you feel will be the hardest to defeat?" Amaya asked. 
 
    "In my opinion, I'd rather fight against the rows of eight which are two light-seconds apart." 
 
    "Do you think the Thor…and Odin will make a difference?" Amaya again, probing, and I'd wager weighting it against her conclusions. 
 
    "In my opinion, no. If we had ten, yes, but we only have two." I spent the next hour discussing the damage to the Thor and the repairs necessary. Except for the deaths, I concluded we had been lucky and would be fully operational  even if a bit short on crew by the time we reached Alexandria. 
 
    * * * 
 
    This time the Sakhmet met me halfway. I had twenty of the wounded shuttled to the Sakhmet, which I felt had a slightly better medical unit. Besides, our facility was overcrowded. 
 
    Commander Wallace again met me when I exited the shuttle. After the obligatory permission to enter, Wallace wasted no time in hustling me to the Admiral’s office, where Perkins sat with Simons, waiting. 
 
    "Bad?" Simons asked, waving a halfhearted return salute. 
 
    "We took three hits leaving. We're operational, but our medical unit is overcrowded." I proceeded to get a cup of coffee before sitting. "Kammu has another forty Issog cruisers, although in a slightly different defensive configuration." 
 
    "What do you see as the Odin and Thor's part in the upcoming engagement?" Simons asked, her eyes locked on mine as if trying to read my thoughts. 
 
    "I don't think we are going to be much help. Too many to rattle," I said, having given it a lot of thought on the way back. 
 
    "Losses?" Perkins asked, although I thought he already had a good idea and might have been thinking along the same lines as me. 
 
    "Three to two—Commonwealth to Issog. One to one if we fight exceptionally smart and get lucky. They aren't going to surrender." 
 
    "One hundred twenty cruisers…" Simons gave a soft whistle. Perkins nodded agreement. 
 
    "Good news, bad news. We can get rid of the Issog, but we’ll have little remaining to take on the Arrith," Perkins said quietly. 
 
    "What choice do we have?" Simons's hands covered her face, her fingertips massaging her forehead and temples. When she finished, she lowered her hands and gazed at me. "Perkins? Zoe?" 
 
    "I think Zoe has known all along what must be done, which was her reason for wanting to visit Angeles, Hydera, and Kammu. Now it's confirmed. We must concede Hydera and Kammu to the Issog if we wish to survive." Perkins shrugged in resignation. 
 
    "Fossett isn't going to like it…" Wallace said, looking like he could imagine Fossett screaming at him. 
 
    "Damn it, nobody is going to like it!" Simons shouted. "While we are fighting the Arrith, the Issog could retake Angeles and countless others." She threw her cup across the room. It shattered against the wall, and coffee splattered against the metal and slowly began dripping down onto the floor. "Perkins, when all essential repairs are completed, bring the fleets to Utopia." 
 
    "Utopia?" Perkins asked, forehead wrinkled in confusion. 
 
    "Yes, the crews deserve some R&R. We are going to be fighting either the Issog or the Arrith soon." Simons ended the discussion by rising and left several hours later for Utopia. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When Simons entered Admiral Fossett's office, she walked several meters into the expansive room and saluted. "Reporting as ordered, sir." 
 
    "As ease, Vice Admiral Simons," he said, smiling as he rose from behind his seat. He walked around his desk to greet her, shaking her hand and handing her a velvet box with his other hand. "I knew you were the right person to crush those blood-sucking bats." 
 
    After a minute of stunned silence as she stared at the three stars inside the box, she recovered enough to speak. "Zoe…Captain Lafon and the Odin were a significant—" 
 
    "True, but not everyone could have managed a squadron captain with authority to make independent decisions or an untested concept like the Odin," he said, waving away her attempt to minimize her contribution. "No, you rightly deserve the credit, and command of our seven fleets to finish the job." He walked to the sidebar, poured two glasses of a red wine, and handed one to Simons while nodding to the two leather-padded chairs in one corner of the room. Before he sat, he turned to Simons and raised his glass. "Congratulations, Kathrin." 
 
    "Thank you, sir." She sat when Fossett did. Her head was spinning, and now she was even less sure how to break the news to him. She didn't care about the promotion, nice as it was, but about shattering his delusion—or worse, him not being able or willing to accept the inevitable. 
 
    "Sir, as you're aware, we've cleared Durban, Yorklan, Berlin, and Alexandria. At that point I sent Captain Lafon to scout Angeles, Hydera, and Kammu." She stopped for a good size drink of her wine, feeling she'd need the fortification soon and was glad to see him do the same. "Angeles was clear of Issog," she said, and noted his ear to ear smile. "However, Hydera and Kammu each have forty Issog cruisers—a total of eighty." 
 
    Fossett's smile remained. "That's good news. The bats apparently don't have a home base, so they can't replenish their fleet. Destroy them and no more Issog." 
 
    "Captain Lafon feels the current two Odin-class cruisers will not be effective against a force of forty cruisers. To a fleet of eight or even twelve Issog cruisers, an Odin squadron appears a threat and worth chasing. However, to a fleet of forty cruisers, they won't appear enough of a threat to chase. The Issog are massing for an all-out battle and will know the Odin configuration are only the advance squadron, the first of many to follow. Consequently, Lafon believes we will be lucky to achieve a three-to-two loss ratio at Hydera or Kammu." 
 
    Fossett pursed his lips and then took another drink of his wine before speaking. "Seven fleets is sufficient even if she is right with respect to the Odin and the loss ratio." 
 
    "Sir, after conferring with Admiral Perkins and Captain Lafon—who have been with me clearing Durban and Yorklan twice, and also at Berlin and Alexandria—I believe we should not attempt to free either Hydera or Kammu." 
 
     Fossett shot to his feet, knocking his chair backward and spilling his wine on his pants. "Are you insane? The COS Assembly would court martial you and me. You for suggesting it, and me for agreeing." He ignored his wet trousers and walked to the sidebar and refilled his glass. "You can't. We are on the verge of a great victory. Not a year and a half ago, the consensus had us lasting less than three years and the Issog being victorious. And here we are in half that time in a position to win." 
 
    "And what about the Arrith? Will our victory over the Issog scare them into continuing to honor our mutual non-aggression pact? Or will they see this as the perfect time to mop up what remains of the COS Navy and rid themselves of the monkeys?" Simons said, devoid of emotions, her voice space cold. Fossett sat quietly for long enough to drink his wine, refill the glass, and finish its contents. 
 
    "Kathrin, you sure know how to ruin a party." He shook his head and sighed. "What are you suggesting?" 
 
    "It's hard to know for sure, but we have to assume the Arrith have been busy building new cruisers to engage the winner of the war between the Issog and Commonwealth. Based on our earlier battles with the Arrith, they have at least ten fleets of twenty cruisers each. They probably hoped our war would take several more years, which would have given them time to double their navy.  
 
    "The earlier we stop fighting the Issog and turn our attention to the Arrith, the fewer ships the Arrith will have to throw against us. Today, that means our seven fleets against their fifteen, give or take a few. Not great odds, but with three or four Odin squadrons we may have a chance of convincing them it isn't worth an all-out war."  
 
    Simons took a sip of her wine while waiting on Fossett's reaction. When there was none, she continued. "If we proceed against the Issog, we will be lucky to have one or two fleets to confront the Arrith’s fifteen. Besides, the longer the Arrith delay their attack on us, thinking we are massing to finish off the Issog, the more time we will have to build new ships and repair damaged ones." 
 
    "Won't the Issog start trying to retake the systems they lost to us?" Fossett asked, frowning at the idea. 
 
    "I don't think so. I think they will be content to have the two systems. If they try to expand, they run the risk of losing to us in a war of attrition, which is the reason they have chosen to consolidate their forces on Hydera and Kammu. And if they did try to expand, it might be to our advantage. The Arrith could be drawn into a war with the Issog. If we survive the war with the Arrith, then would be the time to go back to Hydera and Kammu and take out the Issog,  before they are capable of building more ships." 
 
