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Chapter 1 



A hand gripped the flight control stick inside an enclosure dark as the void of space.  Another hand moved about flat switch plates on the panel to the side of the person sitting in the dark. Very little could be seen of the person, except for the hands and sometimes the reflection of a soft light from the instrumental panel on the curved helmet. The pilot sat intently watching the screen for signs of enemy movement in space. On the fighter control panel, a small red light flashed urgently, but wasn't seen by the pilot. The pilot's attention was fixed on navigation and locking the enemy vessel, just spotted, in the target sights. The pilot pressed the firing trigger. 

The screen blacked out and glaring lights came on suddenly. Ensign Thompson was startled and turned towards the hatch. The hatch opened and the instructor stepped in. 

"Sorry, but you just got sim-killed. Didn't you see your engine warning light?" he asked. 

"My engine warning light?" she asked as she came back to reality. 

He replied, "Yes, that little red button flashing right there on your panel." 

She gazed at the small, flickering red light before humiliation replaced the shock on her face. "I, uh, uh . . ." 

"You better practice more if you really intend getting into space fighters, Susan," he said gently to ease the humiliation she was showing as clearly as the tiny red flickering light. 

She nodded her head in agreement and waited as he finished the rest of his critique of her simulated mission. Cadet Ensign Susan Thompson thought she was doing well on the simulator until the shock of the black screen and the lights brought her back into reality. As she listened, she realized that she should spend less time on dates and more on the simulator as the sergeant was recommending. After all, she was only two months away from graduation and she wanted her choice of assignments.  

Susan's choice was obvious from looking at her room. The models that hung from the ceiling and the pictures that adorned the walls were of nothing but fighters. With Susan's college background of engine mechanics, she didn't want to just work on them, she wanted to pilot them. She even managed to get a roommate who was just as enthusiastic about fighters. Harry, her roommate, was driven almost as much as she was for the quick nimble fighters. His degree in chemistry wasn't for anything he wanted to really do as a career. He simply made sure that he had a degree that the military wanted for one of its highly skilled officers before he enrolled in the academy just as Susan had. 

Susan concluded suddenly that she wasn't putting in as much effort as Harry. Yet she was determined to beat him out in everything, including how to pilot a fighter. She hadn't put in almost four years at the academy to wind up as a maintenance officer, even if she was otherwise in the top five of the academy and guaranteed her choice of assignments. Her lack of effort could easily undo that positioning and lose her its rewards. To Susan, any other assignment she could choose was almost as bad as being a maintenance officer because they didn't offer any freedom. In a fighter, she would be in command of her own ship even though she was only an ensign. She wanted that responsibility. As well, she knew she couldn't afford to coast to graduation with her competition breathing hot on the back of her neck, they were so close. 

*** 

Ensign Everette Dixon took hold of Celia's hand as they walked along the dirt road through the woods. It was a beautiful Sunday afternoon and his only full weekend off for the month. They reached the sign and stared at it for a moment in disbelief before they looked at each other. 

"Did you know about this?" she asked after looking at and reading the sign.  

He replied, "Not at all. I'm as surprised as you. I guess we should go somewhere else to fish." 

She asked, "But won't that take time to find and get to? You only have a few hours left." 

He replied, "Well, sure, but I didn't know about this when it was recommended to me." 

"Then we're not wasting a minute of your time," she said as she began removing what she was wearing so that she could enter the private property. It was apparently owned by a nudist and open to all provided they disrobed before entering. "Hurry up, get 'em off! Those fish aren't in the frying pan yet. You can't catch them on this property according to the sign if you're dressed." 

Everette acceded to Celia's wishes, setting down the fishing rods and picnic basket he carried before he proceeded to undress. 

"I feel strange this way. What do we do with our clothes?" he asked. 

"I'll carry them," remarked Celia as she admired his fine physique momentarily. 

Everette picked up their gear while Celia took the clothing and wrapped it all into a bundle for easier carrying. They held hands once more and walked down the dirt road toward the lake. They left behind the simple wooden sign that read, "Only nude people are welcome to use this property for recreation." 

Upon reaching the lake, Everette prepared his fishing rod and let Celia take care of her own as she had before on other fishing trips. Out in the wide lake sat an island where a home was situated. Obviously, he thought, that was the owner's home. He wondered who lived in the fine house on that tiny island. He wondered, too, if this was some sort of a test since it was the Commandant of the Space Academy who suggested that Everette take his girlfriend here to fish during one of the Commandant's frequent visits among the cadets to see how they were doing. Celia spread out their picnic cloth. Everette and Celia used their clothing to sit on while the basket set on the cloth away from most of the insects. Around them in the meadow, butterflies floated across from flower to flower, taking care of their share of the ecology. 

Celia asked, "How's your studies doing?" 

He replied, "I'm still tucked in at third. Thought I would move up a notch this week, but I got beat out by a hundredth of a point." 

"Whew! That's close! Still time to edge into number two, isn't there?" she asked. 

"I can still make it to number one, Celia. I'm only one tenth of a point away from that," he remarked with a smile. 

"You can do it, I just know you can," she said with an equally big smile. 

He replied, "Somehow, I think so, too. I've felt more confident lately and . . . Hey! You know something, I don't feel so odd anymore! Feels kind of natural all of a sudden being here with you like this." Inside his mind, he pondered if he was supposed to maybe pick up some more self-confidence by being where he was in a natural state. He decided now that whatever the purpose of the Commandant's reasoning was for suggesting this place, he was going to go along with whatever happened and not get embarrassed. 

*** 

Ensign Mike Chalver studied his credit balance as intensely as some of his textdisks. A shiver ran through him as he saw how low it was. He went over what he had purchased recently and tried to determine what it was exactly that he had wasted credits on. He knew that going through the Space Academy was expensive in keeping up his uniforms and gear, but that couldn't be causing him to spend so much. He set down his glass of bourbon and used both hands to work out the calculations on his old manual terminal as to what was essential and what else the credit was going on. 

An hour later, Mike stared at the same glass of bourbon as he contemplated the source of his dwindling credit. He couldn't believe that he was spending that much on drinking. Mike didn't believe that he drank that much. He thought back over the past month since the last credit report and tried to remember whether he drank the liquor or invited friends over and gave it to them. 

*** 

It was over two hours later when Mike left his room and went to the room of one of the instructors. He knocked quietly on the door lest he cause someone outside or in a nearby room to notice him there. Mike was embarrassed enough as it was. He felt pretty sure that he could rely on the instructor to keep it confidential between the two of them. 

Sergeant Maria Delgado opened the door. She was dressed simply in her standard mesh undies. She asked, "Yes, Ensign? What can I do for you?" 

"Uh, Sarge, I need some advice about a personal problem I'm having. Will you be able to see me a little later so we can talk confidentially?" he asked. 

She replied, "Yes, of course. Give me a moment and I'll dress. Then we can talk here unless you'd prefer someplace more isolated." 

"Sure, thanks. This will do fine," he answered before the door quietly closed for a minute. 

When it opened again, he walked in and took the seat that Maria showed him to after she closed the door. 

"What's the problem?" she asked. 

Mike said, "I thought I was having credit problems. When I went over my balance, it suddenly jumped out at me how much I've been spending on alcohol. I think I'm becoming an alcoholic." 

Maria looked more closely at his face. He appeared scared and his face seemed paler than usual. She was certain that he was frightened of becoming an alcoholic. She turned to her terminal and entered some codes so that she could validate some information. Maria looked at how much Mike spent on liquor and frowned. She wondered why the system hadn't kicked it out as a warning yet to the instructors. She looked closer at the numbers and saw that if he spent one more credit on his liquor purchases, he would come up automatically. This was a close call, considering. She said, "I'm glad you recognized it first. Because of that, you'll be permitted to complete your training and graduate, provided you enter and live up to a standard agreement for the remainder of your time in the academy. You know what that entails?" 

Mike answered, "Yes, I think I do. I think I can live up to it, but I'd like whatever help you can give me during that time so I won't backslide." 

"You want your credits cut off from liquor sales?" asked Maria. 

Mike answered, "Yes." 

Maria looked at the terminal again. She said, "I see that you recycled what you had left. That's a good start. Shows that you have good intentions to live up to the agreement. Okay, we'll see the Commandant and get you entered into the program. It's tough to complete, but you look like you're tough enough to finish it. I glad you recognized it first. I really am." 

*** 

Ensign Sylvia Barter looked at her schedule and noted that she had a full weekend off coming. She continued on down the list and spotted her fiancee's name. She was ecstatic. He was getting a full weekend off at the same time. Maybe this time they could share themselves with each other as they had planned on doing many times before only to have their schedules collide. It would probably be their only chance before her graduation in two months. Then Sylvia would report to the Navy for her first assignment while he finished his last year at the Academy. She looked forward to exploring his sweaty black body while he taught her the pleasures of the flesh at last. 








  

Chapter 2 



Admiral Dave Oden, Commandant of the Academy, approached the podium. His non-skids were coated with some mud despite their non-stick Teflarian upper composition. Otherwise, his uniform, festooned with numerous decorations, was immaculate. He stopped, took hold of the microphone, and walked away from the podium before speaking. For the cadet ensigns there, it was the first time that many of them had seen him in a dress uniform complete with his many decorations. It was rumored that he was the most decorated officer in the Navy. It was a case where the rumor was correct. The next most decorated officer held only two-thirds as many awards. 

He began speaking, "Graduating cadets, I had a wondrous speech to give but I'm not going to give it. Instead, I'm going to tell you something that happened to me just this morning. I went walking through the woods to check on some of the other cadets. I was following one of our well worn paths and came to a spot where there was a puddle covering half of the path. There I angled to walk on the clear half of the path when I saw and only barely felt a butterfly bump into my chest. I stopped because the butterfly kept bumping into me as if on purpose. Admittedly, I was puzzled by its actions. I took a step back. To my surprise, it stopped bumping me and just hovered in front of me. When I took a step forward again, it began to throw itself at me again. A second time, I stopped and then stepped back one pace. The butterfly, too, stopped attacking me. . ." 

The admiral paused. There was some laughter from the audience of cadets for a few moments as they visualized the sight of their commandant being attacked by a rogue butterfly. 

Admiral Oden said, "That's quite all right, graduates. To continue, I tried stepping forward for a third time. Again, the butterfly assaulted me. When I backed off for the third time, I took several steps so that I might more carefully observe the butterfly's behavior as it was highly unusual. Because I moved back that far, the butterfly lighted on the ground next to the very edge of the puddle where there sat a second butterfly that I had missed seeing up until then. Even I, totally ignorant of butterflies, could tell that the second butterfly with its wings badly tattered was dying and didn't have long to live. I reasoned then that the two butterflies were mates. The one that attacked was apparently trying to protect its mate from death under my big feet. Perhaps its love or devotion inspired it to attack something, namely me, that was easily a thousand times it size and weight. Regardless, I was immediately impressed with that first butterfly's courage as understanding came to me. For that reason, I stepped aside awarding it the victory. I went the other way and walked through part of that muddy puddle, the evidence of which you can see on my non-skids before you…" 

The Admiral paused again for a moment so his voice wouldn't crack and betray his feelings. He could tell that many of the cadets were similarly touched by the emotion of the story. On the faces of those graduating cadets nearest him, he could actually see some watery eyes and tear-stained cheeks. There was no more laughter. 

"Now I am stepping aside again, sending you graduates out to face the universe as beautiful new ensigns, not unlike that butterfly, since the universe is easily thousands of times bigger than any of us. Have courage like that butterfly. Keep faith with your love or devotion to your God, Union, friends, and family. Those things are all good and worth everything you can do for them. Graduating class! I salute you!" Admiral Oden said while snapping crisply to attention and saluting. 

The graduating class, stunned by the early end of the Commandant's speech, did its best to rise as a whole and return the salute while trying at the same time to finish clearing watering eyes. Then, as the salutes were finished in their exchange, the graduates let out a roaring cheer as they tossed their headgear into the air in a frenzy of enthusiasm. 

Admiral Oden placed the microphone back on the podium and went to sit down for a moment with some of the instructors. 

"Beautiful speech, Dave," said Sergeant Clark. 

"Absolutely true, too," Dave replied. "I still find it difficult to believe it actually happened to me in the woods not more than two hours ago." 

"Regardless, it's one that I'm going to remember for a long time," replied the sergeant. 

"So will I," responded the admiral. "So will I." 

*** 

Back at Cunningham Hall on the Space Academy compound, Susan rushed to the board to see her class standing, now that it was posted. She didn't have to even reach the board before she heard her name yelled out. 

"Susan came in number one!" 

"She's going to the 21st Squadron! Hey, that's the Mad Dogs!" 

Susan strolled casually the remaining distance just to take a look at her name in the number one spot. It was a hard four years and worth it from her point of view. Being in the top five guaranteed a choice of assignment. She had fought almost tooth and nail just to stay in the top five. The other cadet ensigns had been just as determined, judging from the nearness of their final scores to hers. Being the top graduate also guaranteed an automatic promotion to Lieutenant Junior Grade. Susan felt fortunate to hang onto the top position as well. She was only glad that she wasn't in the next class that would graduate a year later. There were six cadet ensigns in it with grade averages higher than hers a year earlier. 

"Hey, Everette came in second! Yay, Everette! Atta way, man!" 

"He's going to the Mad Dogs Squadron, too!" 

Everette was up near the board and bowed deeply. He was actually blushing. Everette looked at a few of the other scores and cheered his friends along. He knew everyone. It was a requirement that every cadet meet and know every other cadet in their class. As well, they had to at least meet with every lower class cadet once during the entry year to encourage them and polish their own skills at people management. 

Mike Chalver looked at the board and found his score. He didn't complain about where he was at. That was his own doing for getting lost in alcohol too long. His grades should have tipped him off long before his credit balance. Still, he was graduating eightieth out of ninety-nine. There would have been an even hundred, but one man had died in an accident in town. Then he noticed that for the first time in months, the man's name was on the board again with his classmates. He was only listed as one hundredth, but he was considered a graduate. Mike felt a lump come to his throat as he saw that the Space Academy and Navy were both honoring the man's commitment of over three years in the academy by graduating and activating him for benefits which his surviving family could now receive. Mike turned away for a moment to use a tissue to wipe his watering eyes. In his mind, he would have gladly let the man have his place even though Mike would have been another position down. Then he had an inspired thought, reached into his shoulder pack, pulled out his pencil, and marked out the 80 next to his name and the hundred next to Val's name. A moment later, he had written 80 next to Val's name and 100 beside his own. It was the least he could do for a friend. 

Sylvia reached the board and looked for her score. She was twentieth. Not bad, she thought, but she could have and should have done better. Sylvia knew she should have been in the top ten with her background, but she was fighting burnout and knew it. She knew she had deliberately coasted during her last month. Twenty straight years of schooling was enough to get to most people. It was getting to her. Sylvia knew that she would still be learning when she got to her assignment. However, Sylvia felt she would have real work to break it into something more rewarding and challenging. 

*** 

The two officers looked at the new ensigns arriving from the academy. 

"Looks like a new batch of Oden's Warriors. They look pretty good, considering." 

"Seems like the admiral keeps trying each year to put out a better and tougher bunch than the year before. Wonder what new innovations in the training he put them through?" 

"I don't know, but it seems to work. I wouldn't trade the ensign I got last year from the academy for two officers from my graduation year." 

"I wonder if we'll get any of them?" 

"Sure hope so, especially if they're better than what I've already got. I won't mind putting my ensign in for promotion and maybe losing him then since he deserves it." 

"You weren't going to put him in for promotion?" 

"Yes, I'm putting him in regardless, but I don't like the idea of possibly losing him." 

"Oh, I understand you now." 

*** 

Lieutenant Junior Grade Thompson strode up to the fighter that would be hers on board the Fighter Carrier Terra. She had already stopped in at personnel and read everything she could about her mechanics and crew. It wasn't at all hard for her to recognize them from the images in the records. She also had a copy of their records in her travel computer. At long last, the Navy was allowing officers to carry personnel records with them on board their ships. She thought that was a wise decision on their part. At the same time, she wondered who was responsible for getting the policy changed after decades of it being the other way. She still couldn't believe that the Navy kept paper records as well as computer records. It seemed like such a waste of resources, but that was perhaps a battle to be waged some other day, she decided. Maybe she would make Admiral of the Navy and be the one to change it. 

Her crew and maintenance personnel gathered around her. Susan said, "Good afternoon, I suppose you were expecting me tomorrow, but I wanted to meet with you and let you get to know me so that we can start out on a good footing. I'm Lieutenant jg Thompson. I have only one request to make of you today other than conducting my inspection of the fighter. I want an emblem placed on the nose of the fighter. Here's a drawing of what I want." 

She handed over a sheet of paper, not thinking that she was doing things just like the Navy. On it was a drawing of a butterfly with a laser weapon in its grip and two words below it reading "Attack Butterfly." 

She said, "If any of you have any doubts about this, you're welcome, of course, to check with my wing leader. You'll find that I have this cleared all the way up. If you're interested, I'll tell you the story behind this and explain why I think this is appropriate." She looked at the men and one woman who made up her fighter crew and maintenance personnel. "Fine, I'll expect to see this on the nose tomorrow morning." 

"Lieutenant, which side of the nose or would you rather have it on both sides?" 

Susan replied, "That's a good question. Can you make it in reverse for the other side of the nose? If so, I'd like to see it on both sides then." 

The man answered, "I think we can. Sure, we can do that." 

Susan responded, "Excellent! We're going to be a fine team." 

"Lieutenant? I'd like to hear the story behind it," the only woman crew member stated. 

Susan went into the brief story of the attack butterfly. She saw the flight crew and maintenance personnel laugh at first and then almost come to tears just as the cadet ensigns had at graduation. She gave them a moment to recover before she began her inspection. 

*** 

Ensign Everette Dixon reported for duty aboard the Dreadnought America. It was one of the very newest and he was looking forward to serving in her. The short leave granted to each of the cadet ensigns after graduation had been useful to him. He and Celia married and took their honeymoon. That had been the one thing driving him to get into the top five positions. He wanted to be on a ship big and powerful enough that Celia wouldn't worry about him while he was in space on patrol. His personal preference had been a destroyer, but he was willing to compromise on that one issue. He, otherwise, made it totally clear to Celia that he was in the Navy for a career when he first met her. 

*** 

Ensign Mike Chalver looked at the destroyer he was assigned to in the 16th Squadron. It wasn't one of the newer models, but it was a place to start putting his career back together. He reported in and met with the skipper. 

Mike said, "Sir, before we go any further. I had an alcohol problem during the last year at the Space Academy. I thought you should know. I limit myself to a single drink at formal dinners and toasts on Union Day. I don't want you to think that I'm a snob or trying to make some sort of a political statement if I don't take a drink to toast something at regular dinners or such." 

"You entered their program voluntarily?" Captain Kyle Kruler asked. 

Mike replied, "Yes sir. I've brought along a transcript of everything with me. You're welcome to look through them at your leisure." 

Kyle replied, "I already know. Regardless, I'm happy to have you aboard, Mr. Chalver. This is one of the older destroyers, but she's still serviceable and performing at her peak. You do half the job I expect of you and we'll get along. You do all the job I expect out of you and I'll see that you're promoted real soon. That ought to be fair warning that I intend to load you down with extra work to start out until I'm sure you know every inch and bolt of this tub. That sound fair enough to you?" 

"Yes sir," replied Mike. "Give me an order and I'll start right now." 

Kyle replied, "Tomorrow. I've already had you watched since you arrived on base. I'm pleased with what you've done so far. Now give it a rest and leave the people at personnel alone for awhile. They're getting to hate this time of the year when the new graduates start learning about who's on their ships. Yes, I know about the tour you made of the maintenance shed, too. Now give it a rest until the morning." 

Mike said, "Yes sir." 

Captain Kruler said, "By the way, I expect to see you at my table for dinner this evening. Regular work clothes are sufficient. If I'm not there, start eating without me. Understood?" 

"Yes sir." 

Kyle stated, "Fine, now get out." 

Mike saluted sharply and received a salute that was no less sharp before he left the Captain's quarters and went about putting his own in order. He wasn't surprised that his captain was sharp. He expected it after he saw the condition of the maintenance shed that served the destroyer. Also, his checking of personnel records indicated that Captain Kruler once served with Admiral Oden on board a destroyer class ship. Mike was only surprised that he hadn't picked up on someone following or otherwise keeping tabs on him earlier. 

*** 

Ensign Barter almost cried when she learned that she was assigned to a planetary defense satellite. It wasn't fair, she thought, being assigned to something that only went around a planet. It was Beulah, at that, which it went around. The same world that the Space
Academy was on. She appeared to be going nowhere. She could see herself remaining an ensign for longer than her classmates and not getting to lieutenant jg for possibly as long as three years. 

Even worse, Jack broke off their relationship only days before their graduation for what seemed like the silliest of all reasons to her. She still didn't understand why he felt he had to. Now she was upset with herself for not trying harder and with Jack for what he did. Still, she went about doing what every officer was expected to do and had gone about learning about her assignment fully before she was transported up to the satellite, Beulah Station. 

Now things were even worse as she found herself assigned to recycling of all things. It was the worst of all jobs to have, even though the satellite could have disposed of its refuse on Beulah's surface. She left the Captain's office feeling that she made the biggest mistake in her life when she entered the Space Academy. She should have been assigned on graduation from the academy to command a fighter. After all, Sylvia had been ranked fourth overall in skill at handling one of them. 

Sergeant Rendall reported on board. Sylvia paused and looked at him in astonishment as he left the corridor leading to the ground shuttle. He had a chest full of medals and he was an enlisted man. She couldn't help but see that he easily had half as many as Admiral Oden. She could see that he had been through more than just a bit of combat action. At the same time, she wondered why he was here, if only because he had a puzzled look on his face. He made his way directly to Captain Sorenson's office to report in. In his hand, he carried sealed orders. Clearly, something was up, Sylvia thought to herself. As he passed by, she noticed his insignia identified him as a pilot.  

A pilot? Of his stature? On a satellite? Something was definitely going on, Sylvia knew then. Pilots were hardly ever assigned to a satellite. Even then it didn't take one as good as he obviously was. Sylvia hurried to the administration office to find out more about this new member whom she hadn't known about when she was assigned. 

*** 

George said, "Sylvia must be just about ready to cry, Dave." 

Dave replied, "I know, but she's needed there if our intelligence reports are right. We're in for a tough fight if our newest neighbors turn out to be like the Ape-oids." 

"They will," said George as he poured himself a drink. "You personally assigned all ninety-nine cadets as usual?" 

"All one hundred of them. Val is undercover." 

George exclaimed, "Val's not dead? Nice move, you fooled me!" 

"It was obvious that he was going to graduate. There was no stopping him and with his background, he was a natural to go undercover. Who the hell do you think has been providing our intelligence?" asked Dave. 

"I try not to know those things. Keeps me from divulging something to the wrong people," replied George. 

"Well, now you know. As well, he has to be extracted. Guess who's elected to go after him?" asked Dave. 

George asked, "Me?" 

Dave exclaimed, "Give the man a cigar! Now who's going to be our best for handling ground combat defense of Beulah? Delgado?" 

George stated, "Absolutely. Give her a stick and she'll make a weapon out of it. Give her soldiers and equipment, she'll accomplish even more." 

Dave said, "Okay, then bring her in on this tomorrow by bringing her to our next meeting. I want the two of you to present me with a draft plan at that time for the ground defense of Beulah. I can't guarantee that we can keep them all from landing when they come in. Indications are that they've been building up their forces and they outnumber us badly. It won't be like the Ape-oids War where we had both the numerical and technological advantages to give us time to retrain officers." 

"Yes, but this time we won't have to retrain officers," said George. "By the way, why aren't you going to be in charge? You're the senior officer on Beulah." 

Dave said, "Wish I could tell you, but trust me on this, okay? I need the best person available to take that responsibility. If Delgado is the person, then she's going to have to shoulder the load. Pennyweight is loaning you the Rust Bucket for your mission." 

George said, "I get the Rust Bucket? Wait 'til I get my hands on Penny for not letting me in on any of this." 

"She only got brought into the loop this morning. She didn't have any choice, either. We drafted the ship from the company because it's present on Beulah right now and not escorting a company convoy. We can't afford to use a military ship until war breaks out," replied Dave. 

George sighed, "Oh …" 

Dave said, "Here's your sealed orders. Based on what you and everyone else are saying, you could be opening these in as little as two days." 

George exclaimed, "Two days! You expect an attack then?" 

Dave replied, "That's the earliest possible date for them to strike. So you can see that you and Delgado don't have much time to come up with a ground defense plan. Now on to more pleasant business. Are you and Penny coming over for dinner tonight?" 








  

Chapter 3 



Susan looked at the art work on the nose of her fighter. It was everything she wanted it to be. She took pride in her fighter and rechecked everything to make sure that it was ready to go. She always envisioned herself being in a fighter, but for some reason, she couldn't quite visualize herself doing anything beyond that point in the Navy. Susan wondered if her never revealed intuition was failing her. Why couldn't she see herself in some other position as maybe a destroyer captain? Her intuition had only failed her a very few times before, the last time being when she was surprised in the simulator and sim-killed because of a stupid blinking red light only a few months ago. 

*** 

Sylvia still wondered why a pilot like Rendall was on a satellite. He was the kind of pilot who could name his assignment. He even piloted Admiral Oden around during the Ape-oids War a decade ago. Was there something he had done wrong, even though his records didn't reflect anything like that? Had he lost his edge? Maybe the Navy was getting ready to retire him? No, she thought. That couldn't be. He was still over a full decade away from a minimum retirement. Only a medical retirement could put him out anytime soon and he looked as healthy as a horse. 

*** 

Admiral Dave Oden waited patiently to see the plans that Sergeants Clark and Delgado brought in. Sergeant Delgado set down her portable computer and pressed a few switches to link it into the overhead presentation display. Dave's face first grew red when he looked at the plan and saw a unit stationed near his home for no other apparent reason other than to protect his family to the exclusion of the other people and installations on the planet Beulah. 

Maria caught George's shocked face in time to turn and catch sight of the Admiral starting to stand up with anger in his eyes. She quickly hit another switch. The map showing the positions was quickly replaced by another. 

Dave was half out of his chair when the display changed and presented a more logical posture for the cadets to be in. Seeing that his home wasn't surrounded as before, he settled back down. 

Maria started talking, "This is where we placed the units. The first year cadets are nearest more military support. The fourth year cadets are farthest away and almost completely on their own. The fourth year cadets are in smaller groups since they're more experienced. You'll also notice that they're in good positions to assist the underclass cadets in short order as well." 

George stated, "We considered keeping the ships in space as our first priority. Therefore, most of our efforts are near the naval maintenance areas. Second priority is resupply. The only real difference being that the ships don't really need the missiles or torpedoes. They just complete the complement of the ships' arsenals. I don't think many ships use missiles or torpedoes now except for target practice. Almost all the ships rely on their Mark II to Mark VII charged-particle weapons. I guess the only things that are still of any real importance in the resupply area are the space mines. We considered those to still be essential." 

Dave said, "Not forgetting that there are projectile weapons on board our ships that also need resupply unlike the charged-particle weapons that are fed from their own internal power sources and recharged from star light." 

Maria continued, "We've put one contingent of first year cadets near the city mostly to keep the civilians from leaving and getting shot. Of course, if the enemy goes into the city, the cadets will let the people out and go in after the enemy." She noticed that the Admiral was taking everything in and nodding in agreement. George had been right when he told her not to put any troops near the Admiral's home. The Admiral neither gave nor accepted special favors. He would deliberately level the playing field on occasion when he thought he saw an injustice happening. Sometimes he would even turn his back to let justice be performed where it would otherwise be impossible to obtain. "Instructors will be with each group and act as their combat leaders…" 

Dave interrupted by asking, "How many cadets not in leadership positions already are ready to act as leaders in actual combat?" 

Maria glanced at George for a moment before giving all of her attention to the Admiral. "Three or four are probably ready." 

"Does that three or four include Ensign Nape?" he asked. 

"No sir. You want him included?" 

"I think you should give him careful consideration. He strikes me as being several years ahead in maturity and leadership ability. I want you to consider having the instructors let the cadets handle themselves when possible. The instructors can always step in with some advice or take over in case of casualties. You might find that gives you a few more instructors to utilize since you're already going to be short-handed by both Sergeant Clark and myself being absent." 

"Sir?" Maria asked, "What do you think of Ensign Emily Tall being put in a leadership position?" 

The Admiral looked at Sergeant Delgado for a moment and answered, "You think she has the nerves to handle the job?" 

"I think she might," replied Sergeant Delgado. 

"Then it's your decision. It's your defensive force, after all. This might be just what Tall needs anyway," Dave responded. "I like your plan. You've covered the key points and taken care of morale or panic areas. As of now, put your plan in action. Make sure that all cadets are fully armed. I mean besides their sidearms. See to it that they have heavy weapons available where they'll be of benefit." 

"Now, sir? Are we expecting this to really happen?" she asked despite what George told her before. She turned towards George and said, "You weren't kidding about any of this, were you?" Her face was a little paler when she looked back at Dave. She could see from Dave's own expression that he was deadly serious and was entrusting the security of the planet to her. 

Dave said, "The moment that hostilities start up, you and all other instructors who held officer ranks will revert to them. I shouldn't think that there will be anymore questions, but I'm open to any you might have, regardless." 

Maria replied, "Uh, no sir. I'll have the cadets moved within the hour. They'll be in their defensive positions by supper." 

Dave stated, "That sounds reasonable. Good luck to you, Sergeant Delgado, and to your cadets." 

*** 

Sergeant Rendall took the pilot's chair and strapped himself in. What he had in mind to do was just short of sheer lunacy. No one was supposed to pilot a space station except for minor corrections. It wasn't supposed to be a fighting ship. 

Sylvia came onto the bridge and stood to the side out of the way. She was off duty for the time being and well-rested. She could afford to spend an hour or two watching Sergeant Rendall pilot the space station. She wondered why he was strapping himself in. Then the announcement came over the internal speakers for everything to be secured for emergency maneuvers. Sylvia looked around quickly, spotted a wall strap not in use, and hurriedly moved to it. She stood flat against the wall and then pulled the body length strap across her to latch automatically on the other side of her body. 

A minute or two later, the countdown started. Then Rendall snapped into action as his hands danced across the controls, tearing the Beulah Station out of its orbit and into deeper space for maneuvers Sylvia didn't know were possible for it to do. There was no warning of any changes in gravity as the station, shaped much like a wheel with a hub and spokes, went in different directions without any reason seeming to underlie them. 

Captain Shirley Sorenson had noticed Ensign Barter come onto the bridge. She could tell that Dave had been right in sending her to the station. Shirley remembered how forlorn Barter appeared the day before when she reported in. A space station wasn't exactly the place that an officer wanted to be assigned to. There was virtually no opportunity to distinguish one's self and earn promotions. Getting assigned to a space station was one of the shortest assignments in the Navy for that reason. Otherwise, too much good talent would be wasted. It was also normally reserved for officers who graduated from the academy in the last ten percent of their class. 

Shirley waited for the sergeant to turn to her after an hour and a half of grueling maneuvers that even made her stomach queazy feeling. He was smiling. Obviously, he was satisfied with what he would be able to make the station do when the crunch came. 

"Ensign Barter, would you mind taking the piloting controls?" Shirley asked. 

Sylvia looked at Captain Sorenson before slowly releasing the strap that held her body against the bulkhead during the maneuvers. "Yes ma'am," she replied, trying to keep her eagerness from betraying her too much. 

Sergeant Rendall was already out of the pilot's chair and taking over another seat from a crewman next to it. He could handle that task and still coach the ensign in what he wanted her to learn. 

Sylvia went over and sat down. She buckled herself in and looked over at the sergeant. 

Rendall said, "Okay, ensign, I've got a couple of maneuvers to have you perform. The first one I call the Wobble Shift. It's the one where you probably weren't sure where in hell your stomach was at. I know that I didn't know where mine was and I was driving." 

There was some muted laughter around the bridge. 

"Okay, everyone, keep it quiet while they train!" Shirley said sharply as a reminder for them to not interrupt the lesson. 

*** 

Susan sat with the other fighter commanders. She was giving them a lecture and discussion of her own theories on fighter combat that she was encouraged to pursue at the academy. She didn't tell any of them that some of the ideas were hers and some the commandant's. She just presented them as evolving theory from the academy for them to digest and then talk about. 

Susan said, "This is the Pinball Tactic. With the old, small, four crew member scouts, you had small weapons with lots of speed. There weren't too many places where you could use those weapons to any advantage against a large, armored, enemy ship. That's why they were mostly used as perimeter scouts for the squadron. Now we've got fighters that are larger though still flown by only four crew members. Our fighters pack five times the punch of the old scouts and every bit as much speed, plus a little. Now our weapons can penetrate the hulls where they're armored so that we can actually participate in the battles. With the fighters came the new carriers so that we could fight in huge waves to keep the enemy constantly tied up. With the old scouts, the pilot normally swept around to the rear of the enemy ship and tried for a T-shot on the engines where there weren't any defenses. However, that also meant that the scouts took a chance on getting roasted. We don't have to sweep wide and then come in from the back anymore. Now we can use this approach to first attack one ship and then, as we turn away from it to avoid a collision, bank towards another enemy ship." 

"But why? That just keeps us in their firing range." 

Susan answered, "Not really. Think about it. You're going to be directly between two enemy ships. Presuming that you're jigging and twisting your fighter to avoid hits, where are those enemy misses going to go?" 

"At the other ship!" the other commander remarked. 

She responded, "Exactly right! The longer you stay between two of their ships, the more likely that they'll either stop shooting at you or cause damage to themselves, making your job that much easier." 

"What else did they develop at the academy?" 

Susan said, "Okay, I guess you understand that one. The next one is for an enemy line formation…" 

*** 

The conference room door opened revealing a uniformed woman who stuck her head inside and said, "We just received a coded message. The message is 'Birthday Greetings,' sir." 

Dave said, "George, you better get going then. That's Val's message to us that the Malakins are staging their forces. We'll know soon enough if they intend to attack. Good luck to you and Maria on your missions." 

Captain George Clark looked sadly for a moment at the sealed orders he kept with him at all times since receiving them, despite his sudden reversion to officer rank. The code words he had already read in the attached instructions and then destroyed immediately after memorizing were the same. He hurriedly left the room and then the academy grounds. He would then make his way to the shipyards where he would board the Rust Bucket and lift off from Beulah. Once in space, he would open the rest of his orders. 

Maria was right behind him in exiting the admiral's office. She had important preparations to make for an unwanted war. War with the Malakins seemed even more imminent now that George was actually on his expected, yet unhoped for mission. 

*** 

Dave was pleased with Sergeant Delgado's assessment of Ensign Tall. Likely, the woman would benefit from being in charge of one of the combat teams. He didn't mind suggesting Nape to her after confirming that she hadn't considered him yet. After all, Nape was only a second year cadet. Dave went through his own computer notes checking the latest intelligence report. He hadn't told either sergeant that the same code words came with a message for him and a few other high ranking officers. The rest of the message indicated that a wave of enemy warships was actually on its way. Neither of them needed to know that as yet. They couldn't do a thing about it even if they did know. And a slip of what they knew to the wrong people could cause a panic. 

Admiral Oden reflected back to the newest alien life form, the third found in his lifetime and anyone else's life for that matter. The first encounter with another race was a textbook example of what to do and how to do it right. The Blues were both good neighbors and traders with humans. It was even rumored that they were biologically compatible, though nothing yet in that had happened as yet to anyone's knowledge.  The Blues were very much like humans in temperament and personality. They even understood human humor and were hungry for all they could get. There were so many comedians touring on the Blue world, clubs on worlds within the Union of Planets were advertising higher rates than usual just to compete with the incomes being earned by comedians on Leuion. The only problem for comedians was that they had to perform naked if they accepted a tour on the Blue's home world, Leuion.  

That wasn't at all that difficult for many of the comedians to accept, either. One of the human inhabited worlds, Echo, was similar in behavior to Leuion for two reasons. One, it possessed a climate that was hot the entire year through. The second was more of a sociological nature. Echo's first civilian populace was originally composed of two groups that combined their fortunes in order to have a true sanctuary from public persecution that still lingered on within the Union when Echo was first terraformed. Despite their differences, the nudists and swingers each gave the other something they wanted in order to make the alliance work. They made both public nudity and public sex totally legal. For anyone other than the military, it was illegal to wear clothing there. 

Then there was also Edun to consider. Edun was another nude world in the Union, established much later by nudists only. However, it wasn't similar in public behavior to the swinger's attitude so prevalent on Echo. Still, it was viewed quite favorably by the Leuions as Edun didn't permit clothing for anyone on its surface, even the military. 

The second race was approached the same way by diplomats, but they came out like hornets from their nest. Dave remembered them too well. He captured the only Ape-oids during that war. Dave was also the man at the top of the Ape-oids' war criminal list during the truce, solely because of the military defeats he gave them as a mere captain of a ship and then of a squadron. He started his service in the Navy as a temporarily commissioned ensign at the start of the war, drafted when his ship was drafted by the Navy. From that point, he worked his way up in a Navy he was initially ashamed of for its inability to stand and fight. He had much to do with changing that image and forcing the Ape-oids into a truce. When the Ape-oids broke the truce, as Dave predicted they would and even when he predicted they would, he was drafted back into the Navy, given a regular commission, and a mission to end the war. Dave did precisely that. The Ape-oids quickly surrendered after realizing that their sneak attack failed and that they were even more vulnerable. As a result, the Ape-oids had been limited to possessing small gun ships to protect their freighters from pirate attacks while their entire naval force was dismantled under close supervision. Their portion of space was still respected by the Union and there still wasn't any trade between the two. The Ape-oids traded only among themselves in their area of space to anyone's knowledge. Regular unannounced inspections were the only incursions made by the Navy to insure that the Ape-oids weren't busy rebuilding a new navy. Dave, though, was fairly certain that the Ape-oids were doing that very thing. However, until one of the inspections turned up evidence proving the suspicions that he and others held, there was really nothing that anyone could do. 

Now the Union had a third neighbor to deal with. Diplomats had been sent there as well. Their first reports were dismal, despite being able to make an initial peaceful contact with the Malakins. At least, Dave knew what the Malakins looked like which was better than they did at first against the Ape-oids. Humankind didn't even know what an Ape-oid looked like until they found a dead body inside a destroyed Ape-oid warship after the Battle of Three Star.  

The Malakins had an exoskeleton, were three-fingered, and were of similar height to human adults. The Malakins molted until adulthood and seemed to remind most people of insects. Malakins had limited head movement and seemed to always travel about in threes. When the Union proposed exchanging one ambassador, the Malakins insisted on three.  

The Malakin Empire consisted of three known inhabited planets. The Malakin home world was a planet much lighter in gravity. The system around its sun had only three inhabited planets and its home world had three natural satellites as well. Dave felt very sure that three was an important number to the Malakins. He expected to use that knowledge in any conflict, especially the one that now seemed imminent. What knowledge Dave had about the other side's military forces was that their ships were all much bigger. Dave attributed that to their lesser gravity. It was infinitely easier to build and launch a large space craft from a planet with a light gravity than from one with a heavier gravity force. Still, he and other leaders didn't have any true count on the Malakin forces and were constantly updating their facts and then multiplying by three. Already, that number exceeded what the entire Union Navy possessed in ships. Dave knew that new shipbuilding was already underway for more warships for the Union Navy based on their intelligence and the Malakin demands that humans back up their territorial borders to Beulah. However, Dave knew he'd have to face the initial onslaught with nothing more than what the Union Navy already had. 

The Malakins were demanding that the Union give up the portions of space beyond Beulah, which included two member planets long inhabited by humans and a third that was mined. The diplomats seemed unable to convince the Malakins that the Union wasn't going to give in to them simply because the Malakins declared a border based on their own system of measurement and, again, their rules of three, not to mention that the Malakins had no knowledge of those planets until humans told them of their existence. The negotiations had been going on for over a year now. Each day those negotiations seemed to be grinding down more and more with new ultimatums issued by the Malakins at the start of each meeting.  

When the first ultimatums appeared, one cadet was quietly sent off undercover while his death was announced. On the Malakin home world, he was disguised as a Malakin outcast, a homeless individual who was typically shunned and left alone by the normal Malakins who usually travelled in threes. Consequently, he could wander around freely and gather information without too much danger. It hadn't been hard finding a discarded exoskeleton after one of the general moltings or to pattern a disguise after it. Dave had suggested using a cadet since a cadet wouldn't be fettered by too much indoctrination into Navy procedures and could disappear better than an officer. Also, Val wasn't yet an official member of the Navy since all the cadet ensigns were really applicants who wouldn't become officers officially until graduation. That would give the Union an out, in case Val was discovered early and exposed. He couldn't be pointed at as a military spy since he technically wasn't in the military, yet.  