    "Right now, you have the Third and Sixth Fleets. The Second, Fifth, Seventh, and Eighth are operational. The First should be operational in a few weeks. I will issue orders to them that you're now the Commonwealth's Fleet Admiral. I leave it to you to organize and position them as you want. I'm going to limit our decision to the core group on the Commonwealth Assembly to avoid the word leaking to the Arrith. And I'll authorize repairs to any cruiser currently not functional." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    Switching Enemies. 
 
    "Attention," Simons’s aide called as she entered. Simons scanned the roomful of Admirals before speaking. 
 
    "At ease," she said, sounding and looking tired. "Admiral Fossett has, on my recommendation, decided to concede Hydera and Kammu to the Issog for the time being." She paused to let the explosion of remarks and side conversations subside. "Yes, it sounds heartless and against everything we stand for. But the realities are that our seven fleets will be fortunate to survive the Arrith invasion, much less our two or three fleets that would remain after removing the Issog from Hydera and Kammu." She stopped to let everyone digest the realities of the current situation. "We believe the Arrith have at least fifteen fleets and that their factories are producing at full capacity in anticipation of fighting either the Issog or the Commonwealth. Thanks to Next Robotics and their Odin concept, we have the Issog isolated and are at least a year or two ahead of previous predictions, because that would have given the Arrith an additional twelve to twenty-four months of production. Not to mention, everyone expected the Issog to win." 
 
    That was received with general nods of agreement and a lot of whispered conversations, which Simons let continue while she sipped her coffee. She continued when the room quieted. 
 
    "I've asked retired admirals Cushings and Zakery to attend today's meeting because both men have had extensive experience fighting the Arrith. Expertise we will need, since I doubt our experience fighting the Issog will help in fighting the Arrith. Admiral Cushings." Simons nodded to a slightly overweight man of average height, grey hair thinning on top, and a round plump face. His body had a slight stoop when he stood and spoke. 
 
    "Admiral Simons is correct, based on what I have heard of the Issog's tactics. The Issog like squadrons of four, whereas the Arrith like squadrons of five. Their typical fleet is composed of four squadrons and a flagship. The Issog’s strength is their ability to target our cruisers twice as fast as we can target them—and their effective skip tactics. The Arrith are more aggressive fighters and favor overwhelming force as a tactic. They are actually slower to act and to target but ferocious when they commit." He nodded to Zakery.  
 
    "Don't get Cushings wrong. The Arrith are not cowards, just the opposite. I've never heard of one surrendering. If their cruiser is disabled, they will attempt to ram you with their cruiser, shuttles, or escape pods. They like disgorging their fighters and never retreat. Don't think lizard. Think Komodo Dragon." Zakery smiled, his narrow face like a hawk with his black piercing eyes. He was a tall man and almost bald, resembling a bird of prey. "They aren't stupid, just aggressive to the point of being rabid." He paused, looking around the room. "If history is any guide, then you can expect a three-to-two kill ratio. That sounds great until you figure they are estimated to have three hundred cruisers to the Commonwealth's one hundred fifty. If those numbers are correct, then we will need a kill ratio of two-to–one, or we lose the war." 
 
    "Thank you, gentlemen. I think that clarifies our current situation and why we can't afford to remove the Issog from Hydera and Kammu." Simons looked at each admiral sitting around the table before turning to face me, sitting against the wall and feeling out of place as the only captain. "Captain LaFon is the Odin Captain responsible for the strategy that helped us reverse our three-to-two lost statistics against the Issog and shorten the war by at least a year. Any comments?" 
 
    "The Odin concept was perfect against the Issog as a distraction, causing them to waste their skip capacity and to be finessed out of position. That doesn't appear like it will work on the Arrith, based on Admirals Cushings and Zakery's experiences," I said, feeling like I had just gotten quizzed on a question which wasn't in the curriculum. 
 
    "I agree. That means in order for us to win, each Commonwealth cruiser must be considered valuable and not a throwaway. That will require some very difficult decisions, whereas before we would rush to help anyone in trouble. Today, we must consider whether it's worth it…just as we have had to abandon Hydera and Kammu—to save ships that we need to save the Commonwealth. We are fighting for our existence. Forget that, and we may lose everything we love and cherish." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Sorry for the unexpected question, Zoe," Simons said later that evening. She had requested that Perkins and I meet with her after the conference ended. "But we have too many admirals who favor the Arrith’s strategy, and I wanted everyone to understand that the Odin concept wasn't going to provide the solution…of course I hope it does." She laughed. 
 
    "I tend to agree with Zoe's assessment that the Odin won't be as effective as it was against the Issog," Perkins said, rubbing his jaw in thought. 
 
    "I initially thought maybe as assassins," I mumbled, more to myself. 
 
    "Assassins?" Simons and Perkins said together. 
 
    "Dart in and kill a flagship or squadron leader." 
 
    "I think we will be back to Authorized to take Independent Action," Simons said. "Which I'm comfortable with for you, but not sure about Marsh or another Odin captain." She laughed. "I hate being the Commonwealth Fleet Admiral. I feel so helpless. I can tell the admirals what I want done, but I have no way to affect their actions." 
 
    "Maybe we should adapt the Issog’s tactics," I thought I said to myself, but Perkins and Simons’s heads jerked in my direction. 
 
    "What do you mean?" Simons asked. 
 
    "Admiral Cushings indicated the Arrith were slower than us to target. We were slower than the Issog…" 
 
    "Musical cruisers." Perkins laughed. "It might work if we could develop a strategy for the fleets to use when they encounter the Arrith." 
 
    "The Arrith skip to our position. We target them and fire, they return fire, and we skip…" Simons said while nodding and then smiling. "It might work. Perkins, you and Lafon see if you can work up a cookbook for the fleets to follow, or a seminar. Something to get everyone on the same page. If we can convince the Arrith we can kill two of their cruisers for every one they kill of ours, then we might be able to get them to honor our non-aggression treaty."  
 
    * * * 
 
     When Perkins entered his conference room for our afternoon meeting, he found Mikel, Elaine, and me. I rose and braced to attention as he entered. It was a minute before he spoke. 
 
    "At ease, LaFon." He nodded to Mikel and Elaine. 
 
    "I called Mikel last night and told him our problem. Elaine volunteered to create an interactive simulation for us to work out various scenarios, and Mikel volunteered to think about possible software that could help the Fleet Admiral and his squadron leaders," I said, thinking I knew him well enough that he wouldn't consider me presumptuous.  
 
    "I appreciate you coming here on such short notice and your offer to help. Zoe is right. We don't know how much time we have before the Arrith decide to take action. Could be months or weeks, and the first engagement could prove decisive." 
 
    "As I understand the problem," Mikel began, "the Arrith outnumber us by an estimated two to one, therefore we will lose a war of attrition. So to survive, we must at very least obtain a kill ratio of two to one." 
 
    "Correct. Zoe believes we might be able to achieve that if we can get our fleets to adopt Issog skip tactics, since we can target the Arrith cruisers faster than they can target us, which was the Issog's advantage," Perkins said. "I believe the Sixth Fleet could implement that tactic today, however I don't feel confident all of the other fleets could. Our task is to create something to help the fleets understand and effectively implement Issog tactics." 
 
    "Let's see if we can understand what you want the simulation to look like so Elaine can get started developing a prototype. Once that is operational, we can work together to determine what information the fleet admiral and his squadron leaders will need." 
 
    * * * 
 
    It took Elaine only a week to develop a simulator and two days to fine-tune it. Perkins invited Cushings and Zakery to consult on the Arrith's traditional formations and attack strategies, which were actually simple and straightforward—two formations per fleet with two squadrons of five in one line and two squadrons plus the flagship in the second line, which stayed approximately two hundred and fifty thousand kilometers behind the second formation. When the first line was within four light-seconds, it would skip into the enemy's line. The second formation would move up two light-seconds and wait as a reserve. 
 
    If there were multiple fleets, each fleet would approach with a single line of four squadrons and act as if they were one fleet—the first line would skip into the enemy while the second acted as a reserve. 
 
    Perkins and I spent the next week working thirteen-hour days testing various strategies until we thought we had several scenarios that produced two-to-one or better results in a variety of Arrith responses. We met with Simons the next day in her conference room. 
 
    "At ease," Simons said as she entered. "I understand you got Next Robotics involved and have been working at a marathon pace for the past two weeks. I hope you're finished and have something we can use, because I plan to send Rear Admiral Perkins to New Hope to oversee the Sixth and Seventh Fleets. Oh, congratulations, Admiral Perkins." 
 
    Perkins stood with his mouth open before speaking. "Thank you, ma'am. Captain LaFon and I with Next Robotics’ help have run more than a hundred simulations, with Admirals Cushings and Zakery consulting. From these simulations, we have scripted the best tactics based on the Arrith's formation and attack strategies. They produced at least two-to-one kill ratios. In addition, Next Robotics is looking at ways to provide the fleet admiral and the squadron leaders information that could help during the engagement." Perkins nodded to me. 
 
    "Ma'am, I have all of the suggested tactics as well as the ones we rejected taped for your review," I said, activating the room monitors. We spent the next three hours discussing each simulation. 
 
    "I noticed the Odin was not involved in the simulations," Simons commented when we had finished. 
 
    "True. Right now, I suggest the Odin retain its option for independent action and maybe act like an assassin to kill key players during the engagement. Mikel hopes his team can do something with Copernicus to provide the fleet admiral with strategic information." 
 
    "Excellent work. I'm stationing the Sixth and Seventh fleets at New Hope. The Fourth, Fifth, and Eighth will be here in Utopia, and the First and Second at New Faith. I plan to send Captain Marsh with the Sixth and leave LaFon here with the Forth. Perkins, you already understand the Issog's tactics, so I think LaFon would be more use here and at New Faith, working with the fleet admirals and their squadron leaders on your results. I plan to send the next Odin captain who graduates to New Faith." 
 
    * * * 
 
    I spent the next week at New Faith, explaining the results of our simulations to the fleet admirals and their squadron leaders and running simulations to ensure they were comfortable with the various scenarios. By the time I left for Utopia, I thought I had convinced everyone that Issog tactics would work against the Arrith and that anything less than two-to-one kills would doom the Commonwealth to life under Arrith rule. 
 
    The day after I arrived back, Simons had me scheduled for classes with the Eighth Fleet. 
 
    "Why the training, Captain LaFon? Admiral Simons will be directing any engagement on Utopia." Admiral Eitaway asked when I walked to the front of the room. 
 
    "The Admiral didn't confide in me, but I’m guessing it’s in case she is killed or put out of action, to ensure you understand what she is trying to achieve, since we all know the enemy seldom cooperates with our plans." That got good-natured snorts and nods. I paused a moment for them and then went on. 
 
    "As you all know, the Issog consistently destroyed more of our cruisers than we destroyed of theirs. Not only because they could target us faster than we could target them, but because of their use of skips. Once their skips were used up, the battle became more or less even. With the Arrith, we will have the same advantage the Issog had against us. We have run more than a hundred simulations and believe we can do better than the Issog did against us because the Arrith are more aggressive…" The sessions went well and by the end of the second week I had given the seminar to each of the three fleets. 
 
    "How did it go, Zoe?" Simons asked the day after the last class finished. She had invited me to dinner.  
 
    "Very well. Knowing the fate of the Commonwealth hangs on each fleet's achieving a two-to-one kill ratio is an excellent motivator. Combined with the knowledge that the first battle may decide who wins the war," I said. Simons sat quiet for a long time. 
 
    "Unfortunately true." Simons took a sip of her after-dinner wine. "That will be the gauge both sides use to determine the final outcome: three-to-two would mean the Arrith would win through attrition, and two-to-one would mean a stalemate." 
 
    I laughed. "We could annihilate both our fleets, and then the Issog would win the war." 
 
    Simons choked on her wine. "Zoe, that's a terrible thought—and a reminder that the Issog still have eighty ships of war and could expand if we aren't strong enough to keep them confined." 
 
    Just then Simons’s ICD buzzed with an emergency signal. She picked it up, listened, and rose. "I'll be right there," she said into it, waving for me to follow. "An unidentified cruiser just entered Utopia space." 
 
    "Unidentified?" I asked, confused at first, then concerned. In war, surprises were never good. 
 
    "It’s not any Issog or Arrith cruiser in our database," She said as we entered the Bridge. 
 
    "Attention," Wallace shouted as we entered. 
 
    "At ease. What have we got, Wallace?" 
 
     "We don't know, Admiral. It's broadcasting in an understandable Commonwealth Standard that has deviated enough that we think it may be from a lost or breakaway colony." 
 
    "What's the message?" 
 
    "They are broadcasting this every several minutes." Wallace nodded to the Comm officer, who played a tape of the audio. 
 
    We would like to talk to Admiral Simons. We are humans and come with an offer to help. 
 
    "Interesting that they know your name, ma'am, and apparently, your position," I said. "And they claim to be human." 
 
    "I have two squadrons tailing them. They are proceeding toward Utopia at two hundred gravities. No weapons showing," Wallace said. "Captain Sowers has released fighters and two combat shuttles and is insisting the unidentified ship stand by for boarding." Wallace had just finished speaking when the unidentified ship made another broadcast. 
 
    We come in peace. If you insist on boarding, we will leave. 
 
    "Wallace, tell Sowers to back off," Simons said, rubbing her chin in thought. "Interesting. Two squadrons tailing them and attack fighters within striking distance and they think they can leave." 
 
    "I'd say they know they can leave," I said, not sure why but positive it was true. 
 
    "How?" Wallace asked. "Do they think we will let them?" 
 
    "I skipped in the middle of forty Issog and left. Who knows what they are capable of? They are offering help and we are threatening them. I'd leave." I grinned. 
 
    "Captain LaFon has a point. Tell Captain Sowers to offer to escort them to the…" Simons looked to me. 
 
    "What if I go out and talk to them? If they are really human, they won't be associated with the Arrith or the Issog, and we can sure use help. What do we have to lose?" I said, excited at meeting fellow humans, especially ones who weren't intimidated by us. Simons was silent for several minutes. 
 
    "Inform Captain Sowers to escort them to within two light-seconds of Utopia, and let them know that Captain LaFon in the Thor will meet them, and that she is Admiral Simons's representative," Simons said. Wallace frowned but sent the message. 
 
    "You want me to…" I asked, unsure what Simons wanted. 
 
    "You're authorized to take independent action on my behalf." Simons laughed. "You've never disappointed me, Zoe, so don't start now." 
 
    I stood will my mouth agape. This was going to be either very exciting or… I couldn't imagine. "Yes, ma'am." I saluted and left, with Aker and another Mactan following. I made my way to the bay where my shuttle was parked, entered, and returned to the Thor. On the way there, I notified Disanto to round up my direct reports for a staff meeting. By the time I entered my conference room, everyone was there. 
 
    "At ease," I said before anyone could call attention. "In case the scuttlebutt has reached the Odin, we have an unidentified cruiser in our solar system. They claim to be human and are offering to help us." I fetched a cup of coffee while I waited for the whispering to stop. "They want to speak to Admiral Simons, which indicates they have been monitoring us." I held up my hand to stop the obvious questions. "Firstly, because they know Simons's position, and secondly, because they know we need help. Admiral Simons is sending me as her representative for the initial meeting." I waited for questions. 
 
    "What do you want from us?" Maize asked, obviously excited at the prospect. 
 
    "I want all sections manned with the primary crew. Disanto, you're to man the Backup Bridge. Maize, your crew will be on the Bridge. We are going to approach them at Battle Stations, but…with our weapons systems offline. We are going to assume they are friendly and really want to help. We don't want to do anything to make an enemy out of a potential ally. But like their commander, we must be ready to react if necessary. Clear?" I met each person’s eyes and received acknowledgement. 
 
    When I reached the Bridge, I contacted Captain Sowers. "Captain, I'd like you to recall your fighters and combat shuttles and back off about a light-second." 
 
    "Is that wise, Captain LaFon?" Sowers asked. 
 