Since Val was considered dead, the military's action of giving him a commission was a moot point. With an attack appearing imminent, Dave hadn't opposed the commissioning based on the grounds that a team was being sent to extract him and their diplomats. The Rust Bucket was now on its way to Malak as a diplomatic courier. The Malakins, if they did discover the Rust Bucket on her roundabout route, couldn't shoot at her yet without revealing their attack plans. Under the diplomatic immunity agreements already negotiated, they couldn't even ask her to stop or board her. With her long range sensors and great speed, it was doubtful if they could even catch her, let alone get close enough in planetary space to engage her in combat until she got near to Malak. That was probably the only time that the Rust Bucket would be vulnerable. 

*** 

George looked at his sealed orders as soon as the Rust Bucket was in space. The crew was undergoing standard battle stations drills and test firing their weapons. It was an all Pennyweight Shipping Company crew. They were extremely skilled at fighting by themselves against one, two, and even three pirate ships at a time. The fact that the Rust Bucket had only needed minor repairs after the Ape-oids War and only standard maintenance since then attested to their ability. 

He read through the single sheet of paper from the Navy and then spoke with Captain Marsha Marble. "Okay, Marsha. Here's the drift. We're to take the scenic route just within our sensor range of the shortest route between Malak and Beulah. The Navy wants us to try to keep out of sight and move at top speed. We don't stop for anything until we get to Malak. Once we get there, we're to pick up the diplomatic mission and one other man who'll be in disguise until the last possible moment." 

"No problem, Captain Clark. We can do that. Anything else?" she asked. 

George said, "After we pick them up, we're to hightail it back to our side by any route we want to take, preferably a safe, roundabout route. The Union wants these people back alive to bring us up to speed on how we should expect these hombres to behave." 

Marsha was already giving orders to the navigator who was passing them on as a course to Frank, her pilot. There was virtually no difference felt in the movement of the ship as Frank threw the Rust Bucket into top speed on a course that would get them to Malak within days. It was too bad the return couldn't be as direct since to do so would put them in the middle of heavy combat and jeopardize the whole mission. 

*** 

Mike tended to his duties vigorously and attentively. He was trying to make up somewhat for his poor showing at the academy. The academy didn't graduate drunks and he just missed becoming one. He listened to the intercom as it announced an officer's meeting in the on board dining facility. He hurriedly left his section and made his way forward. 

Captain Kruler was already waiting patiently for his officers to join him so that he could brief them on their mission. When they were all present, save for the one officer on the bridge, he began. "We've just received an assignment to take position near the Ape-oid home world. This is not an inspection mission. Intelligence specifies in our mission orders that we are to expect a breakout by the Ape-oids. Anything other than a freighter or an accompanying gun ship is to be destroyed without warning. See to your sections that everything is shipshape and ready for action. This might only turn out to be based on false information. Regardless, we will be ready. Are there any questions?" 

Mike was glad that one of the more senior officers asked, "Will we have any other ships with us?" 

"There will be another destroyer class ship arriving to watch from the other side of the planet. Anything on our half is ours to destroy. The other half is theirs," replied Captain Kruler. 

"Only one other destroyer?" the more senior officer exclaimed while shaking his head. 

Captain Kruler replied with a stern glare, "Lieutenant, I was with Admiral Oden when he tackled the Ape-oids with only one ship. It was older than this ship and outnumbered, not to mention having some of the dumbest officers on board that you could shake a stick at. This tub happens to have well-trained officers and crew members on it. It's better armed and just as fast. It will take on all comers! I am very sure that none of you will do anything less than his or her best. Now, unless there are any other questions, please see to your responsibilities and let your people know what's happening." 

Mike left the dining facility with mixed emotions. He let his mind think it over as he returned through the corridors to his section to brief his section. It must be a trap, he thought. The two destroyers were the bait. Then the Rust Bucket would swoop in on the Ape-oids and put them in their place again. If not that particular ship, after Mike remembered that it was a civilian ship again, running convoys when the war ended, then it would be one of the squadrons such as the Grim Reaper Squadron or the Berserker Squadron. Those were two very distinguished squadrons, either one of which was capable of pounding the Ape-oid world to a shambles. Both of them weren't too far away, either. 

*** 

"Admiral," the uniformed woman said as she again poked her head inside his office. "We just got a coded message." 

"What's the message?" Dave asked. 

She replied, "'Happy Anniversary,' sir." 

Dave said, "Thanks. Have a hover waiting in front for me. Send a reply confirming receipt. Then clear out the offices and report to your defensive stations." 

She hardly seemed shocked by his statement. Perhaps that was a testament to the responsibility he entrusted her and others with. Perhaps it was because each member of his staff was hand-picked. 

By the time that Admiral Dave Oden reached the front door to the offices, a hover was waiting for him complete with a driver and bodyguards. The bodyguards were one of the few things he had to put up with that he didn't like. He was still revered as a war hero on all the twenty-two inhabited member planets of the Union. There wasn't anyone who didn't recognize him on sight and wish him well for his deeds during the Ape-oids War.  

Dave had been Grand Marshal for so many parades on Union Day, he was beginning to regret being so popular. He couldn't wiggle out of it, either. The Navy Department thought it was a great idea for him to participate at least once each year in a Union Day parade on a different planet. It was good public relations. Each time he appeared on a different planet, the recruitment from that planet went up almost tenfold shortly afterwards. So far, he had been to nine different planets and participated in nine parades and countless social events. 

The way that Dave saw it was nine down, thirteen to go. He wondered if he would be available this year for a parade or if they would have a war going on again. If the war ended quickly, which Dave was sure it wouldn't, then he would be on Echo for their Union Day parade. He wondered how the military would cope with all those nudists joining? Echo was normally a recruiters nightmare, even though it was on the periphery of the inhabited worlds and ought to have more enthusiasm for military defense. Dave was aware of the increases in recruitment as a result of his visits. He knew that Echo would likely behave similarly. Even though many of the nudists immigrated to Edun after it was terraformed, Echo had remained a nudist world. As well, Echo was the sixth most populated world in the Union with nearly ten million people. Echo's now predominant swinger lifestyle had shoved it there ahead of other worlds settled years before it. Only Earth, Venus, Mars, Ceriga, and Glint were more populated. Of course, Earth still carried the majority of people in the Union. Its population of billions outnumbered all the other member planets combined. Consequently, Earth was still the main supply for recruits. 

The hover arrived at the space port where a small fast fighter was already waiting for him. The hover pulled up next to the fighter. A surprised Ensign Barter stared and saluted smartly at Admiral Oden as he left the hover. She followed him into the fighter and took her place. As soon as she saw that he was secured in a seat and that the hatch was sealed, she commanded her enlisted pilot to launch. 

The flight to the space station took only two minutes for the fast fighter. There, less than a half-hour earlier, Ensign Barter had been surprised to hear herself called to the bridge to be given this mission. There were shuttles, but Captain Sorenson instructed that she was to pickup a very important person who was too important to be transported by an unarmed vessel. Sylvia at first thought it was another disappointment to take the place of the earlier and exciting training she received from Sergeant Rendall who pronounced her as someone he wouldn't mind being piloted by. Sylvia took that as high praise, considering his experience. As far as she knew, he was still the very best pilot in the entire Navy. 

She docked the fighter expertly and allowed the admiral to exit the fighter first. Then she went about seeing that the crew did maintenance on the fighter, the only attack craft the space station carried. Something was happening on the space station. She now knew that it was big. Why else would the Navy call the Commandant of the only Space Academy away from his duties? Sylvia was certain that being on the same space station with Admiral Oden couldn't be all that bad. He was a man whom action seemed to center itself on. He caught lightning bolts and hurled them back at the enemy. Sylvia was glad again that she was on the station. Now she wanted to know more than ever what was going on. Could it be the Ape-oids? Were they planning a breakout? 

*** 

Admiral Oden stood on the bridge of the space station. He chatted with Captain Sorenson whom he greeted as an old friend. Sylvia knew, of course, that they were old friends who served together during the Ape-oids War. After all, she had done her homework, learning as much about her captain as the captain knew about her or maybe almost as much.  

Sylvia wondered why she was called to the bridge when the orders went over the intercom to strap down everything for more emergency maneuvers. Was this why he was here? Sylvia wondered if this was only a demonstration for him to use in the academy. Maybe he was seeing the final results of another of his grand plans or ideas that would then be taught in the academy to cadet ensigns following in her footsteps. Was she expected to also demonstrate that she learned how to perform the same maneuvers? Was this why she received what seemed like a shitty assignment for a ensign who was in the top fifth of her class?  

Sylvia wished she could get a better image of what went through the admiral's mind. He seemed so concerned about everyone and everything. She even had friendly conversations with him during her term at the academy on no less than five occasions. That was quite an honor considering how little time he had to give anyone. Only two other people received more. Each of them had six meetings and one was now dead. Sylvia had been sure that she was going to do extremely well and get a choice assignment when she graduated. 

The couple of minutes warning seemed to go by faster this time. The next thing Sylvia knew, her thoughts were interrupted as the space station left orbit again on a wild ride through space. She felt her stomach do flip-flops as the station performed maneuvers that no one planned on it doing for anything other than in an emergency when it was designed and built. In fact, it did a few that weren't considered rational maneuvers even for an emergency.  

After an hour, the maneuvers ended. The space station returned to its orbit about Beulah. Sylvia wasn't called to take the pilot's chair and demonstrate her prowess. She wondered why she had been called to the bridge. 

Dave unstrapped himself and walked beside Shirley over to Ensign Barter. "Ensign, I understand that you have Sergeant Rendall's complete confidence in handling this craft. I commend you on that. I was fairly certain that you would be the right person for this job when the Malakins attack." 

"The Malakins, sir?" she exclaimed. 

He replied, "Yes, they're on their way. We'll be ready with a few surprises of our own. You'll be relieving Sergeant Rendall during the battle so he can rest up. When it's over, you'll be reporting to Echo to train some more pilots on how to do these things, provided they still have a space station. I expect that we're the ones who'll get hit the hardest, though. You better get rested up. Captain Sorenson is assigning someone else to your other duties. I wouldn't have anyone other than you and Rendall as my flagship's pilots." 

"Uh, yes sir. Uh, thank you, sir," Sylvia managed to answer as part of the mystery of her assignment revealed itself. 

He added, "By the way, when you finish training the other pilots, you'll be given your choice of squadrons and ship. How's that for an incentive and reward for being treated so poorly by an old admiral?" 

Sylvia replied dreamily, "It's wonderful, sir. Thank you, so much!" 

Ensign Sylvia Barter returned to her quarters, mindful that she was to rest for an upcoming battle. A battle? She was being trusted with the life of the great Admiral Dave Oden in battle! Was he able to see this far into the future so many years ago? Was that why he talked with her so often? 

*** 

Susan listened to the scramble alarm go off while she reported to her battle station with her crew. It wasn't difficult to do so since crew quarters in the carrier were all relative to the fighter craft so that they wouldn't have to jostle their way through crowds of other people trying to get to their own stations. In fact, the only people around her when she ran out of her quarters were her crew members and maintenance personnel. As she reached her fighter, she noted that the ready lights were on amber and not red. She wasn't expected to launch just yet. Susan still had to report in and notify the carrier commander that her crew was assembled and could launch within thirty seconds more. She picked up the head and handset and waited for an acknowledgement before talking. 

"Attack Butterfly, fighter 45, ready to launch, sir!" she spoke crisply, remembering to use her fighter number as identification in case someone hadn't gotten the word about the name she gave it. 

"Stand by for instructions. Thank you." 

Susan wondered what kind of instructions? This was an unusual way to pass on instructions. Normally it would be done in a formal briefing. She continued to hold onto the handset and listen. There was a touch of static about two minutes later. Then the carrier commander's voice came on. "This is Captain Grade of the Fighter Carrier Terra. Intelligence sources indicate that a force of Malakin warships are approaching Beulah and other outer planets in an attempt to catch us by surprise. We are moving the Mad Dogs Squadron into position to catch the Malakins off guard when they arrive. Please instruct your crew members about what's going on and try to relax near your fighters. The dining hall staff will be coming around with light snacks and beverages for anyone who has the jitters. Believe me, I know how you all feel right now as we prepare to get involved in a shooting war. You're all capable and qualified men and women who won't let the Navy or the Union down. You don't have to worry about letting me down. You've already lived up to my expectations so you're a third of the way there. Be aware that Beulah Station will be taking part in the battle. They have a few surprises of their own, so be sure to give them a wide berth. I understand that Admiral Oden is running the battle from there. Beulah Station is our flagship once the shooting begins. That ought to give you some indication of what we intend to show and do to the Malakins. I really pity those poor insectoids." 

Susan kept her hand off the transmit switch and repeated, to the men and woman gathered around her, almost every word that Captain Grade spoke. Each of them showed surprise at first that a shooting war was about to begin. Susan wondered if her own face revealed anything about how she felt. She thought before that she might get a chance for action against the Ape-oids if they ever attempted a breakout. She had followed the news on the negotiations with Malak, but hadn't discerned the severity of how badly the talks were going. She honestly thought that it could be patched up peacefully since both sides were constantly talking, unlike the Ape-oids who simply came out fighting years ago. 

Captain Grade was saying, "When the alarm for battle stations is given, you'll all know what to do. Have faith in yourselves and your training. You will acquit yourselves well today. Good luck and good shooting. Thank you. That's all for now." 

Susan's eyes gleamed with the intensity of a natural born killer instinct. She was always ready to play rough. Now she was getting to go at it for real. She had practiced with her crew for a few days now and was confident in their abilities. She saw immediately that it was to be a righteous war in that the Malakins were attacking the Union. There wouldn't be anyone waving a Malakin flag around or defending their choice of attacking instead of negotiating. The Malakins hadn't been able to draw anyone to their cause like the Ape-oids once did among the populace on the planets when there were only twenty-one member planets. Now the Union was a little bigger and stronger. The Navy was at full strength with a number of new ships, including her own fighter-carrier and its fighters. 

*** 

"Message for you, Admiral, I think," the communications officer announced. 

"What's it say?" he asked. 

"Just two blips, sir, on the special frequency you told me to monitor." 

Dave replied, "Very good, that's what I was expecting. Keep that channel monitored at all times." 

Shirley asked, "What's that mean, provided you can tell me?" 

"Two waves definitely spotted coming in our direction. The Malakins seem to do most things in threes. I figure we'll get hit by three waves, probably three hours apart or close to that if you use the Malakin time system." 

"How many in each?" she asked. 

"We don't know that yet." 

"So, we're going to wait here until they arrive and fire the first shot, then?" asked Shirley. 

Dave exclaimed, "Hell no! When they arrive, that's enough for a state of war to exist. We'll shoot first and maneuver at the same time. There isn't any way in hell that I'm giving them the first shot!" 

Shirley replied, "I'm relieved to learn that. I thought we might have to play sitting duck for awhile." 

Dave said, "Not at all, Shirley. We've got wings, so this duck is going to be a moving target. There aren't any politicians anywhere near us to tell us otherwise, either." 








  

Chapter 4 



"Yeeeeeeeee-haaaawwwwwww!" Susan shouted, as her fighter launched from the carrier along with all the other fighters. Fortunately, her crew was already used to her shouting on launch and didn't bother looking back at her. 

As her fighter came out of the carrier, she saw Beulah Station suddenly fire one of its defensive weapons at the approaching Malakin fleet and then do a maneuver she didn't know a space station was capable of. It was quite a lively craft, she suddenly realized as her own fighter hit top speed and swept out towards the massive Malakin fleet that outnumbered the Mad Dogs Squadron of thirty warships. The carrier was already moving into a rear guard position for the squadron as the rest of the squadron advanced on the Malakin fleet with virtually every gun firing that could be brought to bear. 

Susan snapped her attention back onto the Malakin fleet. She saw that they appeared surprised, judging by their reactions, and well they should be. The Malakin surprise attack wasn't a surprise. They were being ambushed to boot! They might be bigger and there might be more of them, but already the Malakin plan was in shambles. Now the Malakin fleet was trying to make the best out of a bad situation as it attempted to shift its position to counter the attacking Mad Dogs Squadron. Virtually no attention was being paid to the fighter command by the Malakin fleet. Susan wondered if the Malakins thought her small fighter and the others weren't a threat? If so, then she and her companions had yet another surprise in store for them. 

As the Malakin fleet shifted its position, it ignored the space station that was firing its few defensive weapons at them. The Malakin fleet tried to put its punch onto the attacking squadron. As it turned, more and more of its weapons could be brought to bear, but they were holding their fire, even though the Mad Dogs were already scoring long range hits, causing minor damage that could mount up and be telling in almost no time at all. 

"Pinball!" came over Susan's communications from the fighter wing leader. 

Susan's eyes lit up with fiery determination as her fighter was released to target whatever warship she could reach. Then the squadron would reform on the back side of the Malakin ships and do it again. For now, her pilot was steering. She only had to concentrate on gunnery unlike in the academy where she had to be able to handle the fighter as if she was the only person to launch it. Then and there, she had to navigate, communicate, pilot, and fire the gun all on her own. This was easy compared to that. She lined up her target sights on a juicy enemy dreadnought and fired the Mark VI gun at it, watching the bolt slice into the metal plating of the enemy ship now in range. She kept firing as the pilot twisted the fighter to keep from being hit by return fire that wasn't coming at them at all yet. Around her, other fighters were getting the same easy first shots on the enemy fleet as they suddenly flew among the enemy ships where they could fire point blank with maximum effect and be even harder to defend against. Susan managed to keep the trigger of the Mark VI depressed so that she cut a jagged line across a long line of hull plating on the dreadnought until she saw only space in her sights. Her fighter swept away from the dreadnought and angled toward an enemy cruiser. She only got to pause for a brief moment before the cruiser was in her sights and she was firing again. The cruiser got no respect from her, either, as she fired her Mark VI gun at it. She caught an enemy gun position in her sights and watched it fall apart. That's one less gun that can return fire, she thought. 

Her pilot kept on the cruiser until he had to veer again. Once more, Susan kept the trigger down and cut a long swath across the hull plating. She thought for a moment that she caught sight of space through the hole she was making in the cruiser. Her beam swept across one of the engines. She glanced back as space filled her sights. The cruiser wasn't turning anymore! 

"Yeeeee-haaawwww! Got him!" she exclaimed and then snapped her attention back to the sights, confident that the damaged cruiser would foul up the enemy formation severely. 

Her pilot had her on a rear guard destroyer that was nearly as big as one of her own cruisers. These enemy ships are so large, she thought, it's impossible to miss! Her shots on the enemy destroyer were even more telling as she watched her Mark VI gun tear completely through the destroyer's hull and then watched it slowly rupture. It was totally dead as far as she could see. 

"Scratch one enemy destroyer! Yeeeee-haaawww!" Then she controlled herself and spoke to her pilot, "Okay, form up with the wing leader for the return trip." 

The pilot nodded in front of her and then added, "Yeeee-haaawww!" himself for good measure. 

*** 

"How are we doing so far?" asked Dave. 

"Three enemy destroyers destroyed, one cruiser severely damaged and out of control, two dreadnoughts severely damaged. Change that to add one cruiser destroyed!" 

Dave said, "Good, good. Not as much as I would like for a first strike, but good nonetheless considering how badly they outnumber us. From what I know or can guess of their organization, they brought in three squadrons. That's eighty-one warships. We've got thirty-one warships, counting this station, and thirty-one fighters." 

"More for you, sir! Add three more destroyers destroyed, two cruisers destroyed, and one more dreadnought damaged." 

Dave commented, "That's more like it! We can lick 'em!" 

*** 

Susan's fighter swept into formation. Then her wing leader led them in a line against the rear of the enemy fleet. They concentrated their fire on the engines of the enemy rear guard destroyers so that they could get at the engines of the larger enemy warships. 

*** 

Everette went from gun station to gun station on the Dreadnought America as she pounded away with her weapons at the enemy fleet in front of them. So far, the two sides were keeping some distance between them, jockeying for positions that would favor them. His squadron, the Mad Dogs, was larger than it had been during the Ape-oids War. Then it had only ten ships. Now it was thirty ships composed of three dreadnoughts, six cruisers, one carrier, and twenty destroyers. Information was flowing freely over the intercom about how the battle was going. So far, the enemy was the one losing ships. Everette felt good about that as he continued to monitor the Mark VII's he had responsibility for, making sure that everything continued to go smoothly.  