    "If we get aggressive, I believe they will leave, and I'd like to hear what their commander has to say." 
 
    "How can they leave without our permission? They are surrounded by three fleets." 
 
    "I don't think they're stupid. They wouldn't have entered our space if they didn't know they could leave if they wanted. If I'm right, that makes them potentially very good allies." 
 
    "I hope you're right," Sowers said and cut the connection. The ESP showed her and the other squadrons slowly dropping back as the unidentified cruiser continued toward Utopia. 
 
    "Maise, for now I'm going to lockdown the stations, but I want you and your crew to remain," I said. When she acknowledged, I began shutting down external control of the systems and verifying all systems were working properly. Then I contacted the unidentified cruiser. 
 
    Unknown cruiser, this is the thor. I am coming to meet you. Estimated rendezvous in two hours twenty minutes. 
 
    At the same time, I let the tight beam transmit my image. 
 
    Thor, understood. I'm Captain Reese commanding the Mnemosyne. 
 
    The image of a small petite woman was displayed on the monitor. She appeared to be wearing a uniform, but except for the three stars and a patch on her sleeve, it was devoid of medals or decorations.  
 
    "I know you want to speak to Admiral Simons, but I hope you will understand we are being cautious until we know more. Admiral Simons has asked me to represent her for our initial meeting," I said. Since we were using a tight beam, I felt our conversation was secure. I hoped to avoid giving the rumor mill any further information. There would be enough rumors without me adding to them. 
 
    "Understood. I have current information about the Arrith and might be willing to help if we have mutual interests," the woman said. As I suspected, she didn't appear nervous or afraid of negotiating. 
 
    "Mutual interests?" I asked. 
 
    "Yes. War creates casualties, so there must be a good reason to participate." 
 
    "Sometimes you have no choice." I said, unsure what she wanted. 
 
    "You always have a choice, although there may not be any good choices. For example, you could surrender to the Arrith." 
 
    "That's not a choice!" I half shouted.  
 
    "You may not like the choice, but it is a choice. One that certain races would consider reasonable if it avoided genocide." Captain Reese actually smiled. 
 
    That took me by surprise, and I stopped to take a drink of my coffee to consider what she had said and what she had not said. I concluded she didn't represent a race of conquering nomads. I checked the sensors. We were within ten-thousand kilometers of each other. 
 
    "What now?" I asked, unsure how to proceed. Independent action was great if you understood the situation. I didn't. 
 
    "Come visit me on the Mnemosyne and we can discuss the reason Admiral Simons may wish to speak with me." 
 
    "How do I know…" I paused, not wanting to insult the Captain, but… 
 
    "Trust, Captain LaFon. I need nothing from you, but you could use our help, so I think you should take the first step. You have a choice, Captain LaFon. Join me and we will talk, or don’t, and we will leave." 
 
    I knew for certain she not only meant what she said but that we couldn't stop her from leaving. She had me hooked. "I have a problem. I'm required to have security, two guards with me at all times…" 
 
    "No problem. I'm also required security with me at all times. However, no weapons for your or my security." 
 
    That wasn't much of a concession as I'd be on her ship, but… Simons had given me authority to take independent action, and Reese had me hooked. I wanted to see her ship and meet the small woman who wasn't intimidated by three fleets of cruisers—not to mention too deep in system to skip out. 
 
    "I agree." After further negotiation, I agreed she would send a shuttle for me and that I would have a direct connection to the Odin while on her ship. I spent the next few minutes activating the Bridge panels and switching Disanto and Maize's crews on the primary and Backup Bridges. Then I walked down to the shuttle bay to await the Mnemosyne's shuttle. 
 
    "What do you think, Akar?" 
 
    "Sounds interesting, meeting another human culture." 
 
    "What do you think of the risk and this Captain Reese?" 
 
    "The risk is high, since your Mactan security will be of little help on a foreign warship." He paused for a long time. "I think she is more than a captain and her ship is more advanced than the Commonwealth cruisers. But I think the risk is reasonable. I don't think she represents a warlike civilization." 
 
    "I…agree. She took some risk in approaching us," I said as a normal-looking shuttle entered the bay. When the door opened, a man exited and stood looking around the bay. His uniform looked more military than Reese’s, with stripes, patches, and ribbons. When he waved, Akar walked into the shuttle and returned to the door a minute later. 
 
    "Marines for the shuttle's security." He shrugged. I understood. Both sides were being cautious. I entered the shuttle with Dache following and took the front-row seat near the window. Within minutes the shuttle was sealed and we exited the Thor.  
 
    Ten minutes later the Mnemosyne came into sight. The ship was like no warship I had ever seen. Akar was right. It wasn't a standard cruiser and probably had technology superior to ours, although it looked like a cartoon spaceship. 
 
    When the man opened the door to exit, Akar rose and surveyed the bay before nodding for me to exit. The bay looked like a standard hanger for shuttles, except there was little activity at the moment. Ten security guards were in the bay in uniforms like their captain’s but darker grey. They each wore an arm patch with a raised snake with fangs showing. 
 
    The woman from the transmission walked forward to meet me, along with a taller woman following. 
 
    "Captain LaFon, I'm Captain Reese, and the woman at my side is Colonel Terril, my ever-present security." 
 
    "A pleasure to meet you, Captain Reese. My companion is Colonel Akar, my security." 
 
    "If you will follow me, I have refreshments in my conference room, and I will explain why I'm here," Reese said. The walk was made in silence, which I didn't mind. I was too busy noting the higher ceilings and wider hallways. 
 
    "Please help yourselves to drinks and snacks. If you don't know what something is, I'd be glad to explain what's in it, and if you don't like the taste, don't feel as though you have to eat it." She waved to the table loaded with an assortment of food and drinks. She poured what smelled like coffee and sat in the middle of the conference room table with her security standing behind her. When I sat, she began. 
 
    'The sector of the galaxy we come from is about two light-months from here…" She went on to explain their encounter with the Robot Aliens and the information they left behind and the reason they had decided to visit. When she finished, she nodded to her security guards and a minute later another woman entered. 
 
    "Captain LaFon, Commander Iglis, my Intelligence Officer. I've asked her here to brief you on what we have learned about the Arrith—" 
 
    "How?" I asked, confused at how they could have obtained the information. 
 
    "Similar to how you gathered the intel on the Issog at Hydera and Kammu." She smiled, and nodded to Iglis. When she did, the lights dimmed and the monitors in the room lit with a star map of the Arrith empire. 
 
    "We visited each of the Arrith systems shown here." She pointed to the monitor, which depicted each of the known Arrith systems. "And identified three hundred functional cruisers." 
 
    I nodded. "That is what we estimated—fifteen fleets." 
 
    "Which would lead you to the conclusion that if you could achieve a two-to-one kill ratio you might convince the Arrith to commit to a truce." 
 
    "Yes, that is correct," I said cautiously, knowing there was bad news to follow. 
 
    "I believe the Arrith wouldn't mind losing two-to-one, since it would demolish the Commonwealth of Stars’ Navy." 
 
    "And theirs," I added with a crooked smile. 
 
    "The problem is that the Arrith currently have one hundred and thirty cruisers in production, while you have less than twenty." When she finished, she nodded to Iglis, and the monitor refreshed, depicting the number in production in each system. 
 
    "My God," I burst out in shock. "You're saying we are going to lose…unless?" 
 
    "I'm saying it appears you need help, and we may be willing to help." 
 
    "Under what conditions?" I asked, wondering what she wanted in return. 
 
    "If we agree, the help will be free. But I must feel the loss of life is worth your survival." 
 
    I rose, suddenly pushing my chair backward, outraged that the survival of the Commonwealth might not be worth… I stood for several minutes, with my eyes closed and fists against the table. "Sorry," I said, and I sat back down, realizing these people didn't owe us anything and our demise wouldn't impact them. "What do you want?" 
 
    "I'd like to talk to Admiral Simons for starters, and maybe others. I don't think you have a lot of time. There was an Arrith cruiser at Berlin, so they are at least partly aware of your progress against the Issog." 
 
    "You were at Berlin?" 
 
    "We have been here for a month, assessing the situation. War is not something to be entered into lightly. As you have the Commonwealth to consider, I have the Riss Nation to consider." 
 
    "I understand." And I did. Hyera and Kammu were good examples. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Well?" Simons asked while pointing to a chair. I couldn't restrain a laugh, which earned me a look colder than space. 
 
    "They have been here for more than a month and know the number of functional Arrith cruisers, the number in production, as well as our number of functional and in-production cruisers." 
 
    "To what purpose?" 
 
    "To determine whether or not they should help us." 
 
    Simons sat and closed her eyes. A long time later, she opened her eyes and nodded. "Makes sense from their perspective. I don't suspect they have demands for helping." 
 
    "No. Just to speak to you, as if that would help her decide." 
 
    "You think it safe?" Simons asked. 
 
    "Yes, but in reality, you have no real choice." I went on to explain the number of fleets the Arrith had and the number in production. 
 
    * * * 
 
    After arranging the protocol for the meeting, Simons exited her shuttle into the Mnemosyne's shuttle bay the next morning. What she noted first was the lack of protocol. She was met by a woman in a plain uniform she would have expected of a new recruit or college cadet. The only thing out of the ordinary was the Rh tattoo covering most of one side of her face. The woman standing a step behind her had the same tattoo, meaning it had some significance—clan or caste, possibly. 
 
    "Good morning, Admiral Simons. I'm Captain Reese. I'm glad you agreed to meet with me." She held out her hand, which Simons took. 
 
    "I'm surprised you didn't want to meet with the ruling body of the Commonwealth. They would certainly want to meet with you." 
 
    "In my experience, government committees are the worst people to deal with in a war. They are usually more concerned with protecting their power and control and are incapable of making the tough decisions…like not trying to evict the Issog from Hydera and Kammu." When Simons didn't respond, Reese continued. "If you will follow me, I'll take you someplace where we can relax and talk." A short walk later they entered an elevator. When the elevator stopped, the doors didn't open. "Before we enter, I need to warn you that the Riss Nation is composed of humans and a species called the Riss. They are somewhat intimidating when you first meet them. Their average height runs two hundred fifty centimeters. They weigh around twenty stone and look like hairy gorillas. Their appearance is deceiving. Most would instantly assume they are dumb animals and potentially dangerous. In fact, they are a highly intelligent race and we humans would consider them pacifists."  
 
    Reese clicked on her handheld device, and a picture appeared, which she showed to Simons and then her two security guards. Shortly afterward the elevator doors opened. Simons stopped after two steps with her mouth open—staring at the glass dome that covered the entire area, making it feel as though she were standing on a planet. Humans and large…beastlike creatures sat or stood in groups. 
 
    Reese waved and two of the beasts…Riss drew near but stopped several steps short of the group. First one then the other made several hand gestures, which caused a box-like device to speak. 
 
    "Good morning, Admiral Simons. I'm r-Saga, the project manager for the group investigating the documentation the alien invaders abandoned when they left." The Riss gave a small bow of its head. 
 
    "And I'm r-Kojin, the first shift Sensor Suite Operator. Welcome." She also gave a small bow. 
 
    "Thank you," Simons managed after a second's pause. She turned back to Reese after the two walked away. "Thank you for warning me. They are…intimidating."  
 
    "The Riss understand human speech but need mechanical voice devices, since they can't make human sounds. Come, there is a table over there with drinks and refreshments where we can sit and talk." 
 
    "Captain LaFon indicated you have been here for more than a month, looking around because of material alien invaders left behind…" Simons said as though it were a statement, but it was clearly several questions—what aliens, why, now what? 
 
    "We were invaded by aliens that use Robots as hosts—they could transfer a human mind into a robot's software. We managed to drive them out. We being the three human empires that occupy our area of the galaxy. The documentation that r-Saga has managed to translate indicates they had passed through your area of space and found humans at war with a race of bat-like species and a third lizard-like species which wasn't participating in the war. R-Saga wanted to come in the hope that seeing what was actually happening would enable her to improve on the translation." 
 
    "So you didn't come to help us?" Simons asked, clearly interested and wanting to understand these humans. "You're a research…" 
 
    "Yes and no. The aliens left behind some software as well as some historical documentation. Their records are pictograms, extremely complex. We hoped being able to translate them would give us an insight into the software. But we also saw another problem—the number of species roaming our galaxy." 
 
    "How is that a problem?" 
 
    "You have the Issog, which consider you a source of food. Then there is the Arrith, who I assume don't like humans and would, at the first opportunity, like to get rid of you." When Reese paused, Simons nodded. "We had the Aliens who wanted to destroy our ability to leave our planets, and the Ecitoni who destroyed all life on each planet they invaded. And lastly, human empires who want to dominate other empires." 
 
    "So…you wanted to find out what kind of humans we are…and to determine the threat to your space." Simons rose and eventually selected a glass of wine. "I think I need this. You have my head spinning." She took a sip and then another before continuing. "What would make us worth saving, and how can you help us?" she asked, probing.  
 
    "I know it sounds callus, but the Riss number less than four thousand. If the Commonwealth has a billion citizens, the loss of one Riss would be equivalent to two hundred and fifty thousand Commonwealth citizens, and I have more than two hundred on this ship. That's the equivalent of you risking fifty million citizens, not counting the couple hundred human crew." 
 
    "That is a lot of responsibility. But you're obviously considering helping with a research ship, so I have the same questions." 
 
    "Time for a demonstration," Reese said, rising. She then led the group to the second level and into the Bridge. Again, no formality when she entered. "Admiral Simons, if you will contact your flagship and have them skip to some area where it is at least two light-seconds from the nearest Commonwealth cruiser, then I will give you a demonstration." When Simons nodded, Reese continued while handing a microphone to Simons. "R-Galene, open a line to the Sakhmet." 
 
    "Captain Wallace, have the Sakhmet skip to a location at least two light-seconds from any Commonwealth cruiser." 
 
    "Yes, Admiral. Will you remain in communication?" 
 
    "Yes. We won't lose communications." A minute later the Sakhmet skipped.  
 
    Reese nodded and spoke, "Admiral Simons, would you please notify your fleets we will be conducting a test? The Mnemosyne will skip, and you would like the first cruiser to detect its location to broadcast it so you can verify its position." 
 
    Simons frowned but spoke into the mic, "Attention all captains. The Mnemosyne, the ship I'm on, will be conducting a test. It will skip near to one of our cruisers. When you detect it, broadcast its location." She looked to Reese, who nodded. 
 
     "R-Kharis, compute a vector to within five-thousand kilometers of the Sakhmet." Reese had barely given the order when the people on the Bridge faded to ghosts and several seconds later solidified. Reese pointed to the hologram floating in the middle of the Bridge. The Mnemosyne, designated M1, sat almost on top of the Sakhmet, designated S1. 
 
    "How close?" Simons asked. 
 
    "Five thousand thirty kilometers." 
 
    "But why…" 
 
    "We are in stealth mode. The Mnemosyne may be ugly, but it's a war ship. Somewhat like your Odin class but with stealth capabilities." 
 
    "So…you could destroy flagships…" 
 
    "And production centers, and yes, I have several ships with me." 
 
    "And you're more than a captain." 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "What did you learn about the mysterious humans?" Fossett asked Simons as soon as she had collected a cup of coffee and sat. He had summoned Simons and included the council's president and the major coalition leaders: Mr. MacKenze, Ms. Worley, Mr. Willis, and Mr. VanWest. 
 
    "Everything and nothing." Simons snorted. 
 
    "Can they help us?" Fossett pressed, frowning. 
 
    "Definitely. Their Leader gave me a demonstration. I'd describe her ship as a stealth Odin. She skipped to within five thousand kilometers of the Sakhmet and couldn't be detected." 
 
    "How many ships does she have?" Fossett again. 
 
    "Several, but I don't know exactly. Could be three or twenty, which is why I said I knew everything and nothing." 
 