As he went from post to post, he could overhear the gunners remarking about how easy it was to hit the larger Malakin ships. The sheer size of the Malakin ships bothered him at first. Now he saw it as a distinct advantage for his side and a severe disadvantage for the enemy. His squadron was smaller in size and number as well as being well-spaced apart from each other. Much of the return fire was missing them, going between the ships off into empty space. The enemy fleet was just too close together, so it was almost impossible to miss. So far, the gunners weren't having any trouble missing their own fighters when they mixed in with the enemy fleet. The responders on the fighters kept their own weapons from firing on them until they were clear which was usually just a millisecond. 

*** 

"Admiral, reports coming in again. Four more destroyers destroyed. Two cruisers also dead in space. Only light damage to our ships." 

Admiral Oden nodded as he kept track of the score. The enemy had lost fifteen ships so far without a loss on the Union side. Now it was only sixty-six to thirty-one capital ships. The odds were improving. 

*** 

"Pinball!" came over the communications again. Again, Susan didn't even have to tell her pilot to veer out of the formation to race through the enemy formation again, but she did just so he would know that he was doing what he should. 

"Okay, veer into them again!" she ordered. 

Susan watched the fixed sight sweep onto another destroyer as her ship came from behind the enemy fleet. She fired her Mark VI and peppered the enemy destroyer from stern to bow. She definitely saw two of her shots go clear through the hull to reveal space on the other side. The guns on the destroyer fell silent. She knew she had destroyed it. "Yeeee-haaaawww! Scratch another destroyer!" 

She barely had time to finish speaking before she was concentrating her fire on the cruiser that was in front of the now dead destroyer. Her fire slashed at the engines of the cruiser and then along the length of the hull almost halfway to the nose before her pilot banked towards another ship. Susan saw two gun emplacements on the side of the cruiser go silent as her fire caught them from behind while they were trying to concentrate their fire on the Mad Dogs Squadron. 

The enemy dreadnought loomed in front of her while her hands gripped the firing mechanism. She continued to pour on fire at anything that came into her sights without a responder signal. She barely noticed one of the other fighters take a hit and crash into the side of one of the dreadnoughts. It contained someone she knew personally, of course, but it happened too fast for her to tell whom it had been. 

*** 

Everette felt a small shudder in the ship. He knew that they had taken a hit. He went along his gunnery stations and rechecked them. His stations were all in fine shape and his gunners were in good spirits. He called in to the bridge with his damage report. 

*** 

Dave observed the fighters emerging from the front of the enemy formation. It was soon apparent to him that a few of them were missing. Those were the first noticeable casualties, even though he was already sure that some capital ships of the Mad Dogs Squadron had taken hits and suffered casualties by now. 

The communications officer spoke out in the distance, it seemed to Dave as he concentrated on observing and analyzing the enemy movement. "Put a destroyed dreadnought in the kill column." He noted mentally that it was the first enemy dreadnought out of action. That left eight of them to the three in the Mad Dogs Squadron. If anyone had a chance of whipping the enemy fleet, it was Commodore Remm on the flagship America. He wished there had been time before the battle to visit with her and chat for a while. 

*** 

Susan instructed her pilot to loop back into the enemy fleet. She felt the g-forces suddenly press her back in her seat as the nimble fighter pulled a sharp u-turn and sped back into the fray. It seemed like only a second passed before she was sighting in on enemy ships, again. She felt that it was becoming a turkey shoot. She hadn't missed a shot yet. Every shot caused significant damage at the point blank range that hers and the other fighters were firing at. 

"This is F42 taking command of the wing! Continue Pinball!" 

William had been taken out? Her own fighter wing commander was gone? She kept her head clear as she continued to fire, raking every target with scathing fire. Susan barely noticed that the dreadnought she was firing on suddenly went quiet or that gases were escaping from the holes in it with small pieces of debris being shoved out into space by them as her fighter banked towards a cruiser. 

Kenyon at navigation, which wasn't needed for the tactical maneuvering they were currently engaged in, spotted that the dreadnought was dead and toggled on his radio. "Scratch one more dreadnought!" he shouted. As he watched, one of the enemy cruisers tried to desperately change course again to avoid hitting the now dead dreadnought. The enemy's initial tight formation was working to its disadvantage in more ways than one. Kenyon switched to his light side-mounted Mark II gun and fired at the escaping gases from the now dead dreadnought. He succeeded in igniting them to create a brief flare up that exploded the dreadnought into pieces and blinded some of the enemy ship's sensors. His hit spread out the debris of the dreadnought so that it was impossible for the enemy cruiser to avoid hitting a large chunk of it. Getting into the spirit of the battle, Kenyon shouted, "Yeeeee-haaaawwww! Avoid that now, you bastard!" He watched the enemy cruiser suffer damage as several large pieces of the destroyed dreadnought were thrown against it while others still hung in space for it to go through. "Damage on a cruiser!" he reported. 

Susan took him at his word without glancing away from her sights. "Great work, Kenyon!" she exclaimed. She knew he fired his light weapon which was only suitable for strafing troops when supporting their own ground combat forces. Evidently he hit something that even his light weapon could harm. 

Kenyon spoke, "Advise the other fighters that if one of the enemy ships is leaking gases, the Mark II's can ignite them." 

Susan spoke quickly over her communications to the other fighters and passed on Kenyon's discovery. 

*** 

Dave watched as an enemy dreadnought burst into flame for just a brief moment. That brought the enemy dreadnoughts still active down to seven. Things were improving. Now it was only fifty-five to thirty-one. 

"Destroyer Percy destroyed!" came suddenly out of the communications officer's lips. 

Dave glanced over at the Mad Dogs Squadron and spotted the Percy easily. It was dead, its hull shredded from one side to the other. He adjusted his figures to fifty-five to thirty. It was bound to happen sooner or later. He hadn't expected to get out of the battle without some casualties. It wasn't long before the maneuvers of the two fighting forces left the Percy floating on a course of its own, alone with its complement of dead men and women. It was doubtful that there would be any survivors. If there were, they'd have to wait until the battle was over. 

If the Union Navy won, a salvage ship would also later retrieve the Percy and bring it back home to take the dead men and women off for burial. Then maintenance experts would work on either repairing the ship or using it to repair others with. If the Navy lost, the Percy would probably continue to drift out into deep space for untold time. 

"Berserker Squadron is being assigned to our sector, sir," the communications officer stated a moment later. "Their ETA is ten hours from now." 

Dave said, "Acknowledge the message. Send them the battle stats." 

"Already have, sir!" 

Dave looked at the communications officer. The woman was smiling as Dave looked at her. He returned the smile to let her know that she was doing well. Then he turned his attention back to the battle in progress. Almost ten years ago, he wouldn't have been able to rely on unknown officers, not that he hadn't done his own homework on the Beulah Station's personnel before boarding the satellite, to do everything he expected out of them. Now the Navy was something he was very proud to be a part of. This was a fighting Navy that didn't back down or run when the going got tough. This was a fighting Navy that was well trained and confident. This was a fighting Navy willing to go against the long odds. This was his fighting Navy. 

More battle stats came from communications. Dave listened intently to the latest kill reports as more of the enemy destroyers were added to the list. The odds went down to forty-five to twenty-nine as another Navy destroyer was taken out of action in the Mad Dogs Squadron. The only stat that no one could keep track of easily was how many Navy fighters were still menacing the enemy fleet within its own formation where they were nearly impossible to hit or defend against. If Dave knew that, he might have been better able to predict what his total losses would be. He was already confident of the outcome of the battle. His side would win against this invading fleet. If the Mad Dogs could wipe it out soon enough, they might be able to rest briefly and make some repairs before the second wave hit them. 

"Three blips, Admiral, on the special channel." 

Dave nodded as he received verification that a third wave was definitely on its way to Beulah. His forces would have to keep their losses low or be overrun by the huge numbers of enemy ships. He also knew that if the Mad Dogs didn't wipe out this fleet before the arrival of the second wave, then the tide would change dramatically. He would have to order them to withdraw before they could be surrounded and wiped out by two maneuvering enemy elements. 



*** 

Susan lined up the destroyer in her sights and fired again. She noted with calm satisfaction that her shots took out the engines of the enemy ship. It was no longer maneuvering with the rest of the fleet. As she continued shooting, she noticed hits being made on the same destroyer by another fighter. She didn't mind the assistance at all. The sooner all the enemy ships were destroyed, the better. She was already hoarse from yelling. She limited herself to passing on information to the other fighters and the big ships of the squadron. Susan didn't give herself any time to consider just how many ships her fighter was responsible for damaging or destroying. There were too many other things to do and think of as her fighter quickly and nimbly jounced in and among the huge enemy warships, taking point blank shots with its powerful Mark VI gun. 

Her pilot was flying the fighter and she was firing the main gun. Her other two crew members, without any real duties to do were each actively manning their Mark II side-mounted guns meant for ground support to add firepower to the entire melee. Susan was barely aware of whether they were doing any good with most of their shots. Nonetheless, it gave them something to do. Susan didn't see any reason for them not to fire since each weapon had its own power supply and recharge system. They certainly weren't taking away anything from the other weapons or the engines. 

Her fighter swung away from the now almost dead destroyer. She fixed her sights on another destroyer class enemy ship. She was barely given enough time to release the trigger before she was pressing it again. 

*** 

One of the Mad Dogs Squadron cruisers suddenly went silent and drifted away from the squadron formation. The report came to Dave and he nodded. That made three major losses from the squadron. He wondered just how bad off the remaining ships were as far as damage was concerned. It was difficult to tell if individual guns were working or not at the visual range from the space station to where the battle was taking place.  

Both fleets maneuvered into deeper space so that they could attempt more complex maneuvers in both the offense and defense. His space station flagship was forgotten as a participant of the battle as the enemy strove to keep the Navy ships away from any planetary defense systems that might have evened up the battle more, not that it wasn't already becoming even in numerical odds. Dave considered their forty to his twenty-seven as fairly even. He wasn't counting the space station anymore since it couldn't keep up with the battle and remain active. Now the Beulah Station was performing rear guard and last ditch defense for the planet. He had to hand it to the Malakins in one respect. Their dreadnoughts, larger than the Navy's own dreadnoughts, certainly accepted a tremendous amount of punishment before they died. Dave knew that against similarly sized craft, the battle would have been over by now. Even the enemy cruisers, as large as the Navy's dreadnoughts, were taking considerable damage before they finally accepted the grave. 

*** 

"I just saw a shuttle of some sort go between two ships!" Kenyon exclaimed. 

"Where?" asked Susan. 

"Went to our right and docked." 

Susan called out on communications, "All fighters, concentrate on the ship that Attack Butterfly is attacking. We suspect that the enemy has transferred his flag!" 

*** 

"They've found the enemy flagship! Attack Butterfly is leading them in after it," the communications officer stated to Admiral Oden. 

Dave heard the name of the fighter. He thought for a moment before he realized who must be in that fighter. That would have to be Lieutenant jg Thompson, he guessed. She was the only fighter commander he knew of from the academy who went to the Mad Dogs Squadron. So, she had taken his story and used it to name her fighter. Incredible, he thought, but the name fit in an eerie sort of way. She was, after all, in the smallest fighting vessel that the Navy used and attacking the largest enemy vessel around. It was little more than a single Mark VI gun with an engine and gunner's compartment stuck onto it. Silently, he wished her and the other fighters luck in destroying the enemy dreadnought. 

"Enemy flagship is reeling!" the communications officer suddenly blurted out, almost interrupting Dave's thoughts as he watched the maneuvers of the Mad Dogs Squadron itself. 

Dave thought he saw something happening there. Then he was positive of it. They had spotted a weakness. One of the Navy dreadnoughts was leading off part of the squadron to take advantage of it. The whole maneuver took place before his eyes as slightly over a third of the Mad Dogs Squadron peeled off and streaked to a new battle position to catch the enemy in a devastating cross fire. They were using the individual initiative tactic that Dave re-introduced during the Ape-oids War. 

Suddenly there were more reports of enemy ships being destroyed. "Enemy flagship is destroyed!" the communications officer shouted. In the background, Dave could hear a loud yell punctuating the communications network. It sounded like a woman hoarsely yelling, "Yeeeee-haaaawwww!" 

*** 

Commodore Remm watched as one of her cruisers suddenly ruptured. She hadn't even known that the ship was going to be hit. It was just a coincidence that she happened to be looking in that direction when it happened. It marked the fourth ship of her squadron that was destroyed. Reports coming in around her indicated that a third of her fighters weren't returning, either. Otherwise, the battle was going well as the two groups of ships concentrated their fire onto the remaining enemy ships that no longer outnumbered her force. Now it was an even match in the number of warships. With the enemy flagship out of commission, the job suddenly became even easier as the enemy ships lost their formation. She knew then with certainty that her squadron would win.  

*** 

Dave watched as the battle settled down into a mop up operation. The Mad Dogs Squadron concentrated its firepower on the remaining enemy ships, ripping the heart and guts out of them with accurate and deadly shots. A fifth Mad Dogs ship went dead, but it was the last major casualty that he would see in the battle. The fighters concentrated on the engines of the enemy vessels while the major ships of the Mad Dogs Squadron were grinding the enemy ships between its own network of criss-crossing fire. With each enemy ship that went silent, more firepower was concentrated on the remaining enemy ships, thus hastening their demise. 

For the first time in a while, Dave was able to learn that there were heavy losses among the fighters. Fully a third of the fighters had been lost. Though the battle had been quick and costly, there was only about an hour left before he expected the second wave of enemy ships to arrive and attack. Certainly Dave knew that they wouldn't be surprised like the first wave had been, except for the fact that his defenses had proven stronger than the Malakins most likely expected. He didn't bother to remind Majel about seeing to her squadron's repairs. Instead he went over, took the handset, and simply spoke, "This is Admiral Oden. Well done, Mad Dogs!" Then he handed the handset back to the communications officer and went back to sit back and relax as best he could in his command seat to await the arrival of the second wave like everyone else. 

*** 

Susan's fighter returned to the carrier. For the first time, she was able to fix a count of the other fighters around hers. She saw that there were a number of new friends who weren't returning. She put the thought out of her mind as she congratulated her crew on their work in the battle and concentrated on what would need to be checked out on landing. 

She wasn't even out of the fighter before her maintenance personnel swarmed all over the fighter. By the time her feet hit the deck, one of the engine recharger panels was off and being replaced to keep her engine fully capable of sustaining high speeds at all times. If her ship had carried hydroponics and waste recycling, she could have travelled almost anywhere in her tiny craft. But something had to be taken out to have a versatile fighter craft. The lack of those two items were the only things that kept her ship attached to the carrier.  

She also carried fewer tools for self-repair. If her craft was ever seriously damaged and had to seek out a planet to land on, there would probably be no taking off afterwards. She and her crew would be stranded there until rescued. A rescue had better take place within a week as well, because the fighter carried only enough travel rations, or Trats, to last the four crew members that long. If the fighter was unfortunate to land on a totally barren planet, they could plan on starving to death or perishing from dehydration if they weren't found inside of two weeks. 

Dining hall personnel were standing by with something fresh for her and her crew to eat and drink. Susan accepted some coffee and felt the hot liquid bring some life back into her groggy mind and sore throat. She settled down on a nearby seat as her crew was already doing and then quickly answered a few debriefing questions on the computer pads next to them. Most of the questions were multiple choice, leaving her with little to input unless something highly unusual happened and needed to be remarked about. It took less than two minutes to finish up the administrative reports on the sortie before she could let herself sit back and totally relax. The sortie light was green and turned amber a moment later, casting a glow on the work area. 

As the captain's voice came on over the intercom system, the mechanics continued their work, which was nearly complete. "All fighters will leave and form up as soon as their repairs are completed. You'll be moving to attack point Mary. That should shield you from their sensors and give you a first shot at their engines before they have a chance to know that they're even under attack. Fighter wing five is merged in with fighter wing four. Fighter wing six is merged in with fighter wing one. Fighter wing four is now under the command of Lieutenant Thompson in F45. Lieutenant Moore of F13 is to assume command of fighter wing one. You all did a swell job out there. Admiral Oden has called already and said ,'Well done, Mad Dogs,' and he's right. I'm proud of each and everyone of you. I'm sorry that some of our friends didn't make it back. You and I will all miss them. They knew their jobs and did them well. I'm sorry that they're not here to celebrate this first victory with us. Good luck to each and everyone of you. Give 'em hell! That's all for now." 

The last panel snapped back into place on the Attack Butterfly. The maintenance team moved out of the way. As soon as Susan saw the mechanics finish, she got up wearily and went to her fighter, followed by her crew. As she got into the fighter, her mind resumed running at full speed with the realization that she was now responsible for leading four other fighters into battle. Her crew got into position and the hatch clanged shut. She strapped herself in and said simply, "Launch." 

The fighter left the carrier and sped out into space. 

"This is Attack Butterfly, fighter 45. Wing four assemble on my fighter. Report in when you're in position." 

Her fighter slowly orbited the carrier. Within five minutes, the other four fighters took up position and reported in. 

"Follow me!" she said over her communications.  

Her fighter kicked into high speed and went quickly to point Mary where the fighters would be hidden from view and sensors until it was too late for the enemy to react. Once there, it would become a waiting game. 

*** 

The second enemy wave came in three lines of warships and presented a broad front. They weren't in a globe formation like the first wave was caught in. They were deliberately spreading themselves out to force the Union Navy to spread itself extra thin, giving the enemy the opportunity to concentrate fire and not the Union Navy. If the Mad Dogs kept close together to keep their own firepower concentrated, the enemy could bend its line just past them and envelop them in a cross fire. 

Dave listened to communications as Commodore Majel Remm asked for recommendations. "Tell her to charge as soon as the fighters start their sweep. Maybe we can make them get cricks in their rigid necks from trying to watch two directions at the same time." 

The communications officer repeated the instructions, chuckling some as she ended. 

Over at the pilot's seat, Sylvia was in position and ready to take part in the battle. She watched Rendall during the first battle as his maneuvers turned out to be unnecessary because the battle wandered out into deep space. She wondered if it would turn out that way again as the enemy fleet warily approached the near space of Beulah. 

*** 

Mike watched as the Ape-oid warships suddenly burst up from the planet. The guns on his destroyer opened up on them with a hail of fire while they were still trying to gain space and velocity. They were only too easy to hit as the Union Navy destroyer remained in an easy orbit that gave it a commanding view and fire zone over half the planet. 

No one was concerned that some of the shots were misses and hit whatever lay below on the planet's surface. The launch of illegal warships was an act of war by the Ape-oids and, as such, meant that everything below was fair game. The Ape-oids couldn't launch the ships fast enough to provide so many targets that some of them would gain the refuge of space by being missed by the guns of the overhead destroyers. As soon as the telltale signature of a warship was spotted rising up from any of the previously secret, hidden bases, gunfire was directed at it. 

Mike was sure that some of the misses were hitting the bases guilty of launching the ships. He watched as his gunners took careful aim and shot down warship after warship that the Ape-oids sent up. 

The count reached thirty and the Ape-oids kept coming. Any doubts that some of the officers in the old tub had about being able to hold their own were well on their way to being completely dispelled. Nothing yet had reached the safe confines of space from the planet's surface. It was an old-fashioned turkey shoot. The Ape-oids weren't even in a good position to return fire. The shooting was almost completely one way in direction. Only occasionally did Mike spot an Ape-oid ship trying to reach up with its weapons in an attempt to defend itself. Not one of those shots even came near the old destroyer. 

Time after time, he watched the wreckage of an Ape-oid ship tumble back to the planet's surface. The ships were usually engulfed in flames and spinning wildly out of control. He knew there wasn't a chance in a million that any of the Ape-oids would survive that fire and fall. It sickened Mike to think of all those brave beings trying to reach space, even if they did intend him and his people harm. Somehow it just didn't seem right or fair to shoot them while they were unable for the most part to even defend themselves. He knew that it would be a different story if his destroyer and the one on the other side of the planet had to face all those ships in a pitched space battle. Then he would be more in the mood to see everyone of the enemy die.  

"This is the captain speaking. A Navy minelayer is on her way here to seal off the planet. When she finishes, we will be escorting her to her next mission to shut down some of the approaches that the Malakins can use. Malakin forces are currently attacking our territory. One attacking wave of eighty-one warships has already been destroyed by the Mad Dogs Squadron off of Beulah within the last three hours with a loss of ten fighters and five warships. Another battle is finishing up near Echo. As soon as we eliminate the threat posed here, we will be rejoining the main defense effort in protecting the Union. Keep up the good work." 