    "What is she demanding in return for helping us?" MacKenze asked, his voice sounding angry. 
 
    "Nothing," Simons said, sounding amused. 
 
    "Then she'll help?" Ms. Worley asked, looking and sounding excited. 
 
    "If she thinks we are worth risking her people." 
 
    "We're humans!" Mr. VanWest shouted as if that proved the point. 
 
    "Humans don't impress her. They have three empires in their sector of space. Two of the empires attempted to destroy her planet and wipe out the Riss—a unique species—and the humans. Her group was forced to quarantine them." 
 
    "Quarantine?" Fossett asked. 
 
    "They destroyed all of their cruisers and now monitor each of their systems so they can't build new ones. But they let the empires rule themselves and do business via merchants…and communicate via satellites that are capable of sending messages between systems with faster-than-light technology." 
 
    "Imagine if we had that," Fossett all but whispered as though he was saying a prayer. The others nodded. 
 
    "How do we prove we are worth saving?" Fossett asked, but before Simons could respond, MacKenze spoke. 
 
    "The committee needs to talk with her, not the military. You don't have the authority—" 
 
    Simons laughed. "I asked her why she wanted to talk to me and not the Commonwealth's governing body. She said governing bodies were the last people to talk to in a war. They know nothing of war, yet want to control the strategy and are only concerned with maintaining their power and control." 
 
    "Who does she think she is?" Mr. Willis shouted. Simons smiled, looking at the faces of the council members. 
 
    "She's the one who will determine the fate of the Commonwealth, because we can't defeat the Arrith or fight them to a draw without her help," Simons said, silently agreeing with Reese's aversion to dealing with committees.  
 
    * * * 
 
    "That was interesting, Simons," Fossett said several hours later when the committee members had left. "They gave in, but I doubt they will ever forgive Captain Reese…or is it Leader Reese?" 
 
    "From what I understand, she's not a dictator, yet everyone will follow her decisions. And her people refer to her as Leader Reese. She's being very cautious, and I don't blame her. She doesn't know us and what we would be willing to do to get our hands on their technology. Ironically, from what I observed it would take us years to figure out how to fly their cruisers. Like the Arrith capturing the Odin." 
 
    "All right. I'd like to meet this Leader Reese, but I'll let you be our primary interface." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "What do you think now that you've had a chance to talk with Admiral Simons?" Gebauer asked after Reese had established tight-beam communications links with the seven ships. 
 
    "They will lose the war with the Arrith, although they may be able to drag it out for a year or two. They might win if they could produce twenty more Odin captains right away, but they can't. So the Arrith will win, destroy their ability to achieve space travel again, and leave the Issog on Hydera and Kammu. Eventually, the Issog will migrate into other systems, since the Arrith won't stop them and may encourage them." 
 
    "Why?" Alena asked. 
 
    "To get rid of the monkeys, as the Arrith call the humans." 
 
    "But they would have to fight the Issog when they grew strong," Kishi said. 
 
    "Not a concern. They have no way to create more ships, so eventually they will leave the Commonwealth space." 
 
    "What a horrible thought," Sheva said with her eyes closed. "That could take hundreds of years." 
 
    "Or reduce the humans to breeding stock for the Issog," Bradshaw added. 
 
    "Can we live with that?" Gebauer asked into the silence that followed. 
 
    "Helping them is not without risk to the Riss-humans, both here and on Freeland," Da'Maass said. 
 
    "Da'Maass is right. In addition, we must consider the likely attitude of the Commonwealth if we do help." 
 
    "Why wouldn't they consider us heroes?" Bradshaw asked. 
 
    "Why didn't the SAS consider us heroes for saving them from the JPU?" Reese asked. "We came here to determine the threat to the Riss and Freeland. That has got to be our primary concern. Let's each take today to think about it and discuss it with our Riss companions. Then tomorrow we can make a decision." 
 
    * * * 
 
    <Tight beam connection complete> r-Gallen sent to Reese telepathically as the six faces appeared on the overhead monitor. 
 
    "Da'Maass, what do you think?" Reese asked. 
 
    "My companion and I don't believe there is any long-term threat from this sector. Consequently, there is no reason for us to help the humans if it risks Riss or Freelanders' lives. We are not against helping if the risk is minimal." 
 
    "Sheva?" 
 
    "Although my companion and I feel sorry for the humans, there appears to be no reason for the Riss or Freelanders to risk their lives." 
 
    "Alena?" 
 
    "I agree with Da'Maass and Sheva." 
 
    "Kishi?" 
 
    "I would worry about the security of Freeland if we incurred significant losses. A strong Riss Nation ensures we can maintain the War Free Zones at home and…the NPR doesn't become the dominate nation and decide to rule." He grinned. Kishi's birth nation had helped the Riss impose the War Free Zone, WFZ, but if the Riss were seen as weak, the NPR council could decide it should rule. 
 
    "Gebauer?" 
 
    "My first reaction was they are humans and it's our obligation to help. But after many hours discussing the issue with my companion, we would risk much to gain nothing except a good feeling that we saved the humans. It's not a decision I would want to have to make." 
 
    "Bradshaw?" 
 
    "I agree with what Gebauer didn't say—I'm glad it's not my decision." 
 
    Reese sat silently for a long time sipping her coffee before speaking. "What I hear is that there is no reason for us to help, but you wouldn't mind if it involved little risk and had some potential benefit. And that you're again leaving it to your Leader to make the decision." Reese sighed as she saw the nodding heads. "I want to talk to Admiral Simons again before deciding." Reese cut the connection. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Admiral Fossett and I met with the senior members of the Commonwealth's governing body. It went roughly the way you indicated committees react…" Simons spent the next hour giving Reese a detailed account of the discussions. 
 
    "Was it recorded?" 
 
    "Yes. Admiral Fossett tapes all meetings in his office." 
 
    "If the Commonwealth survives, you may want to use it to restructure your government. The Riss have a two-tiered system: The Riss run the military, while the Freeland elders run the planet, but the governing committee is comprised of the military and civilian representatives. That way, both groups know what is going on." 
 
    "I like it," Simons said. "That leaves the tough decisions to the group with the expertise. Civilians to manage the planet and the military to manage defense. Since the committee had no choice, they left the defense in Fossett's hands, and he has authorized me to develop the strategy." 
 
    "And have you?" 
 
    "Yes. We believe the Arrith will send five fleets to Utopia to defeat our home fleet and get the government to surrender." 
 
    "What about New Hope, and New Faith?" Reese asked. 
 
    "They may also send fleets there, but a major defeat at Utopia would give them a quick victory." 
 
    "What would happen if the Commonwealth surrendered?" 
 
    "In the last war, they destroyed our ships and raided the planets to ensure technology was confiscated or destroyed and, of course, killed anyone who resisted." 
 
    "And afterward?" 
 
    "Periodic raids to steal and plunder. But no mass killings." Simons finished her wine before continuing. "Have you made a decision?"  
 
    "Let’s discuss your strategy," Reese said. 
 
    "Based on our previous battles with the Arrith, they will come twenty in a line, each separated by one light-second. When the first line is within four light-seconds, they will skip into our front line. We can target faster than they can, so we will shoot, wait for them to fire, then skip. We will use the strategy against each line, hoping to prove our three fleets can defeat their five and thus demonstrate we can fight them to a stalemate." She laughed. "Of course, based on what you discovered, that won't work." 
 
    "It might work." Reese spent the next hour reviewing the leap-frogging tactic. 
 
    "Leave Utopia? Are you crazy?" 
 
    "You left Hydera and Kammu." 
 
    "Yes, but…" 
 
    "If you will follow my strategy, then the Riss will help." Reese and Simons spent the next two days formulating the tactics and the Riss' contribution. The next day a squadron accompanied by a Riss cruiser left to New Hope and New Faith with the tactics the Admirals were to employ if attacked. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    Battle for Utopia 
 
    "I have agreed the Riss Nation will help the Commonwealth secure another Non-Aggression Treaty with the Arrith if they will agree to my terms. Those terms I feel will minimize the risk to our cruisers and people," Reese said after the tight-beam connections had been established. She went on to explain the Riss' conditions. 
 