Beulah was under attack by the Malakins? Mike wondered what in hell was going on. This seemed too coincidental now. The Ape-oids had chosen the same day and time to try to place an armed force back in space as the Malakins had picked to attack Beulah. Were only Beulah and Echo involved? Was this why only two destroyers had been sent to the Ape-oid home world of Bragh? Was the Navy concentrating its forces elsewhere to counter a threat that someone had seen coming? For the moment, Mike forgot his sympathetic feelings for the doomed Ape-oids still trying to leave the planet in spite of the overhead destroyers. 

Still, the Ape-oids continued to launch warships. Still they were doomed to destruction. 








  

Chapter 5 



Susan watched as best she could through the debris of the Malakin first wave that was primarily what made point Mary so attractive. The four wings of fighters were tucked in among the destroyed warships and hidden naturally from detection. The enemy would expect their sensors to indicate metal and ships because their first wave was mostly here to give off those readings. The location was deep enough in space that they would have plenty of maneuvering room once they emerged from cover and attacked. The Mad Dogs Squadron was partly visible just behind a moon. Doubtless, the Malakins would pass the destroyed fleet and then their sensors would pick up the Mad Dogs. If the Malakins were suspicious at all of the debris, the sensor readings they got on the Mad Dogs, once they were close enough despite the stealth technology used in Navy ships, would force the Malakins to turn their heads around to look. As soon as the Malakins moved in on the squadron, the four fighter wings would emerge to snap the Malakin heads back around again. The fighter command would rake the tail feathers of the Malakin ships so neatly lined up in nice rows and approaching in a stacked array. Not one enemy ship should be lucky enough to avoid getting hit once or twice. With luck, the fighter command could establish some early kills again and lessen the odds as they did against the first wave. 

*** 

Dave watched the three stacked rows of Malakin warships approach cautiously towards the scene of the last battle. Doubtless, they were impressed with the danger presented by man, if they hadn't been before. He wondered if they would fire a few pre-emptive shots into the debris to see if they could startle someone into moving prematurely. It's what he would have done if presented with the same situation. The Malakins didn't. 

Then Dave noticed the first change in their forward motion as they swung to present their front to the now discovered Mad Dogs Squadron. Come on, Dave thought, charge! It's time to charge with the fighters! 

Almost as if his mind was being read, the fighters suddenly emerged from the debris. They swept along the back of the rows of neatly aligned enemy warships. If ever there had been a time for sloppiness on the parts of the Malakins, that was it, but their rows were almost perfect. Not one ship was out of alignment as they presented a perfect target for the twenty fighters attacking them. Had one enemy ship been lagging just a little, half or more of the Malakin fleet might have been spared or given a few more precious moments to react. 

*** 

"Yeeeee-haaawww!" Susan shouted with a rejuvenated voice as her fighter led her wing out of cover and onto the tails of the passing Malakin warships. Immediately she was firing at the first enemy warship in her sights and scoring more hits. Around her, the other fighters were doing the same as they swept at top battle speed along the backside of the three rows of enemy craft, each of them spitting out shots from their Mark VI's. 

Reports were already being passed along furiously to the squadron on the hits and damage they were causing. Over her communications, Susan heard the Commodore announce the charge. She knew that the big boys would be mixing it up shortly with the Malakin warships. Likely, they would punch a hole through the formation and then split up into groups to take on the surviving Malakin warships from behind or wherever they saw an opportunity. 



*** 

Everette heard Commodore Majel Remm shout charge as her order was carried over the intercom while being sent to the other ships. His gunners were already firing as the ship suddenly picked up speed. It charged at the oncoming Malakins whose attention was now focused on the brave little fighters that jumped on them from behind. He had already observed from one gun position that an enemy vessel had ruptured in space and floated away from the battle. 

The first wave of Malakin ships caused only slight damage to his ship. Everette felt confident after the results of the first encounter that his squadron could defeat this enemy fleet as well, despite the earlier loss of five ships from the squadron. Just like during the first battle, someone in communications was keeping them posted on the progress of the battle. So far, three enemy ships were out of it and the fighters were only halfway along the rear of the enemy formation. Reports were still coming in fast. 

Everette felt a shudder in the ship, but the power remained on and the ship was still under control. As well, communications was still giving the score to keep everyone on board posted. Everette moved from gun station to gun station to check on his people and let them know that he cared and wasn't hiding somewhere or in a lounge drinking coffee. When he chanced to see a gun crew score a hit, he commented richly on it to the gunners, unsure if they even heard him in the excitement or not. Still, he did his best to encourage them to do their best. 

Everette reached a hatch where a red light was on. Beyond was a part of the ship that had taken a hit. He now knew where his ship had been struck. He had to make his way along the edge of the damaged area until he reached his other gunners. Everette determined that the hit had come in between gun stations.  

"Ensign Dixon reporting damage to compartment A-four-one." 

"Acknowledged, Ensign Dixon." 

He was glad that he hadn't lost any of his personnel or guns. They were all good men and women and he knew it. Most of them had asked him before what he thought of Admiral Oden and whether he had met the man. Everette had replied with pride that he had personally chatted with the admiral on no less than four occasions and even been given fishing tips by him. He even let them in on the place that the admiral had suggested he take his fiancee where Everette and she discovered that they had to undress in order to fish. The men and women had gotten a kick out of that. They seemed to like him even more when he admitted that he and his fiancee went ahead and undressed to go fishing. The men and women then seemed to open up even more to him and they were all getting along well. Somehow, none of them ever asked him if he or his fiancee managed to catch any fish. Had they asked, Everette would had shaken his head no. 

*** 

Susan's wing reached the end of the line formation of Malakin warships. She led them into a tight loop that reversed their course to rake the Malakin engines once more. Already, six enemy warships were destroyed or out of action. Quickly, the massive engines of a Malakin warship filled her sights again. She pressed the trigger, watching her shots smash into the engines, tearing them apart. Her pilot was flying by the seat of his pants as he maneuvered the Attack Butterfly into position so that Susan could aim and fire on another Malakin warship. As they worked their way back towards point Mary, Susan spotted one of their fighters drifting dead. The results hadn't been without cost, she noted. It was only a glance that she caught. There was no way for her to figure out whose wing the fighter belonged to. She only knew that it wasn't from hers. 

Her ship suddenly experienced a smacking vibration near the underside of the nose. She sensed the protective internal shields snapping into place around her and the other crew members of the Attack Butterfly. Her gun failed to respond. She looked through the clear shields at her crew only to discover that they were all dead. Susan's hands danced on the panels in front of her as she fought to take control of the fighter and get back into action. There was no response. She was heading away from the battle and unable to do anything about it. She tried her communications and only hoped that she could still transmit. She called out, "This is Attack Butterfly. Ship damaged and out of control. Next fighter in wing four lineup is now in command." Then she resumed working at the panels in front of her as she tried desperately to regain control of the fighter and return to the carrier for repairs. 

"Roger, Attack Butterfly. Good luck!" 

Susan felt a wave of relief when she picked up a reply and realized that her communications were still good. At least, the wing wouldn't be left wondering what to do next. They would continue to pound the enemy and she could concentrate on her situation. 

The tiny red flashing light came on. Susan spotted it almost immediately. She toggled a switch to shut down the engine. There was no sense in blowing herself up now, she thought. That was something she failed to spot in a simulator. She wasn't repeating that mistake out here where it was for real. Even with the engine off, Susan continued to work on shutting down the other damaged controls and feeding everything through her panel alone. 

*** 

The Mad Dogs Squadron passed through the enemy formation just after the fighters went behind the same location on their second sweep of the enemy. At point blank range, the massive guns of the Mad Dogs warships fired away at their fastest rate ever as round after round was pumped into the enemy ships. 

Even missiles were launched at the enemy warships that were too close to avoid or evade the slower missiles. The missiles were too small to be hit with any accuracy, either, as they whooshed out of their hidden tubes to careen into the nearby enemy warships and cause massive explosions within them. In a situation like this, a missile was possibly more deadly than the bolts spewed out by the Mark II's through VII's. The missile warhead carried explosives that could crush the internal bulkheads and push the air within them to create more internal pressures than the warships were built to withstand.  

It was rare for the charged-particle bolts to get a good explosion going in a warship. It had to be practically hulled into Swiss cheese before the air could be ignited into any sort of reaction other than a flash fire that lasted only moments. Usually the bolts from the Mark II's to the VII's caused a ship to lose its air supply or melted through an important part of the supporting structure. That might let the air pressure buckle part of the ship in or out depending on which part of the support was destroyed. 

Everette felt a strange vibration. A moment later he heard over the intercom that even his ship's projectile weapons were being used on the Malakins. He had to think for a moment before he even remembered those being on the dreadnoughts. Those were meant for use while on land against threats that might not be affected by the bolts and were too small or close for the missiles to be used. He realized that they were being fired with a special fitting that allowed them to be used in space. Everette wondered whose idea that had been and why they had even planned on those being usable in space. Regardless, he was glad to know that his ship was throwing everything it had at the enemy. There wasn't a single weapons system not in use as they passed through the enemy lines. 

More reports filtered over the intercom to the crew as more enemy ships were destroyed. Another Mad Dogs ship didn't make it through. It went floating on past the rear of the enemy formation as the other ships turned to take advantage of their position and use their even heavier weaponry on the Malakin engines. 

*** 

Dave watched as the Mad Dogs sliced neatly through the enemy lines. He proudly watched them go into different directions using individual initiative as they actively sought out the enemy and did their best to cause the most harm quickly and efficiently. 

A moment earlier, he had said a brief silent prayer for Lieutenant Thompson in the Attack Butterfly as she careened out of control away from the battle. He hoped she was able to either land or effect repairs. Either way, he hoped that she and her crew survived. Her spirit and intelligence were the kind needed to eventually lead the Navy. 

Already he could see that this battle was much different, but was still likely to end in a Union victory. His people and ships were ready, trained, and motivated. They were fighting with good equipment and defending their homes. They knew the area and what to do as well as when and where to do it. They knew how to work with each other as a team and individually to cause the most harm and damage. The only thing in question in Dave's mind was how much it would cost them to win their second battle inside of six hours. 

*** 

Susan slipped into her emergency space suit. It was meant for ship to ship transfers and for situations like she was in now where emergency repairs needed to be made. As soon as she double checked herself to be sure the seals were in place, she activated the equipment to take out the air from her shielded compartment. When the air was captured, the compartment shields opened automatically. 

Tethered to the fighter, Susan went to the hatch and opened it getting her first view of the damage done to her ship where debris clunked into it. Whatever it was, it had been big enough to crack the nose where her crew was and deprive them of oxygen after their shields snapped into place. They hadn't felt the agony of that, however. The initial impact had been enough to kill them by smashing their heads into the ceiling or other equipment. The underside of the nose was crushed upward into the passenger area. 

She went and picked up the few tools carried along in the fighter. It was up to her alone to find and repair what she could. For once she was glad that she had a degree in exactly what needed to be done. She was an engine specialist, something the Navy wanted. With her good health and grades, that almost assured her of acceptance into the academy. She didn't have to take a test to qualify like entrants from some other academic fields were required to take. Their specialties weren't needed by the Navy. To enter, they had to pass a test in addition to having good health, good grades, and a degree. The Navy took only the best it could get and made them better. Susan certainly felt that she was better than four years earlier. 

She pried open a crushed access panel and looked inside. There were shorts in a number of wires. Those were most likely responsible for causing problems with her taking control from her own station. She reached in and yanked some of them from their plugs, eliminating the short circuits. She clung to the various handholds and moved about the outside of the craft as she checked over the rest of the fighter. One solar panel was loose. She pressed it back into full contact. Likely, she thought, that was enough reason for the red warning light. 

*** 

Sylvia jerked the space station controls to perform a Wobble Shift when one of the Malakin destroyers, forced away from its formation, suddenly changed course and headed in her direction. Already, the gunners on board the space station were engaging the destroyer at long range while compensating as best they could for the erratic movements of the station. Sylvia had no idea that she was being observed by Admiral Oden at the moment that she decided to initiate the emergency action without instructions. She had no idea that he was beaming with pride in her initiative to protect the space station with evasive movement that made it a much harder target for the enemy gunners to hit. She didn't even notice until it went past that a fighter broke off from the battle to help out. It strafed the enemy destroyer from behind, damaging its engines and leaving the enemy destroyer out of control. 

The space station gunners continued to adjust their fire and pour shot after shot into the destroyer until it was dead. Then the dead Malakin destroyer drifted past the station toward the planet where gravity would grab hold and yank it down through the atmosphere to a crisp reality. Only when the danger was over did Sylvia relax and let Beulah Station resume a more normal course in the near space to Beulah. 

As she relaxed for a split moment, she caught sight of the admiral's beaming face directed toward her. She returned his smile before he turned back to gaze at the battle and watch its development. It was enough of a glance for her to see that he longed to be in the thick of it as he used to be. He belonged on the bridge of a dreadnought, barking out orders and taking chances. Instead, he was here with her on a slow, ineffective space station that required the help of a fighter to take out a single enemy destroyer. Sylvia could tell that the admiral was a man of action and he wasn't getting to participate in very much action. She felt sorrier for him than she had for herself the previous few days. After all, she had one of the most important jobs in the battle that was taking place. It was her job to evade enemy fire and keep the old man alive to lead more battles. 

Sylvia glanced again at the admiral and revised her thoughts about him being old. He was still under fifty, she remembered. It wouldn't be impossible nor unreasonable for him to stay in the service another forty years if he chose to do so. Then he could retire at full pay and live out his life to what was a normal expectancy of close to a hundred and fifty. However, she couldn't imagine him in some stuffy old war room in twenty more years with other old men making the decisions about how the Navy would fight future wars and what equipment was needed. He truly belonged on the deck of a warship. 

*** 

Everette felt the sharp vibration that suddenly slapped the ship harshly and caused all communications to cease. He ran to an emergency panel, took out a mobile communications device, and clipped it onto his uniform. He adjusted the headset on himself and flipped the switch on. "This is Ensign Dixon. Gun crews A1 through A9 remain in action. No new damage spotted to this section of the ship." 

Everette listened for other damage reports so that he could keep his gunners informed of what was happening. He didn't hear any other reports. He didn't even hear any response to his own report. 

"Bridge? This is Ensign Dixon. Gun crews A1 through A9 remain in action. No new damage to this section. Please acknowledge." He waited again for a response. Finally, he broadcast again. "This is Ensign Dixon, any station respond." 

"Ensign Dixon, this is Corporal Weaver at gun crew B1. We have two guns, B2 and B3, out of action. The rest are still in action, but our officer is dead." 

Everette replied, "Okay, then you're in charge there as of now. Keep me informed. All other stations, report your condition. I'm making my way to the bridge now." 

Everette worked his way through the passageways, sometimes detouring to avoid damaged compartments. He was a third of the way to the bridge when another damage report came through. 

"This is Private Mann from the Dining Hall. The bridge is sealed off from access. I looked through the observation port just now, sir. It's all blown to hell and back. What should I do with the stuff I have for the bridge?" 

Everette listened and replied calmly, "This is Ensign Dixon. Okay, Private Mann, take what you have back to the gun crews after you take another look at the bridge for me. Are you sure it's destroyed?" 

Private Mann replied, "Yes sir. I'm looking through the port right now. The entire area is open to space. I don't see anyone piloting the ship. Just dead bodies strapped to their seats." 

"Very good, Private. You can now go on about your new instructions I gave you. This is Ensign Dixon to all ship's stations. Effective now, I am assuming command of the ship. All emergency bridge crew members are to report to the auxiliary bridge and meet with me there. As soon as you arrive, patch me through to the rest of the squadron. Gunners, keep up the good work! Everyone keep damage reports coming to me as you find it." 

Everette cleared his head and wondered how it was that he was the only officer left alive on the ship. It was too improbable to happen. Yet it had just happened to him. He was in command of a dreadnought, something that shouldn't have happened for years and several promotions. 

*** 

"Admiral, there's still no response from Commodore Remm. The America is still heading away from the other ships of the squadron." 

"Thank you," Dave said solemnly, knowing that the ship must have taken a hit at or near the bridge or been hulled. Both possibilities were serious and only one condition was recoverable. Either way, it was likely that his dear friends Majel Remm and Mike Andor were dead along with some other people he knew well who were also aboard that ship. 

*** 

Everette raced through the intact passageways of the America to reach the auxiliary bridge. It was already open and being placed into operation by several enlisted personnel who barely beat him to it. As he came inside and clanged the hatch shut, one of the enlisted personnel shouted, "You've got communications again!" 

"This is Ensign Dixon in command of the America to all other Mad Dogs Squadron ships. Continue on your present actions. We will rejoin the fight as soon as we make sufficient repairs. Good luck to you and god bless you all!" 

*** 

"Did I hear that right?" asked Dave to the communications officer. 

"I'm not sure, but I thought he said he was an ensign," she replied. 

Dave responded, "So did I and I assigned him to that ship. What a hell of a way to get command. Patch me into him. He might need some advice." 

"Right away, sir." 

"This is Admiral Oden to the America." 

"Commander, the admiral wants to talk to you," one of the enlisted personnel said to Everette. 

Everette gulped and nodded. He wondered if the admiral was going to try to command the ship remotely. He hadn't yet taken a seat in the commander's chair. Instead, he flipped the switch and held the headset next to his ear, having already removed the mobile headset with its limited capability. "Ensign Dixon, sir." 

"Captain Dixon," Dave emphasized, "I hope you're sitting down in that chair now. If not, seat yourself there and take a deep breath. You're in command of a dreadnought and you've got the lives of the men and women on board her in your hands. They're in good hands, otherwise I wouldn't have assigned you to a ship that I knew was going into combat. From now on, you're to be addressed as captain because you are the captain of the America. Have you taken that deep breath yet?" 

"Yes, Admiral Oden, sir." 

Dave said, "Lesson two, you don't have to use so many sirs from now on. Keep yourself relaxed and concentrate on what you know needs to be done. Do you have damage reports coming in to you?" 

"Yes, sir." 

"That's good. Now as fellow ship commanders, we can talk more casually. Just refer to me as Dave. I'll refer to you as Everette." 

"You remember my name?" asked Ensign Dixon. 

"Okay, Everette. How's the damage situation?" asked Dave. 

Everette replied, "Most of our weapons are still functional. We're about five minutes away from regaining steering control. Then we'll be rejoining the battle." 

Dave said, "Very good, Everette. You're doing a splendid job. Keep it up and give your people a hearty well done. Call me if you have any questions. For now, enjoy the responsibility of command and go get 'em when you're ready. Good luck, Captain Dixon. I'll let you get back to work now."  

Everette blinked his eyes for a moment as he realized that the Admiral was leaving him with the ball he picked up. The decisions were all his to make and it scared him. He finally took a second deep breath while more reports of damage came to him. 

"Got steering back!" one enlisted man shouted. 

"Great! Navigation, plot a course for us to rejoin the battle. I imagine they'll be glad to see our ugly hide again!" Captain Dixon exclaimed. "Engage when ready! Let me know when we're back on course for the battle." 

Two minutes later, the navigator shouted, "We're on our way!" 

There was a cheer from the emergency bridge crew. 

Captain Dixon stated calmly, "Okay, pipe me into the rest of the ship. We have business to take care of." 

Seconds later, the communications officer said, "You're on!" 

"This is Captain Dixon to the crew of the America. We are currently operating from the auxiliary bridge. The main bridge has been destroyed and the other officers of the ship have been killed. We have re-established communications and steering. The rest of the ship is still intact, clear evidence that it was built by people who care and know how to build ships right, especially this dreadnought. We are back on course to rejoin the squadron and fulfill our share of the fighting. You have all done well. That is a direct quote from Admiral Oden. He wishes us luck and suggests that we go get 'em. I like that suggestion, so we're going back to do just that. Good luck to each and everyone of you. I can only add, heaven help the Malakins 'cause now we're pissed! Battle stations!" 

The America moved back on course to rejoin the fray and soon went ahead at near top battle speed. As soon as it was again at maximum range, its guns fired again at the closest enemy targets, perhaps surprising some of them into thinking that there were reinforcements arriving on the human side. Captain Dixon received the welcome home messages from the other ships of the squadron while he continued monitoring the status of his ship. He had quite a load of responsibilities laid out in front of him. He was already setting repair priorities for work crews who were patching up the ship as best they could even as they went back into battle. 

*** 

Dave watched as the America came back into view and re-entered the battle with most of her guns blazing. He listened to the communications from the other ships to the America and heard Everette's responses to them. Whatever confidence Everette might not have shown before at the academy, it wasn't apparent now that he ever lacked it. Dave couldn't help but catch snatches of conversation as an inexperienced command officer made and gave decisions to his crew like a pro while he kept up his communications with the rest of the squadron. 

With the re-entry of the America, the battle was brought back to almost even. The initial surprise of the quick charge of fighters followed by the quick charge of the squadron had ripped apart the enemy fleet. The enemy fleet was left highly vulnerable to further exploitation, something the Mad Dogs were fully capable of and were doing. Dave could see that the battle would end much sooner than the one with the first wave of enemy ships despite the loss of five more squadron ships already. Dave was very glad that the dreadnought America hadn't made it six. 

Some of the fighters limped back to the carrier Terra for repairs. Others floated desolately about space, their crews dead heroes to be honored later. Half of the fighters that attacked the second wave of enemy ships were still active and doing their part at close range with their Mark VI guns. 

The admiral wondered if they would be enough to take on the next wave of Malakins. He knew his men and women were tired. Their ships were damaged and leaking. Except for a few fighters, only two Union participants, the carrier and the space station, hadn't suffered hits yet. The carrier was being held back on Dave's orders to give the fighters a place to land besides on Beulah as well as provide a rear guard against encirclement for the rest of the squadron. Beulah Station with its sophisticated electronics kept their communications unjammed and took a few pot shots of its own whenever possible. Dave was glad that the Malakins didn't know that the weakest vessel in space was the most important. Had they known, they might have decided to fight nearer to Beulah in hopes of destroying the space station. So far none of the Malakin ships noticed that the space station was constantly positioning itself to maintain communications with the squadron opposing them and the planet they defended. 

Dave overheard the communications officer passing on a message. "Three enemy dreadnoughts converging on the America." 

*** 

"Three dreadnought class vessels coming our way!" 

Everette nodded and replied calmly, "Steer us a course into the middle of them. All gun stations, prepare for point blank firing. Activate all missiles and projectile weapons! Pilot, charge!" 

The America didn't feel like it was moving faster, but it was. Everette watched the screen that provided him with the view of space around his ship. It was divided into partitions that each presented different views. One was a forward view. He could easily see the three huge vessels making their way towards his with the intention of finishing what they tried to do before. Instead of running or turning, Everette charged them to offset their timing. If he was lucky, he might have just a nanosecond edge on them when the firing got to be its most intense. 

*** 

Susan was back inside the fighter. She checked over her control panel. Some of the functions were now back to normal, but not all. She could see that she still had work to do. She went back outside and poked around in the engine compartment to find the problem with what little she had to fix it with. She eventually had to stop and return to the cabin, take the air tank from another space suit, and connect it to her suit in place of the one she almost expended. Then she went back outside the fighter, edging her way along the sleek sides of the tiny craft to the engine panels. 

Without analyzing equipment, she was operating more on self-confidence and self-knowledge of what made the engines work and what the symptoms were when something didn't work right. She traced several leads and found one that was nearly severed. Only the tiny hole in the hull betrayed its presence. She worked with wire torn from the nose to repair that lead. Again, she returned to the cabin to check the controls. 

That time, another control was back in operation. Susan smiled. For once, she wasn't covered in soot and grease on her hands, arms, and face. Almost none of it had been able to adhere to her suit. She wondered why she hadn't thought before to perform some of her work in such a suit. There were still two more critical controls she needed fixed before she could reverse course and return to the carrier. Susan returned outside the fighter cabin to find the problems with those last two controls. 

*** 

The three enemy dreadnoughts came rushing into view, crowding themselves out of the view on Everette's panel. All over the ship, his gunners were pouring everything they had into the oncoming behemoths with the ferocity of mad dogs. There were more vibrations throughout the ship as the enemy gunners found the range and velocity of their target and returned fire back at the America. The screen flared as missiles slugged their way past them to reach out and slap at the offending titans. Round after round of shots leaped out among the four ships as they exchanged fire, creating a mosaic of patterns that made the four ships appear to be connected to each other when seen by a far off observer. 

Then the three enemy dreadnoughts went past the America. All three enemy ships were silent and floating off without control into deep space to rest for eternity.  

The America emerged on the other side with only one gun still firing. Everywhere else, there were holes throughout the vessel. There was no control over it. Its engines were silent and without steering. Without a suitable target to shoot at anymore, the one gun stilled its own voice and waited for whatever was to happen to come about. The one gun moved its turret about in search of the enemy, but there were no more enemies within its reach. 

*** 

"The America isn't answering any calls again," the communications officer stated. 

Dave asked, "What about the three dreadnoughts they were facing?" 

"All three are silent and headed out into deep space. They appear to be destroyed," she replied after talking with a ship much closer to the action than she was. 

Dave nodded and wondered if Captain Dixon's young career was over so soon. He knew that the battle only had a few more minutes to go at best. The Mad Dogs were winning at a cost they could ill afford. Already it appeared as if they were short six more ships. Could nineteen of them hold off another eighty-one enemy ships? Somehow, Dave doubted they could in their current condition. He was considering having them fall back as soon as the current threat was dispatched. They were already in the mop up phase of the battle where they were concentrating their firepower on the few remaining enemy ships. Reports continued to come in every second as ships reported their conditions. The carrier reported on how soon some of the damaged fighters would be repaired. 

Dave ordered, "Shirley, have one of your regular pilots take the station's fighter over to the carrier. Give it to a crew there. They need it more than we do. The pilot can remain there for the time being. Have another pilot go around in one of the shuttles to check on any of our dead ships to pick up survivors. If any survivors are found, give them a choice of joining the rest of their squadron on another ship or going to Beulah. They've got just enough time to accomplish that before the next wave is due to hit." 

Dave realized that he was scraping the bottom of the barrel by giving away their only fighter, but it was needed to bolster the defense and the carrier had better fighter crews on board. 

Shirley went about giving instructions without argument or questioning Dave's authority to give away her only attack craft. She knew as well as he that it could be put to better use by the carrier fighter crews. 

Within minutes, the single fighter from the space station leapt away. It raced towards the carrier Terra so that it could take part in the next expected defense with an experienced fighter crew. Behind it, one of the shuttles zoomed away toward the drifting hulks of Union Navy ships in hope of finding survivors. 

*** 

Susan found one of her two remaining problems and worked at fixing it. Each minute she was away from the battle was another minute of travel back. She was more concerned, however, about finding the problems before her oxygen tanks gave out. She was on the third already. If she didn't find the problems before the tanks gave out, she would have to ride it out inside the craft and hope that someone was sent after her or that she happened to cross in front of someone who could help. 

*** 

Captain George Clark wished that they could have interceded on Beulah's behalf and taken on some of the Malakin ships from long range. By now, he was sure the Malakins weren't going to observe diplomatic protocols or immunity. Doubtless, the diplomats would be either under house arrest or in a prison somewhere. Then again, they might also be undergoing interrogation. By now, the Malakins also knew that their surprise attack wasn't a surprise at all. George had seen three waves of warships and troop carriers going off in the direction of Beulah. Long range sensors had picked up just the edge of two other waves going somewhere else. As the Rust Bucket got closer to Malak, it became more and more evident that the Malakins were pushing for a quick victory. Evidently they hadn't enough information on Admiral Oden or the Union Navy to realize that he wouldn't be kept pent up in the Space Academy during a war. It was simply the best place for him to be during peace. There, he could continue to influence the new crops of officers and the entire Navy for its own good. Anywhere else in the Navy would have limited his usefulness to a small group that would perform exceptionally while the rest of the Navy performed almost as poorly as it did at the start of the Ape-oids War. It wasn't at all surprising to George that Dave quickly figured that out for himself and accepted the command when it was offered at the conclusion of the Ape-oids War. Dave only needed a friend to act as a sounding board for a few minutes to crystallize his own feelings and thoughts. From there, it had been full speed ahead as with everything that Dave did. 

George wondered just how much enemy activity the Rust Bucket would encounter near and around Malak. He wasn't particularly worried about what the Malakins might have. He was more concerned with recovering the people he was to pick up. 

*** 

Sylvia found herself being transferred out as soon as she came off shift. Sergeant Rendall was rested up and ready to resume piloting. Within five minutes of being relieved, she was in another shuttle on her way to Echo. She barely had time to express her thanks for the assignment and to wish everyone luck in facing the third offensive wave. 

*** 

Dave went to the communications board and picked up one of the handsets. He made a private call and was smiling when he finished. He wasn't letting anyone in on his plans just yet, but his smile was enough to instill confidence in the personnel around him about the outcome of the next battle. 








  







 

Chapter 6




Mike listened to the reports while his ship continued to pound away at the Ape-oids who just weren't giving up yet. Only one Ape-oid ship even attained space and was promptly hulled with almost every gun targeted on it. Now that one ship drifted in silent orbit around the planet while other Ape-oid ships continued to rise up and then crash to the surface. 

Captain Kyle Kruler spoke over the intercom, "Attention all hands. Navy mine layer is coming into our area and will commence operations shortly. Remember, she's on our side, so keep your attention on the Ape-oids. As soon as the mine field is in place, we will accompany her to our next mission. That is all." 

*** 

The shuttle sped back to the space station after having found only one man alive on the drifting ships it visited. The man stayed at his post on the America
because he insisted his ship wasn't dead.  He had stated to the shuttle crew that if anything came in range, his gun was still fully operable and he could sizzle them when they least expected it. 

*** 

On board the Terra, the Beulah Station's fighter was welcomed with open arms and deep gratitude from a crew whose fighter wasn't going to be ready in time. They hurriedly checked out the new, almost unused fighter and settled down into it. Minutes later, they were in space again and assembling with the other remaining fighters to hide at point Mary once again. 

The fighters were well hidden and waited patiently among the dead hulks of Malakin warships. They knew they were good and could win. They had already proven it twice and were eager to prove it again, even if there were only twelve of them divided into three wings of four fighters each. 

*** 

Susan grinned to herself as she found the last problem and fixed it. She made her way cautiously into the cabin and shut the hatch. Finally, she untethered herself and stowed away the tether so that it wouldn't foul up anything. Susan stepped into her command station and sat down. She tried the controls and was pleased with the response. She slapped one switch to activate the internal protective screens so that she could have fresh air to breathe again instead of the stale oxygen from the tank on her suit. As soon as she had an atmosphere to breathe again, she shut off the air tank while taking off the suit. She stowed it out of the way as well to give herself plenty of room. 

Susan was ready. She took a quick reading on the stars and then fired up the engines. They started without problem and responded to her touch. She steered a gentle curve back towards Beulah and her squadron. She set her course and put the fighter on autopilot before finally giving herself a rest. A quick glance at the instruments on the panel indicated that everything was functioning again. She hoped that it would continue to function until she got back. Susan glanced at the time and calculated when she would get back. Based on her calculations, she figured that she might even get back in time to rejoin the battle. There wasn't any doubt in her mind that her squadron was still fighting off the Malakins. Her squadron wouldn't run. Of that she was sure. 

She opened up some rations and ate to restore some of her used up energy. A quick drink helped her mouth function better as she picked up the handset to call back in and report. A quick look at the radar panel convinced her that it was a waste of effort to call on her craft's short range communications. She was too far away. They wouldn't be able to hear her call, not for another hour. She set down the handset and continued to eat. 

*** 

The Malakin fleet came in three segments this time. Evidently they expected the Navy to be wiped out and headed at top battle speed for Beulah. Hot on their heels, the fighters came out of their hiding places.  

One destroyer peeled off from the plate-like formation towards the space station. The Mad Dogs Squadron reacted appropriately as soon as they realized that this force was intent on dealing with Beulah, itself. Captain Parker, on the remaining dreadnought, led the force after the passing Malakins who he was sure had to have seen them. 

Sergeant Rendall jerked the controls and spun the space station into a Wobble Shift as the destroyer bore down on them. The defensive guns of the station were already in action, scoring hits on the approaching destroyer. 

Admiral Oden observed the behavior of the Malakins and the profiles of the various ships. This wave was different. It took him but a few seconds to make out that two-thirds of the wave of incoming Malakin ships were transports. 

"Patch me through to Captain Parker," Dave said to the communications officer. He then said to Captain Parker, "Parker, concentrate on the first third. The other two-thirds are transports. We'll go after them." 

 "Okay, Admiral. Can do," Parker replied. A moment later, Captain Parker was instructing most of the squadron to concentrate on the warships. 

The troop ships spread out. Some headed for the back side of the planet. Others were going in directly below where most of the action was occurring. Sergeant Rendall did his best to both avoid the oncoming destroyer and pursue the transports.  

A fighter peeled off from the fighter command and sped over to take a T-shot on the offending destroyer, knocking out the destroyer's engines. As the gunners on the space station continued to shoot at the destroyer, now unable to maneuver, their shots were telling. They picked off the enemy destroyer's guns and left it fully helpless and adrift in space. Then they concentrated on the few transports that were within their weapons' reach. 

Dave quietly observed the battle shaping up into a general melee with ships moving about in every direction. This group of Malakin ships was superior to those in the first two waves. These had better gunners and more independence of action. That had to be why they were with the transports, Dave mused to himself. These were elite naval units of Malak. He watched as Captain Parker's ship managed to get and destroy two of the Malakin dreadnoughts only to be shot in the ass and disabled by a third Malakin dreadnought. The remaining cruisers were both having a time with the enemy cruisers. This battle was more in doubt than Dave had figured on. 

"Shirley, have your gunners help out with the warships. Those are elite naval units." He turned to the communications officer and held his hand out. He was handed a headset. He spoke into it and said simply, "Send them now." 

*** 

Four ships lifted up from the planet's surface in a display that showed that each and everyone of them had legs. Each of them was rust colored and sprouted guns once they reached space. They moved in a tight formation and rocketed into the melee without the slightest hesitation. 

Around the Mad Dogs Squadron, there was sudden revived hope as the Thurman, Theodore, Edmund, and William joined in the fray with their guns blazing at every Malakin vessel in sight and range. The sudden reinforcements threw off the Malakin assault for a moment as communications were jammed for a brief moment with cheers for the old Rust Buckets. 

With their guns blazing, they showed that their engines not only had kick, but they had bite as well. They concentrated their fire on enemy ships as a team and coolly dispatched one cruiser before moving on to tackle a destroyer. Guns that weren't facing the enemy warships took shots at targets of opportunity whenever a Malakin transport or warship came within range. The fighting spirit of the Mad Dogs Squadron was heightened to new limits as they renewed their energies in fighting off the Malakin invasion force. 

On one side of the main battle area, the carrier Terra was busy fighting as it chased after transports and used its heavy guns to rip through them. The space station was busy on the other side of the battle area, firing mostly at the Malakin warships and occasionally at the transports when a warship wasn't in range or sight. Still, it was a pitched battle with neither side able to use or take advantage of any massive formation. Almost every ship on both sides was conducting battles on its own, seeking out its own targets to destroy. 

Beulah Station rocked suddenly. Sergeant Rendall pulled away from the battle as best he could pilot the damaged space station. "Sorry, admiral, but she won't hold together for anymore risky maneuvers and still fight. We're going to have to pull back and let the heavies handle it now." 

Dave nodded as Rendall nursed the wounded space station away from the battle even as its gunners continued to fire. There were no more efforts on Rendall's part to perform wild movements that might finish tearing up the station. Gradually, Beulah Station pulled away from the battle to a position out of immediate danger. 

*** 

Susan daydreamed as her fighter returned along the course she had been out of control on. The fighter was still operating normally and moving at near top speed. She daydreamed of a time in the woods at age sixteen when she gave herself for the first time to a boy she had known for over a year. He was the typical youth with the looks of several movie stars all rolled into one and a personality that said he could be trusted in everything. He was gentle and caring, she remembered. Somehow, they each sensed that the time was right and slowly unbuttoned each other's clothes. When they each finished taking off their own clothes, he had been chivalrous in placing some of his on the ground for her to lie upon. 

Susan remembered just how much she had wanted him then and wondered why she hadn't ever married him afterwards. Somehow, settling down hadn't been for her. She wanted adventure and excitement, not a house with a yard and kids, exciting as those usually turned out to be in their own way. Now she had everything she wanted. She had adventure and excitement to the max. 

She went back to thinking of him, remembering how he first felt inside her. The feeling was so natural, thrilling, and exciting. That was partly it, she realized. She gave herself to him for the excitement. And oh, he was exciting to have. His energy filled her and threatened to overwhelm her, but she stayed the course that time and finished to feel satisfied with her first performance. There were a few other times later, but none ever compared with that first time. 

*** 

Mike watched the mine layer in action as it seeded the near reaches of space around the Ape-oids' planet with mines which would seek out any vessel without a responder. Already, there were fewer Ape-oid ships attempting to gain space from the planet's surface. He wondered if the Ape-oids were nearly out of ships or rethinking their predicament? It didn't matter which it was to him. He only knew that he was glad it was nearly over and they would be going on another mission soon. 








  

Chapter 7 



On the surface of Beulah, the cadet ensigns were ready for the enemy landings to happen. They were spread out among the key installations with their weapons. 

Cadet Ensign Tall wondered why she was in charge of a group instead of the instructor. Almost all eyes were on her as they waited for the Malakins to land. She gripped the radio that she would use to communicate with the other ground elements. Whatever happened, she knew that huge stakes were riding on her. The radio sparked to life. Tall almost dropped it after hours of waiting and waiting. "Malakin transport getting through. Settling down near the repair yards." 

She relaxed since that wasn't in her sector. Of course, her combat group could be called on for assistance which she would readily agree to give. 

*** 

Cadet Ensign Nape watched the transport land and open up. His force was all ready to fire on the Malakin soldiers when they emerged. They didn't. Instead, three ghastly robots came out instead. It was something that no one had foreseen. Hurriedly, he grabbed his radio handset and notified all the other ground combat units. He called out, "The Malakins are deploying robots! Three to a transport! Over." 

Nape glanced at the instructor who was standing away from him. He wondered what the instructor thought of his performance. The glare on the instructor's face seemed to be trying to tell him something. What was he forgetting to do? He thought hard as he turned away from the instructor's stare. Then it occurred to him. 

"Attack!" he hollered. 

Had he glanced back, he would have seen a grinning instructor instead. 

"Spread out and hit them from all sides! Keep to cover and watch your buddies!" he hollered before he, too, raised his weapon and fired at the huge robots that moved slowly along the ground. 

On another channel, the instructor whispered comments to the other instructors. "The robots are slow moving. Could be because they were produced in a lighter gravity. Maybe the Malakins didn't think this one through fully. They still appear to be highly dangerous. So far they haven't fired … Shit! They're heavily armed. I just lost three cadets from that blast. The cadets' weapons don't seem to be damaging them. The robots must be armored like tanks. I'm having Nape pull his troops back." 

"Ensign Nape!" the instructor hollered. 

Nape glanced back and caught the hand signal indicating he was to have his cadets pull back. Amid the firing, Nape shouted, "Pull back! Pull back! Withdraw!" Ensign Nape glanced back at the instructor and caught the next hand signal and signaled that he understood. "Fall back to the heavy weapons cache! Fall back! Keep it orderly! Help the wounded along! Pull back!" 

*** 

Sergeant Delgado accepted the news of armored robot warriors with some concern. She hadn't thought of anything like that. She planned on the possibility of the enemy using tanks. That was why there were heavy weapons within easy reach of each of the cadet combat groups. She passed on the word for all the cadet groups to arm themselves with the heavier weapons. There wasn't anyway that she was going to see them slaughtered by something they couldn't fight without those weapons. 

*** 

Ensign Tall couldn't believe her eyes a moment later when she caught the hand signal from the instructor telling her to take her cadets to the heavy weapons cache and arm themselves. She acknowledged his signal, thankful that the instructors were still helping out from the sidelines. Then she stood up and said, "Everyone head for the heavy weapons cache. Keep it orderly and quiet." 

As she passed the instructor, he walked with her and whispered, "The transports are carrying robot soldiers, three to the can. Sidearms aren't effective. Take every heavy weapon that your group can handle. Then proceed to the repair yards." 

She nodded and continued to lead her group. They reached their weapons cache within two minutes and opened the crates. The cadets picked up laser rifles, sonic disruptors, flame throwers, hand held rocket launchers, and anti-tank mines. Within minutes, they were being led towards the repair yards, so vital to keeping the Navy squadrons in action. Their long workouts with full packs in the outdoors prepared them for carrying the heavy loads now critical to their own survival as well as completion of their mission. There was no moaning or bitching about how heavy the weapons were in the heavier gravity of Beulah. They hefted up those weapons and made good progress to their next position. 