    "Clever compromise, Leader Reese," Da'Maass said, lifting his glass in salute. 
 
    "I don't imagine they were happy with your solution, but it was an offer they couldn't refuse," Gebauer said with a short laugh.  
 
    "Anyone disagree with my proposal?" Reese saw or heard no dissention. 
 
    <Thalia> Reese queried her companion telepathically. 
 
    <No. Riss not like war but are willing to help humans survive if not threaten our existence.> 
 
    <I'm hoping we can achieve peace in this sector.> 
 
    <Worthwhile goal for the Riss.> Thalia replied. 
 
    "All Right. Sheva, you will leave immediately to New Faith with a ship Admiral Simons is sending to introduce you and the tactics to be employed. You will remain to take out the Arrith flagship and a few squadron leaders' cruisers. You're not to take unnecessary risks. Da'Maass, you and Gebauer, Bradshaw, Alena, and Kishi wait near the Wave. If the Arrith invade Utopia, make one strike against the last fleet and leave immediately to Arrith space and destroy the production facilities at SaMug, SaMaag, HaHoo, GaKiss, and GaSith. We will rendezvous at Rockland when you're finished." 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next two weeks were quiet. Fossett visited the Mnemosyne to review the tactics Reese had proposed and tour her ship. 
 
    "What are you hoping for, given we win?" Fossett asked at dinner that night in Captain Reese's dining room. Only Fossett, Simons, Reese, and Terril were present.  
 
    "Peace in this sector of the galaxy. There are some nasty species roaming the galaxy, and mutual support may be necessary. We barely survived the Robot Aliens and the Ecitoni and you the Issog. It would be nice if we would be willing to share technology and provide military help if necessary." 
 
    "You would sell us technology?" Simons asked, leaning forward. 
 
    "We would be willing to sell you satellites that would give you early warning and deliver a nasty punch, and communication devices that can deliver messages FTL between systems." Reese said, grinning in anticipation of the next question. 
 
    "What about stealth technology?" Fossett asked. 
 
    "The Riss are pacifists and only fight as a last resort. But they are willing to help maintain peace in the galaxy. In our sector, we have two War Free Zones, which means the systems in those zones cannot produce warships. Other than that, they are free to govern themselves and conduct interplanetary trade. Where several parties have warships, peace can only be maintained when both parties realize neither has an advantage. We will provide you with enough technology so the Arrith cannot win against you, but not enough to wipe them out." 
 
    "Why not? They aren't human," Fossett said, anger in his eyes. 
 
    "Because the Riss are against war. They consider any intelligent species human and are therefore against killing them. Ironically, the Arrith and the Issog consider themselves human and you animals, just as you consider yourselves human and them animals. To the Riss, all intelligent species are equal." 
 
    "Intellectually I see your point. The Issog considered us cattle and the Arrith consider us monkeys…and we consider them lizards." He laughed. "Maybe the Riss have the right of it. I'd be willing to settle for a non-aggression treaty with the Arrith and the Issog, but the Commonwealth Committee won't like it. Your idea of two segments of the government might be the right approach." 
 
    * * * 
 
    Reese woke to an emergency message on her SID. When she opened the unit, Admiral Simons's face appeared. 
 
    "Captain Reese, the Arrith are entering Utopia space. So far, three fleets have entered and they are forming lines one light-second apart and approaching at two hundred fifty gravities toward Utopia. We are taking up the positions we discussed: Eighth Fleet at six, Fifth Fleet at seven, and the Fourth fleet at eight light-seconds from the Wave. We should reach our assigned positions long before the Arrith reach the four–second mark." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Admiral Goosen and Admiral Westly, remember the strategy. We wait for the Arrith fleet to skip to your location, target the cruisers closest to you, and fire only a half load. Then wait for them to return fire. When they do fire, skip one light-second toward the wave. That position should be empty. Then wait for the next Arrith fleet to skip to your position and repeat the sequence. Given that the time for the Arrith to target you is ten to fifteen seconds longer, i.e., after the twenty plus seconds for you to target them, and the time to skip to your position, you should always have one half of your missiles loaded. When you reach the Wave, exit to Rockland." 
 
    "I don't like leaving Utopia," Admiral Goosen said. "They could destroy the cities—" 
 
    "It's a risk, but it’s the only way to avoid the Commonwealth and the Arrith destroying each other. That is an order. Remember, any fleet failing to follow our strategy could result in the destruction of the Commonwealth. Good hunting." Simons cut the connection. "Captain Reese, any last comments?" 
 
    "We plan to leave one of the Flagship Admirals alive. As the ranking officer, it should avoid the junior captains arguing about what to do when you leave Utopia." Reese cut the connection. 
 
    *** 
 
    As Admirals Cushings and Zackery had predicted, the Arrith entered Utopia with five fleets, each fleet formed a line of twenty cruisers, and each line was spaced one light-second apart. The Flagships and the squadron leader cruisers were positioned slightly to the rear of each fleet's line. After the last fleet had exited the Wave and the first Arrith fleet, designated AF1, reached the four-second mark, M4, it skipped to the six-second mark, M6, where the Commonwealth's Eighth Fleet, designated CF1, waited. 
 
    CF1 took twenty-six seconds to target the AF1 and fired four missiles, a half load, and waited. Twelve seconds later AF1 fired and CF1 skipped one light-second to M5. 
 
    At the same time, Commonwealth's Fifth Fleet, designated CF2, skipped to M6, targetted AF1, which was reloading, fired, and waited. Simultaneously the second Arrith fleet, AF2 at M3, skipped to engage the CF1 at M5, while the Commonwealth’s Fourth Fleet, CF3, skipped to M7. 
 
    It took CF1 eighteen seconds to target AF2, fire a half load. When AF2 fired and they skip to M4. 
 
     CF2 waited on AF1 to fire. If AF1 refused to fire, CF2 would fire again, because CF3 was waiting to skip to M6 and couldn't until AF1 had fired and was reloading. When they did fire twenty seconds later, CF2 skipped to M5 and CF3 to M6. 
 
    Now the third Arrith fleet, AF3 at M2, skipped to M4 to attack CF1, which targeted AF3 in twenty seconds, fired, and skipped to M3 after AF3 returned fire fifteen seconds later.  
 
    CF2, now at M5, fired on AF2, waited for return fire, and skipped to M4, where AF3 was reloading. And CF3 at M6 fired on AF1—the third round of half loads from CF1, CF2, and CF3—a total of more than two hundred missiles. The combined attacks on AF1 resulted in the destruction of ten cruisers and major damaged to another six. 
 
    The Mnemosyne with CF3 destroyed the Arrith flagship using two red-wraiths—cruiser-busting missiles. CF3 then skipped to M5 after AF1 fired. 
 
    The fourth Arrith Fleet, AF4 at M1, skipped to M3 to attack CF1, which targeted AF4 within fifteen seconds, fired, and waited for AF4 to fire and then skipped to M2.  
 
    CF2 at M4 targeted AF3—which was reloading—and fired nineteen seconds later, waited for AF3 to fire, and skipped to M3.  
 
    CF3 at M5 targeted AF2 and fired, skipping twenty-one seconds later to M4 when the eight functional AF2 cruisers returned fire. AF2 had lost eleven cruisers and had six damaged. Again, the Mnemosyne destroyed the Arrith flagship. 
 
    AF5 at the Wave promptly skipped to M2 to engage CF1. But before CF1 could target AF5, the Riss cruisers destroyed the Arrith flagship and the four Arrith squadron leaders. Fifteen seconds later, CF1 fired on the remaining AF5 cruisers, which returned fire twenty-five seconds later. CF1 then skipped to the Wave and exited Utopia. AF5 had lost fifteen cruisers and their flagship. 
 
    When AF4 returned fire, CF2 skipped to M2, targeted and fired, and skipped to the Wave and exited when AF5 returned fire. Only one AF5 ship remained functional. 
 
    At M4, CF3 targeted AF3, fired, and skipped to M3 after AF3 returned fire. Captain Reese decided to leave the AF3 flagship intact and instead destroyed a squadron leader's cruiser. Thirteen cruisers were destroyed and four damaged when CF3 skipped. 
 
    At M3, CF3 targeted AF4, fired, and skipped to M2 when they returned fire. The Mnemosyne destroyed the flagship and only nine functional cruisers remained when they skipped. At M2, only one functional cruiser remained when CF3 arrived. After destroying the last cruiser, they exited the Wave. Only the Sakhmet and the Mnemosyne stayed. When CF3 exited, the Sakhmet sent out a general broadcast in the Arrith language that had been prepared for the engagement. 
 
    We are leaving Utopia to give the Arrith time to think. The Commonwealth is being helped by the Riss Nation, which does not want to see the Arrith or the Commonwealth destroyed, which will happen if this war continues. As you can see, you cannot win a war of attrition with your current active fleets. and as we speak, the Riss are destroying your production facilities, so the one hundred forty cruisers you had in production are not going to be available. The delay is for you to verify what I'm saying. And if you destroy Utopia, we will destroy Ga'Siih and eventually we will have destroyed both our nations. The Riss suggest we call a truce to negotiate a non-aggression treaty. We await your answer thirty days from today at our normal meeting system, NS268. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "What do you think, Terril?" Reese asked after the Sakhmet had exited the Wave. 
 
    "That was an impressive performance. The Arrith lost more than sixty cruisers and didn't score one missile hit. I’d wager most of the Commonwealth captains wanted to continue the engagement. They could have wiped out the remaining Arrith, who only had the equivalent of two fleets remaining." 
 
    "True. But they were out of skips, so the engagement would have been more even. They would have won, but at a loss of at least one fleet." 
 
    "What do you think the Arrith will do now that the Commonwealth fleet has left?" 
 
    "I imagine they are madder that a smashed hornet's nest and looking for anything to kill," Terril said, grinning. "If that were the SAS, they would be voting whether to scorch the planet." 
 
    "That's why I left one flag officer alive. Without a senior officer, the remaining captains might have taken independent action or gone with the majority opinion. I'm hoping they will listen to a flag officer and that he will feel it necessary to verify what we've said and want to have a strategy going forward." 
 
    "They are leaving," Reese said sixteen hours later. "Probably concerned the Commonwealth fleet may return after they recharge their skip capacity." 
 
    "I wonder if New Faith and New Hope got invaded?" Terril asked as she watched the Arrith cruisers entering the Wave. 
 
    "I hope so. That could have made the empires closer to parity and the Arrith more willing to negotiate a treaty," Reese said as she prepared to exit Utopia after the last Arrith cruiser. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    Negotiating Peace 
 
    "Captain, the Mnemosyne has entered Rockland space," the Comm officer said, giving Wallace a nervous look. He clicked on his PCD and spoke as soon as he saw Admiral Simons’s face. 
 
    "Admiral, the Mnemosyne has returned." 
 
    "Get me a connection," she said, looking calm and feeling as though she stood on a landmine that was humming Your end of days. A minute later Captain Reese's face appeared, and she smiled. 
 
    "They destroyed your production facilities but nothing else." 
 
    "I guess that's fair, since you informed them you were destroying theirs. And it’s a gigantic relief. I know the captains of the three fleets feel we should have stayed and finished the fight. I felt the same way." 
 
    "You would have lost at least one fleet, maybe close to two—" 
 
    "And saved our production facility—" 
 
    "True, however the Arrith are not going to fall for that Issog tactic again. Next time you engage them, they will also be skipping, so it's going to be a slug fest." 
 
    "Yes. Right now, everyone is overconfident. They had a fantastic victory and forget the Arrith aren't stupid. They will adjust, and could surprise us." 
 
    * * *  
 
    Three weeks later, the Riss fleet returned to Rockland and Reese invited Admiral Simons to the Mnemosyne. When everyone was connected via tight beam, Reese spoke. 
 
    "Welcome back. You were gone a bit longer than I had expected." 
 
    "We decided to attack each facility with all five ships. I thought one ship would take too long to ensure the facility was beyond repair, and that would attract Arrith attention. So travel time was longer, but the facilities will have to be built new, and it will take a year or two for the new facilities to be operational." Da'Maass's bushy face smiled as he raised his ubiquitous glass to the screen. 
 
    "They are all destroyed?" Simons asked, somewhat taken aback. "All one hundred and forty cruisers?" 
 
    "Yes. That's why I thought we needed all five cruisers. I wanted to make sure the cruisers in production were also destroyed. That took extra time but made for a magical fireworks display." 
 
    "What is happening in the Commonwealth?" Gebauer asked, obviously concerned about what happened when the Commonwealth cruisers left Utopia space. 
 
    "The Arrith flag commander decided that attacking the Commonwealth cities might not be a good idea, or maybe he was concerned the Commonwealth fleets might return. Anyway, they left after destroying our production facility," Simons said. 
 
    "Admiral Simons and I will be leaving for the proposed rendezvous space to see if the Arrith are interested in a treaty," Reese said. "We'll meet you back at Utopia." 
 
    "Maybe I can get someone to order me some wine. I'm running low." Da'Maass raised his empty glass to a chorus of laughs. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Sakhmet entered NS268 with their weapon system offline while the Mnemosyne entered in stealth mode and moved three light-seconds from the Wave. The space was empty. Two days later, an Arrith flagship and a squadron entered at battle stations, but the system was quickly turned off. An hour later the Flagship was within a light second of the Sakhmet and the Mnemosyne, which had its sensors active. To the Arrith's credit, their squadron remained at the Wave. 
 
    "I am First Commander S'hiituu, representing the Arrith Nation. Who are you?" were the Arrith’s first words after the communication links were established. His mouthful of sharp teeth were exposed, indicating aggression. 
 
    "I am Vice Admiral Simons, representing the Commonwealth of Stars," Simons said and paused. 
 
    "I am Leader Reese of the Riss Nation." Reese’s image appeared along with R-Saga’s. "We are here to watch the negotiations and act as peacekeepers." 
 
    "You destroyed our production facilities!" The Arrith snarled, exposing more teeth. 
 
    "If we hadn't, you wouldn't be willing to talk peace, since the destruction of your ships wouldn't have mattered. You would still have a superior number of cruisers and would adjust to the Commonwealth’s skipping tactics. Now you have roughly equal forces and will destroy each other’s entire navies if you continue the war," Reese said, amused as the Arrith remained silent. 
 
    "You're not on the Commonwealth's side?" he asked. 
 
    "We would like the Arrith and Commonwealth to live in peace. Not only with a mutual non-aggression pact, but with a mutual support agreement." 
 
    "Why? We don't like the monkeys." 
 
    "That appears to be normal for intelligent species. They are inherently predators and distrust any foreign species, believing them lessor animals who are either food or vermin," Reese said. "But any species who has attained space travel is intelligent and civilized and has a right to be treated as such. You don't have to like them, only to recognize their right to exist peacefully." 
 
    "Non-aggression I understand, but why support?" 
 
    "The Riss Nation is located in another part of the galaxy, but we have found there are other species roaming the galaxy who are neither friendly nor civilized. They are hostile to all life: Riss, Arrith, or Human. Unlike the Issog, they destroy all life on the planets they visit and are extremely difficult to kill. Without help, neither you or the Commonwealth would survive them. But together you might." 
 
    "The Arrith are willing to sign a non-aggression treaty," the Arrith growled with less teeth showing, which Reese took as a good sign. 
 
    "It must include monitoring…" The negotiations went on for three days. In the end, they agreed to limit the size of each navy, to permit one cruiser to tour the other's systems to monitor the terms of the treaty, and to talk about a mutual support treaty in five years. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Over the next month, the Commonwealth government was restructured into two branches: civilian and military. And arrangements were made for the Riss to transfer some technology to the Commonwealth—more for protection than to defeat the Arrith. Zoe was promoted to Rear Admiral, Upper Half, and put in charge of the Odin squadrons: their training, technology, and integration within the fleets that would eventually free Hydera and Kammu. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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