*** 

Susan spotted the blinking red light. She heard the tingling alarm that accompanied it. She didn't really have to look to know that particular alarm's meaning. Her atmosphere was leaking out somewhere. Efficiently, she took her space suit out of the locker again and put it back on. She kept the helmet ready to don when the atmosphere got worse. Susan knew that she couldn't last long enough with only the air in the suit tank to get back to the battle. She would have to take the risk of being alert enough still to put it on when her cabin atmosphere became dangerously low. 

*** 

The gunner left on board the America waited until the transport was in close range before he sizzled the transport engines with his heavy weapon. The engines were damaged enough that the transport went out of control and down towards the planet's surface. It would burn up before it reached the ground. He smiled to himself and remained vigilant for another target of opportunity. His ship wasn't out of action yet by his accounting. 

Five minutes later, he scorched the tail feathers of another transport and watched it float harmlessly beside his ship in space where it could do no harm. He wished it had gone screaming down to the planet's surface so that he could have a wider range of fire. However, there was nothing he could do about that now. 

*** 

The minutes ticked by. Susan kept herself inactive and relaxed so that she wouldn't use up much of what she had of the air in her cabin. Her mind calculated that it would be a very close call for her to get back into action. Even then, she wouldn't have long. More likely, she thought, she would have to streak quickly across the battle area, taking whatever shots she could while hurrying to land on the carrier. With her top notch maintenance personnel to do the necessary work, she was confident that she could return to the battle in less than two minutes after landing. She might even have enough time to pick up some replacement crew members from another fighter crew without a fighter. She remained optimistic about what would be. Susan had to be, otherwise why bother with all the work she had already performed? 

*** 

Ensign Nape looked at the slow moving, fighting robot, flanked now by the other two from the same transport. His cadets were armed now with heavy weapons and were well hidden. They waited for the robots to stray into the mine field. Nape remembered his lessons well. Never tackle the enemy head on when the enemy is stronger. Nip at the ankles and hit from behind. Nape figured the mines were definitely nipping at the ankles. He hoped the mines were powerful enough to stop the robots. He wasn't worried about whether the robots were destroyed or not, only whether they were immobilized. If the robots were immobilized away from any vital areas, then the robots were useless regardless of whether they could still fire their weapons. 

The robots stopped. Nape caught his breath. He wasn't sure, but the lead robot appeared to be looking at the mines, even though the mines were well hidden. Nape waited for what seemed like hours, though it was only a second, for the robots to continue on. Then the lead robot strode forward and triggered a pair of the mines. It fell to the ground, minus one vital supporting leg to move on. It churned away in its efforts to move and only moved about slowly in a tight circle. The flanking robots walked wide around the damaged robot. There hadn't been time to place a very wide mine field. They each somehow managed to go wide enough to miss the remaining mines. 

"Fire!" Nape roared out while pressing the trigger of his own rocket launcher. 

Around him, other cadets fired their heavy weapons a mere fraction of a second behind his firing. Rockets leapt out from their hidden positions at the two enemy robots. Flame throwers covered the robots with burning liquid only moments later as the rockets impacted on the robots. One robot went down in the initial volley, broken completely where its supporting legs met the main body. The other continued to move forward and return fire. 

Nape reloaded his launcher coolly and efficiently before sighting in again on the remaining robot. The robot fired back along the track of the burning liquid spurting from the flame thrower. It was only a moment after that when the robot found its target and the cadet died. Nape fired at the robot. He saw his round lodge without exploding into the firing mechanism that the robot had just used. Nape had fired at the legs. Quickly, Nape reloaded again. As he fired his third rocket in what was almost a volley of rockets from other cadets, the robot tried to return fire at some more of them and blew off part of an arm. The damage done by the self-explosion did more harm to the robot than all their rockets to that time. Half of the interior workings of the robot were exposed. Nape reloaded, intending on firing again when the third robot fell to the ground. A ragged cheer went up from the cadets. Nape lowered his launcher and then remembered he was in charge. 

He ordered, "Okay, tend to the wounded! Get them away from the robots! Hustle! Hustle!" 

*** 

Susan was to the point where she was unbuttoning her boyfriend's clothes. She struggled, but she couldn't seem to find the buttons. Where were they? Was his shirt using a zipper or a self-sealer? She couldn't remember those on his clothing. Susan struggled to figure out why she couldn't unbutton her boyfriend's clothes. She tried to remember, but she couldn't. It couldn't have been that difficult, she realized. Something was wrong! 

*** 

Ensign Tall heard the reports from the ground battle. She quickly advised her group on where to aim at to disable the robots quickly. The flame throwers were hidden away again as they were useless and more of a menace to her people. Then her group moved on. 

*** 

The gunner on the America watched as the enemy destroyer moved almost behind the disabled transport and out of range. He mumbled to himself, "C'mon, move some more behind that transport for me like a good boy. C'mon, that's the way. Won't take me long to give you a trim." 

He clipped the engines of the enemy destroyer at the last possible moment so that it couldn't return fire because of the blocking transport.  

"Gotcha!" 

A moment later, he watched as the suddenly out of control destroyer rammed into the transport. 

He said to himself, "Now while you can't see me, it's my turn to cut loose." 

He went ahead and fired at the transport with the intention of burning a hole through it until he reached the destroyer. It would never know what hit it. However, the enemy destroyer's impact ruptured the transport, releasing the cargo of three, still-functional robots into space. The robots reacted against the destroyer, perhaps thinking that it was the enemy. Their fire at point blank range hulled the enemy destroyer before the America's gunner could. He satisfied himself with destroying the three robots, instead. Then he laughed as he thought about how the enemy unwittingly helped him. 

*** 

Susan thought, maybe she was supposed to be dressing her boyfriend. That had to be it! They had made love already! She was supposed to be helping him dress! What was it that he wanted put on? She thought hard and reached around to find out what she hadn't put on him yet. 

*** 

Ensign Tall's group came up quietly behind three advancing robots and fired in a volley that was well timed and executed. All three of the robots fell from their shots. One blew up on impact and did more damage to the other two. She glanced around to see a broad smile on the instructor's face. Then she signaled a well done to her group and for them to continue on to their defensive positions. She had time to catch sight of smiles on her fellow cadets' faces before moving out. 

*** 

Susan's hands found something. Was this what she was supposed to put on her boyfriend? It didn't feel like any of his clothing. Maybe it was hers. She tried to remember where she wore it. 

*** 

Dave observed the lone gunner left on the America as he ambushed the enemy ships. Dave made a mental note to try to meet him. That was the kind of daring and courage that deserved reward and encouragement. It might not be much that Dave could offer, but Dave knew that a few kind words could go a long way. 








  

Chapter 8 



 Captain George Clark had watched the enemy ships go by and wondered if even that was too many for Admiral Oden to handle. It wouldn't be like the Ape-oids War where Dave was able to move about and cause the enemy to make mistakes. In this situation, Dave was going to be tied down and fighting with one arm behind his back. Perhaps Dave's only advantage was that he had a Navy he could count on. George hoped that was enough. George had problems enough of his own. 

The planet of Malak was nearer and the war was on. It would be up to Captain Marble to get them onto the planet and back off again before the Malakins could react. If there were ships on sentry duty, then she would likely have to destroy those first. With the kind of force which was sent against Beulah, George wondered how much of a defensive force she would have to break through? 

*** 

Dave watched in fascination as a bunch of Navy destroyers formed up and charged at two enemy cruisers. Their combined firepower was crushing as the enemy cruisers were kept busy with too many targets to concentrate their massive firepower on. Dave was proud of them for thinking on their feet and solving their problem. As soon as the two enemy cruisers became silent at the cost of one destroyer, the other destroyers took off after an enemy dreadnought. Dave watched them chase it out of sight. 

*** 

Susan felt the helmet snap into place and activate the oxygen tank. Her head started to clear slowly. She vaguely remembered what she was dreaming and, almost with a start, what had transpired. She blinked her eyes and shook her head to speed up the clearing. Then she reached over to the panel and flipped several switches. 

"This is Attack Butterfly. Running low on oxygen. I may be coming in hot and unconscious when I arrive. If I'm unconscious, I guess you'll have to fight without me. Otherwise, deal me in again." 

She listened for a reply. A voice, broken but directed at her replied, "Plea-- --peat ----age. --- are ----king --." 

Susan called back, "This is Attack Butterfly. I'm running low on oxygen and might not be conscious when I arrive." 

"Did you say --tack Butter---?" 

Susan called, "Affirmative. Attack Butterfly. Running low on oxygen. May not be conscious when I arrive." 

The distance was steadily decreasing. 

*** 

Dave listened to the conversation, garbled as it was. He attempted to fill in the gaps as the communications officer was doing. He reached the same conclusions. Lieutenant Thompson was on her way back. Evidently, he thought, she repaired her fighter and regained control of it. Not many fighter commanders could do that, he knew.  

Dave wanted to send the carrier out to meet the lieutenant, but it was needed more by Beulah as it continued to help the squadron engage the enemy ships. More than before, he wished her luck and said another silent prayer for her. 

*** 

"I understand you now, Attack Butterfly. Your carrier is chasing down transports on the other side of Beulah. Do you copy?" 

Susan replied, "Roger, I copy. Glad to be almost back." 

Susan wondered if she would be able to find her fighter-carrier if it was busy destroying enemy transports. Her situation was already touch and go. Now it was going to be a little bit trickier. She concentrated on using as little oxygen as possible while trying to think of a way to improve her situation. 

*** 

Mike watched as the mines took over the job that his destroyer had been doing. The mine layer ship was nearly finished with the entire planet. Soon, they would be going elsewhere. 

*** 

It didn't take long for the robots to learn about mines and use their sensors to ferret out the cadets in their hiding places. All the cadet groups were slowly forced to fall back as the robots supported each other more and more. 

Ensign Tall and her group reached the marked highway. A hover approached and she flagged it down. "I need your hover. Sorry, but you'll have to walk or wait for another to come by," she said to the driver. 

"Oh? I can drive those wounded people to a hospital, if that's what you need it for," he offered. 

She replied, "No. We need it to attack with. If we don't stop the robots, they'll get to the shipyards and destroy the naval base. Get out, please." 

"But…" 

Her stern looks left no choice for the driver. The taut features, smeared with the blood of some of her classmates from where she had helped carry some of them, revealed a hardness few would have expected possible in her a few days earlier. She didn't know she had that hardness, either, but she was using it now. The driver got out of the hover. Ensign Tall motioned to another classmate to get in the driver's seat. Emily got in beside him and motioned two others to get in the back. They readied their rocket launchers as the hover sped off towards the oncoming robots as soon as Emily gave the new driver the signal. 

The man watched the four cadets go off to do battle in a hover with several Malakin robots. Then he walked back down the roadway by himself. 

As soon as they were in the clear and had a shot at the robots, Emily aimed and fired her rocket launcher. The hover swivelled and jerked about as it quickly dodged the return fire. As it moved away from the robots, the two cadets in the back seat fired their launchers while Emily reloaded hers in the front. The cadet driver moved the hover in skillfully and close so that the three cadets could get good shots at the robots. By the second time in, one robot was teetering from damage to one leg support. The cadets moved around the slow moving robots, using the hover's greater speed to their advantage. All the while, they constantly reloaded, aimed, and fired whenever they had a clear shot at one of the robots.  

Only when they were out of rockets did they back off and return to the rest of the group where more rockets were loaded on board the hover as quickly as possible. By then, a second and third hover had come along and been stopped. One hover was used to transport the wounded and civilians away to safety. The other was loaded up like Emily's and joined in the attack. 

Returning to the robots, one was on the ground, its weakened leg support having given way already. The two hovers each tackled one robot and made short work of them before returning to the group once more. 

"That's that for that bunch," Emily remarked. "Okay, we're going to need more hovers. Carl, take that one and three cadets with you. Drive down the road to town and commandeer the first three you can find. As soon as you get back, we'll all board a hover and keep those robots from getting to the shipyards." 

Carl drove off quickly as instructed. 

*** 

Too many of the transports managed to make it safely to the surface. However, many of them had to land their cargoes too far away from the vital installations where they posed a greater threat to the civilians instead. Many of them were simply not within reach of the cadets, even with hovers. Only those nearest to the shipyards were dealt with by the cadets. Those were few because the chances of a transport landing near them were slim, solely because the Mad Dogs Squadron were directly above part of the time. 

*** 

Dave suddenly realized that there was an alternate landing site that Thompson could head for that wasn't needed at all in the battle area. In fact, moving the space station farther away was the best thing for it in its current condition. Dave asked, "Sergeant Rendall, can we still maneuver about?" 

"Provided we do it smoothly, sure Admiral," he replied. 

Dave said, "Shirley, how about if the station moves closer to that damaged fighter coming back in? Since the carrier is tied up, we should be able to at least shorten the total distance and give her a better chance with the oxygen she has left." 

"I agree. Sergeant Rendall, go ahead and move the station to a position that can better accommodate that fighter," replied Captain Sorenson. "Communications, let the fighter know that we'll be her carrier this time." 

The communications officer got on with her task immediately. "Attack Butterfly, Attack Butterfly, come in." 

Susan stiffened when she heard her fighter being called. "This is Attack Butterfly." 

"This is Beulah Station. We are moving in your direction. You are to rendezvous with us for landing. We will take the place of your carrier. I say again. We are moving in your direction. Rendezvous with us. We are taking the place of your carrier. Acknowledge, please." 

Susan replied, "Attack Butterfly acknowledging." 

Susan smiled again for the first time in some minutes. Why hadn't she thought of heading for the space station first? They could handle a single fighter. Probably their fighter was already involved in action or destroyed. She didn't know if it was in the earlier action, but she would have been too busy to have noticed anyway, she thought. Not only could she land on the station, but they were helping to shorten the distance for her. It was beginning to look as if she could easily make it after all. She relaxed even more, reducing her oxygen intake somewhat more. 

Susan wondered who made the decision to move the station? Was the admiral involved in the decision? Had he picked up on her fighter's name and felt an obligation? Or was this just the way he was about fellow officers? Whatever the reason, Susan felt that someone somewhere was looking out for her. She hoped someone was looking out for some of the other fighter pilots as well. They all needed every bit of help they could get. 

*** 

The battle raged around Beulah with ferocity as the enemy ships tried to organize to counter the tactics of the Mad Dogs Squadron and the four Rust Buckets. However, it was too late. As soon as the enemy gathered, the Navy and Pennyweight forces joined together and charged into the enemy midst with every available gun blazing away. 

When it was over, the Mad Dogs were down to only destroyers and their fighter-carrier surviving along with the Pennyweight ships. They then scattered out around the planet to destroy any remaining enemy transports before they could either land and disgorge their warrior robots or take off to be used again. 

*** 

Susan fought off unconsciousness as the station came into sight. She slowed down to landing speed and still came in slightly hot. Somehow, between her efforts and those of the station pilot, whom she blessed, she landed. A crew came out and grabbed her from the fighter cabin and rushed her inside the station. 

She felt the station's fresher air against her face as her helmet was taken off once she was inside. "Give me an air tank! I can still fly and fight!" she exclaimed. 

Dave looked at her with admiration for her nerve and courage. "Forget it for now, Lieutenant. The main battle is over. What's left is just a mop up. Get rested and then return to your carrier to get your fighter repaired," he said. 

"We won?" she asked. 

He replied, "Thanks to you and many other people like you, yes, we won. Now rest. The war's not over yet. This was just the beginning." 

"If you say so, sir. By the way, sir, you don't mind that I named my fighter the Attack Butterfly, do you?" she asked. 

"Not at all. I feel somewhat honored that you did. Thank you," replied Admiral Oden before he went back to consult with Captain Sorenson. 

Dave said to Shirley, "Can you imagine how quickly we could have ended the Ape-oids War if we had started with a dozen like her?" 

"Yes. Frightening, isn't it?" she asked. 

Dave replied, "Maybe to the Ape-oids. Still, we found a couple dozen like her after awhile and finally did it the way it should have been done at first." 

Shirley chuckled softly before returning to her duties. 

The station reversed course back towards Beulah where it would receive repairs. Even though Susan's fighter would be taken care of by her maintenance personnel, the space station crew was already helping out some by removing the bodies of her dead crew and performing some initial maintenance to speed the repairs along. 








  

Chapter 9 



A few hours later, the Berserker Squadron arrived fresh and ready for whatever might come their way. They could only stare in awe at the vast amount of space junk around Beulah where the battles had taken place. 

Navy space tugs were busy everywhere, recovering Navy ships first so that the survivors, if there were any, could be taken off or the dead could be removed for later burial. As well, they were towing the disabled ships back so they could be repaired or cannibalized to make other ships whole again. Every ship would be needed. 

At least, the Malakins wouldn't be getting a few hundred of their own ships back. As far as anyone knew, none of the Malakin ships escaped. 

Admiral Oden received a call from Admiral of the Navy Reason shortly after the Berserker Squadron arrived. "How'd it go, Dave?" 

Dave replied, "Tough, Bill. It's not easy fighting defensively and being unable to retreat. But that's war." 

"Yes, you're right about that. I understand you used Beulah Station as your flagship." 

"It was convenient," replied Dave. 

"Well, convenient or not, you will not use a space station as your flagship again. I want you on the bridge of a cruiser at the minimum and preferably on the deck of a dreadnought. Do I make myself clear?" asked Bill. 

Dave replied, "Um, perfectly clear. I'll transfer my flag to the Berserker Squadron so that the Mad Dogs can get repaired and rested." 

"Good, good. Now tell me, how bad is it there?" Bill asked. 

Dave replied, "We lost all but a handful of destroyers, the fighter-carrier, and the space station. I think only about six fighters survived, too. We've got a number of enemy transports that made it to the surface despite our best efforts. The cadets are holding off the Malakin robots away from the shipyards. Regardless of that, we could use heavy marines on the surface." 

"Those are on the way already. They should be there by morning." 

Dave responded, "Good. I'll let the cadets continue to fight until the marines arrive. Then I'll have the cadets get out of the way. Oh, we're going to be performing repairs on some Pennyweight ships as well. I called them in when I saw how things were going." 

"Sure, Dave. If they got it while helping out, the Navy will take care of them. You won't have any problem from naval finance on that. I'll see to it. How high are the casualties?" Bill asked. 

Dave replied, "Very high. I'm not sure where we're going to get the manpower for these ships when they're put back together unless we use cadets." 

"We may have to, Dave. Let me think about that. I'll give you an answer on that in the next day or two. Okay?" 

Dave replied, "Okay, Bill. I imagine that we can find enough officers in the senior class who we can graduate early to fill slots in other ships so that experienced officers can be moved into the Mad Dogs Squadron." 

"You don't want to put them together in the same squadron?" asked Bill. 

"I figure they would benefit working for experienced officers like most of us did. Is shuffling officers going to be a problem?" asked Dave. 

"That it is, Dave. The only resources you're going to have for experienced officers are the two squadrons you have now. Remember, only one is staying with Beulah. You'll be sending the other one soon enough on the offensive. If they've been baptized on Beulah, they should be able to hold their own on board a ship." 

Dave replied, "I reckon you're right about that. I'll keep that in mind if you decide that I'm to use them." 

"You probably will, Dave. Knowing you, you're probably already planning on that anyway." 

"You're right. Anything further?" asked Dave. 

"No. Echo held out. They kept their space station from being shot up by moving it away from the battle. Of course, you probably knew that Echo would be all right since it had four squadrons to fight back with." 

"How were their losses?" asked Dave. 

"Fairly light, considering. They had enough combat officers left over from the Ape-oids War who knew how to fight and they went in like gang busters. By the way, the Ape-oids did try for a breakout. Looks more and more like the Ape-oids knew about the attack." 

Dave replied, "Yes, it does. Any of them get loose?" 

"Not a one. Two destroyers held them off until a mine layer got there to blanket the planet with enough mines to keep them there." 

"Two destroyers, you say? Anyone I know?" asked Dave. 

"Is there anyone or anything you don't know?" Bill replied with a chuckle. 

Dave said, "I guess not." 

*** 

It was the next morning before another group of Navy ships, transports with Space Marines on board, arrived. Heavily armed soldiers with hover artytanks and outrigger drones capable of tackling the Malakin robots head on were on board. As soon as they landed, the cadets returned back to their own studies, after first taking off a day to nurse their wounds and bury their dead. 

Marine low altitude fighters took off from the shipyards where they were unloaded. They circled the planet in search of enemy robots that landed too far away to threaten any of the populated areas or critical resources. 

*** 

Dave was already finished with his plans for using cadets. He needed only the names of those seniors who survived and the go ahead from Admiral of the Navy Reason, who happened to also be Dave's father-in-law. Dave figured that Bill was probably upset because he, as a son-in-law, was on the space station since it wasn't really a war vessel, even though it was armed and possessed the best communications. The station's weapons were mostly for asteroid destruction to protect itself and the planet. Bill probably wasn't even worried about having an admiral using the station as a flagship. Of course, it was possible that Bill meant it from the other viewpoint since Bill never pulled any strings for Dave. Both men could proudly state they earned their rank by honest hard work. 

*** 

"God, these are worse than the Ape-oids we had to kill a decade ago when they fought to the last soldier standing," said Sergeant Ohm. 

"Well, we've got better equipment this time, Sergeant, so let's put it to use," declared Captain Gery. 

"Oh, no doubt about that. That's exactly what I'm going to instruct the troops to do. We'll send out the artytanks with their outrigger drones in front." 

"Okay, anything else?" asked the captain. 

Sergeant Ohm replied, "I'm having defensive positions established around the shipyards with lasers, sonic disruptors, Mark V bolt guns, and mines." 

"That seems to cover those pretty well. How soon will you have everything in place?" 

The sergeant replied, "Say about two hours to have the defensive positions in place. We'll already be on the offensive long before then with the other half of the plan." 

"Very well, sergeant. Let me know if there are any complications." 

*** 

Despite the ground activity still going on as an estimated fifty or more Malakin robots were being searched for and destroyed, Admiral Oden conducted some necessary affairs to get the healing started. His first action was to visit the hospitals where their few wounded were being treated. For most of the wounded, his presence was enough to cheer them up. Sometimes, a handshake was eagerly wanted and accepted. Dave did his best to see each one of them and thank each personally. 

*** 

Sergeant Ohm looked at the panels in front of him as he sat in one of the artytanks. The artytank possessed twin barrels, one for artillery projectiles as well as old style tank rounds and one that could fire line of sight lasers for their own defense. In front of the artytank floated a dozen outrigger drones, each kept in contact with the artytank by means of coded signals that were simul-cast in several ways so that the enemy couldn't block signals to them and cut down the effectiveness of the artytank.  

The outrigger drones were the real offensive power of the artytank as they were each maneuvered by a crew member inside the artytank to positions well in advance of it. They would be what actually fought the Malakin robots, rather than needlessly risk the men and women inside the artytank that hovered a safe distance away. They travelled in pairs, much like tanks did long before. Two pairs were used to protect the flanks of the artytank and three pairs scouted up ahead for the enemy. Handled properly, a single artytank could easily hold a two kilometer front against the enemy. 

On his panels, Sergeant Ohm watched as the drones fed back their pictures of where they were and what was in front of them. It didn't take his personnel seated at their own panels long to find their first trio of Malakin robots still heading for the shipyards. The drones swept along the ground quickly and fired weapons too heavy for a man or woman to carry, let alone carry and fire. The robots seemed unsure at first of their enemy until heavy firepower cut through the lead robot from a pair of outrigger drones. The two flanking robots tried to follow the movements and return fire. 

The drone operators sitting in front of Sergeant Ohm were excited at being able to use their technology in action against a real enemy instead of mere targets as usual. The sergeant let them have their fun and make comments while they busily destroyed the Malakin robots with the efficiency he had drilled into them. At the same time, the sergeant felt sorry for the men and women he had to assign to static defense positions. It was unlikely that they would get a chance to fire a shot, unless someone really screwed up and a robot managed to get through. 

The sergeant observed and analyzed the robots, looking to see if there were any special weaknesses that the cadets hadn't learned about. He also analyzed the offensive maneuvers of the robots. Everything he learned would be put to use. He had a feeling that this wasn't the last time the Space Marines would have to do battle with Malakin robots. 

The flanking robots went down in large pieces as the outrigger drones were maneuvered skillfully and fast in circles around the robots. The enemy robots seemed unable to counter, despite being in the center where the required movement to keep up would be less. 

"Good job!" the sergeant said loudly when the men and women finally quieted down from their excitement as the last destroyed robot fell. "Okay, now let's go get some more of them. You're not through yet." 

Sergeant Ohm noted that the robots were truly as slow as the cadets stated them to be. He wondered if they would be as slow in other places than on Beulah. 

*** 

Kyle asked, "How are you doing, Mike? You looked sick earlier." 

"Much better now. I was sick earlier until I heard about the Malakin attack. I stopped feeling sorry for the Ape-oids then. After that, I just knew that we couldn't allow any of them to escape, no matter how one-sided the battle looked. Our guys had enough on their hands without us letting them down," replied Mike. 

"That's one way of looking at it. Were you tempted to drink?" asked Kyle. 

Mike replied, "For a while, I was, to be honest with you." 

"So was I," admitted Kyle. 

"You, sir?" Mike asked. 

Kyle further admitted, "In fact, I did take a drink, but it didn't help. It just made my stomach feel sicker. Anyway, I'm glad you felt that way. Shows me that you're normal when it comes to shedding blood. That's the kind of people I want around me." 

*** 

Dave looked at the information brought to him by Navy salvage teams. Of the Malakin warships they destroyed, most of the first two waves were automated ships without anyone on board. The Mad Dogs had been fighting mostly robots that were controlled from only a few manned enemy ships among the enemy fleet. Only the warships of the third wave that Dave ascribed as being elite were all truly and fully manned by living beings. He realized that was what made the difference in some of the battles. Had his people gone up against skilled beings when they were outnumbered almost three to one, the battle could have easily been lost in the first wave of assaults. Dave had been lucky and he knew it. 

A few Malakins had been captured from the almost lifeless enemy ships. They were fortunate enough to have been trapped in sealed sections of their ships. Intelligence was already working on them. They had already observed that the Malakins appeared to be uncomfortable to be on Beulah. Dave noted that along with the other reports he was receiving from every source involved in the fighting. 

He looked at another report and saw that two of the Rust Buckets had been repaired and returned to Pennyweight. He remembered that he owed Penny a personal letter, on paper no less. Dave knew now that there was so much recycling going on that using paper wasn't a waste at all. He remembered a year ago, the government had begged people to find a use for paper so that they could rid themselves of some excess timber. 

"Admiral, it's time for the funeral ceremonies," the comely uniformed female stated as she stuck her head into his office. 

He replied, "Uh, yes, I guess I better not be late. I can't be late to honor the men and women who were on time, even though it cost them their lives." 

Dave got up and went to the front of the building where his hover waited for him with the usual guards on board while two more hovers bracketed it. They were additional protection for Dave that Admiral of the Navy Reason ordered now that a real shooting war was on and enemy robots still roamed about. 

The drive to the cemetery was quick and short. It was almost too short, Dave thought, for him to decide what he really wanted to say to the families who lost someone in the battle. Over five hundred men and women had died in space and several more on Beulah. Close to fifty of them would be buried on Beulah in the ceremony he was now presiding over. This was not one of his more pleasant tasks. It certainly wasn't one he looked forward to. Too many of the dead were his own very good, close friends. 

*** 

The main ceremony over, Celia approached Admiral Oden. Dave stood his ground, ready to take whatever abuse she heaped upon him for the loss of her husband. Like it or not, he knew it came with the territory of being a leader. Regardless of his personal feelings, he knew he owed her the opportunity to rid her system of grief. Dave looked at Celia and waited for her to speak. 

"Admiral?" she said. 

"Yes, Mrs. Dixon. What can I do for you?" he asked softly. 

"I felt I should thank you for letting us fish on your property. Everette found out later that you owned the property that you suggested he take me to so we could fish. It was … a most enjoyable afternoon that we spent there. You must have liked Everette a lot to do that for us," she said. 

Dave expected recriminations or a reproach, not thanks. He replied, "I was glad to give the two of you a chance to be alone together. I'm sorry that Everette's job killed him." 

She said, "There wasn't anything you could do about that. Everette was determined to have a career in the Navy. I think that's the only thing he insisted on when we got serious. He let me make all the other decisions, I think, just to give me something to do or to keep me involved. I don't know which. I wish you could have seen the look on Everette's face when I started undressing. It was something I'll never forget…" 

Dave hugged Celia as she finally broke into tears again. He couldn't tell her that he personally approved Everette's assignment to that squadron and ship, even though it was the kind of assignment that Everette wanted and was entitled to because of his class standing. 

*** 

The next day, Dave conducted a ceremony that was more pleasing to him. He passed out awards to the men and women of the Mad Dogs Squadron and Space Academy. He stopped in front of the gunner from the America, the only survivor of that ship. 

Dave said quietly, "Mighty fine work you did, son." 

"Thank you, Admiral. I had to do it so that the ship wouldn't die and for my friends." 

"Whatever your reasons, the Navy and I both appreciate it. Where do you want to be assigned next?" asked Dave. 

"I'm hoping to stay on the America, sir. She's my ship. I can't let her die now." 

Dave replied, "Attached to it, huh? I'll see what I can do for you. She's going to be laid up for quite a while, you realize?" 

"Well, uh, sir, I wouldn't mind helping out temporarily, mind you, on another ship until she's ready. I guess you need gunners, don't you?" 

Dave responded, "I'm glad to hear you say that. Yes, we do. I'll personally see to it that you're transferred back to the America as soon as it's back in action." 

"Thank you, sir." 

Dave Oden moved to the next person in line. He knew Lieutenant jg Thompson fairly well from her four years in the Space Academy and their brief meeting on board the Beulah Station. 

"You did well," said Dave as he hung her decoration around her neck. 

Susan replied, "Thank you, sir." 

Dave said, "Not only as a fighter commander, but as a wing commander. Not many think everything through as well as you did." 

"Thank you, again, sir," she replied. 

"I didn't ask you before, but how did your theories hold up in combat?" Dave asked. 

"They worked," she replied. 

He said, "Good. See me in my office this evening. We'll talk about that some more. In the meantime, keep up the good work." 

Dave moved to the next woman to present her award. In the background, an officer intoned to the assembled crowd just what she was receiving and for what, as he had done with each man or woman just before. Dave was keeping his conversation carefully timed to the background speech so that each person receiving an award received just a little of Dave's personal time as well. It would go a long way towards helping them get over their lost friends. 

*** 

Susan reported into Dave's office and saluted sharply as she approached his desk. Dave gave her a snappy salute in return. 

Dave said, "Sit down and get comfortable. I'm not a good host in some respects. I don't get up and pour drinks or pass out smokes. However, if you want a drink, help yourself. If you want to smoke, the same applies. You can listen while you're doing that." 

"Thank you, sir," she replied as she took a seat instead. 

Dave said, "From what I gather in our conversation and from looking at some of the combat video footage, your theories about space fighter combat appear to work. That means I've got very few options. The Terra is down to a mere handful of fighter crews. You don't even have a new crew yet, I understand. I need an instructor. Therefore, you're it." 

"Me, sir?" she stated in amazement. 

Dave replied, "Yes, you and you don't have a choice. Your carrier isn't going anywhere for the time being. She doesn't have enough punch left on board right now to be of much use other than as an alternate fighter base in a battle. Now you're going to be let in on a few secrets." 

Again, Susan said in amazement, "Me, sir?" 

He said, 'Yes, you. We're reorganizing the squadrons to put two carriers into each one. That will double the amount of fighters available in a battle. We're pulling a number of the carriers from the squadrons on our other borders to bring these squadrons up to strength in a hurry. As soon as the new carriers are built and ready, they'll be distributed around the fleet." 

Susan remarked, "Sounds like an idea that's overdue. I always wondered what I would do if my carrier was destroyed in a deep space battle." 

Dave said, "Well, with a war going on, the purse strings are finally open. We'll get what we always wanted or most of it anyway. Now on to the second secret that you're being let in on. The senior class at the Space Academy is being graduated in a week. You're to report there in the morning as an instructor and teach every qualified fighter cadet how to fight in space using your techniques. Keep in mind that a number of them will be on board the Terra when it leaves as part of the Berserker Squadron. You'll be with them, in case you're wondering, so it's your ass you're putting at risk as much as their lives, so teach them well. Much as I'd like to keep you as an instructor to teach the next class, I have a feeling that you'll learn more to share later by getting back into a fighter and into combat." 

"Yes sir." 

Dave continued, "A new shipment of fighters will be here in about three days. Use the first few days for the simulators and classroom instruction. Once the fighters arrive, assign the cadets to fighter craft and get them on board the Terra where you'll finish their training. They'll remain on the Terra. I'll drop by later to conduct their graduation ceremony." 

"Yes sir." 

Dave asked, "Any questions?" 

"How much authority have I got?" she asked. 

He replied, "You've got enough to keep them out of fighters. I don't want anyone in a fighter who can't handle it." 

"What about enlisted crews?" Susan asked. 

"They're arriving with the fighters," Dave remarked. "They're experienced and can be depended on. You won't have to worry much about them as far as job performance goes." 

Susan nodded. She said, "I think I will take a short drink after all. It'll be my last until I get this job over with." 

"Gave you a big job, huh?" he asked. 

She answered, "An important one, I can see." 

Dave noticed that she was exact in her meaning of the drink being a short one. It was barely a half-shot of whiskey in the glass which she then mixed with some soda from the ingredients he had available. 

"Care for one, Admiral, while I'm up pouring?" 

He replied, "No, I'll pour my own. I don't make subordinates fetch my drinks, either. Puts too much distance between me and them." 

Susan replied, "You weren't making me. I was just offering." 

"I still prefer to make my own. But, in that case, I will let you hand me the remainder of that soda." 

Dave accepted the soda and lit up a cigarette. He leaned back in his chair and waited for Susan to sit back down. Dave then said, "To your health and your success at instructing the cadets." 

They each sipped from their drinks. 

"Any other questions?" asked Dave. 

She said, "Maybe a couple and some of them are personal. Were you really attacked by a butterfly that morning?" 

Dave grinned as he remembered that graduation morning and his walk on the trail. "Yes, I was. I don't know what kind of a butterfly it was, but it was willing to put everything on the line. I guess that if we're real observant in life, we sooner or later get to witness some of these things. I just happened to be in the right place that morning, so to speak. Of course, the butterfly didn't think that I was in the right place." 

Susan chuckled for a moment. "Then I guess you can tell me why you let me go ahead with my theories on space fighter combat when I was in the Space Academy." 

Dave looked at Susan carefully and saw how she had been gauging him for an honest reply by asking about the butterfly. She was everything that he thought her to be. In other words, she was a future star of the Navy, like Admiral Reason and himself, only female. He chose his words well as he answered. He said, "You showed a combination of dedication, curiosity, and determination that are rarely found together. What I did wasn't to favor you, but to encourage you to blossom into your full ability. You're not there yet, but you're on the right track. You would have either found better ways to fight in space or you would have validated the current procedures, so nothing was truly at risk while there was everything to gain." 

She said, "But some of those theories were your own ideas." 

Dave replied, "Doesn't matter whether I get any credit or not. The important things to me are saving lives when possible and keeping our Union free no matter what the cost. You managed to first prove your theories in class using the computers. Then you put those into practical application in actual combat and validated them. So, you deserve the credit." 

"That doesn't seem right to me," she remarked. "You deserve to get your share of the credit." 

"Suit yourself," he replied. 

*** 

Admiral Oden went through reports as soon as Susan left his office. Combat was going on throughout the galaxy for the past few days. Gabrielle and Edun were both swarming with enemy robots that killed indiscriminately. Both planets were encircled by enemy warships. Their populations were anxious for the Navy to engage and destroy the enemy quickly. 

Admiral of the Navy Reason gave Dave the mission of fighting the Malakins, recovering all Union territory, and ending the war. To help him, carriers were being reassigned to his sector along with more squadrons. Dave pulled up the star charts on his personal terminal and looked them over. 

He was more than familiar with Gabrielle and its people. They would die rather than see their personal honor besmirched. If someone made a bargain with one of their people, there was no need for a contract to be drawn up to ensure compliance on their side of the bargain. Once they spoke their word, it was a contract that anyone within the Union would gladly accept. As well, Gabrielle had a close to Earth gravity and didn't pose any special problems to landing Space Marines. The people would be very cooperative and were staunch supporters of the Union during the Ape-oids War. If it became necessary to raze a home or city to rid Gabrielle of the invaders, the people there would accept it as a required cost of remaining free. Dave glanced again at how many enemy ships and robots were at Gabrielle. Then he decided on the appropriate number of units to respond with. It would be a surgical strike designed not to raze their homes and cities except as a last resort. 

Dave turned his attention to Edun, the newest of the members of the Union of Planets. It was a planet with less gravity than Earth. Farther out from the center of the Union than any of the other inhabited planets, Edun, like Echo, had a civilian populace with a minimal local planetary government. Again, like Echo, Edun was very liberal in everything. Both planets' peoples had the right to be naked in public at all times and both had passed laws requiring public nudity just so they couldn't lose their right. As far as Dave remembered, Edun was the only planet that asked for any established Union military bases to be in line with that. Checking his planetary data, he saw that the Union government had acceded to their wishes. Dave checked his unit information and located two marine units composed strictly of men and women from either Edun or Echo. They would be the best units to send to Edun, he thought, for relieving the embattled defenders. He marked the 18th and 21st Space Marines (N) for Edun's liberation. They were the only two marine units with the 'N' or nude designation. They were normally stationed on Echo because of that. At least, he wouldn't have to consider cultural preferences in the fighting that would take place in space near Edun. 

Dave looked at his list of available units and saw that he had no lack of marine units to send, but warships were something else. He remembered, from his research, having read about an old Earth war involving a situation similar to the one he now faced. Dave still had no idea of the enemy's true military strength and needed that information desperately. He hoped that Val would be brought back soon. Regardless, Dave had a mission to perform. He plotted out his initial strategy for recovering the two planets. Ending the war, however, would require some additional information. He issued out orders to the units. Within an hour, most of them would be on their way to their assigned missions. Had Beulah fallen, he doubted that the Union would be able to get back to those two planets for close to a year, perhaps longer. The loss to the military of the Space Academy and its cadets would have been devastating to say the least. 

He went through another file on his personal terminal and looked over the remote training cadets. They were men and women forced by personal circumstances to drop out of the Space Academy who continued to take the courses through correspondence. With the loss of officers that the Navy experienced in the initial attacks, Dave knew that nearly everyone of these men and women would be given the opportunity to accept a commission. There were a few who were even very close to completion. Dave considered their grades and what he knew of them personally as he contemplated granting a few waivers. He went over each one carefully and then initiated a series of instructions that would reach them within the hour. Dave would know within another hour as to how many of them still desired a commission and accepted. He hoped that all forty-six of them would accept. From what he remembered of them, he felt reasonably sure that the majority, if not all of them, would. He could have had three more individuals, but they were either on Gabrielle or Edun and not available for immediate contact. If he knew them as well as he thought he did, he was sure they were already involved in the thick of any defense on their respective planets. 

An incoming message alert came on his terminal screen. Dave entered his code into the terminal to permit the message to be decrypted and displayed for him to read. The message was more bad news. Leuion was asking for assistance. They, too, were fighting off the Malakins and had even less of a navy than the Union. An accompanying message from Navy headquarters authorized him to render assistance and land troops on Leuion. The Union had been granted that authority by the Leuion government. 

Dave reviewed his unit status. He quickly realized that he needed another nude marine unit if one could be put together, in order not to offend the Blues, who traded heavily with both Echo and Edun, for obvious reasons of cultural similarity. Quickly, Dave reassigned one of the officers from the previous two marine units to form the beginning of another slapped together marine unit. He then set his terminal to searching through the records of the officers and enlisted personnel of all the other marine units to locate men and women from either Edun or Echo. He hoped that there were enough of them spread out in other units whom he could transfer to the new unit he was forming. He waited for about two minutes, mostly because of transmission distances, for his answer. 

Dave breathed a small sigh of relief. More than enough names came up for men and women who hadn't been able to get into either of the two established nude marine units that were stationed on Echo until Dave decided a few minutes ago to assign them the task of liberating Edun. They were well dispersed among the other marine units, as well. Their transfers wouldn't seriously deplete any of the existing marine units. He sent out a special order authorizing transfer of those men and women who still desired to be part of a nude marine unit into the new marine unit. Then he gave the unit a designation of 23rd Space Marines (N) and worked on assigning an assembly point. He consulted the star charts once more and realized that they would have to assemble on Beulah. This would be interesting, he thought. The messages flashed out from his terminal. Then he replied to the request for troops for Leuion, confirming that a unit would be sent as soon as it was assembled for transport. 

He went back to work on assigning the warships that would accompany each marine strike force as well as the force that would have to block off the Malakins from sending reinforcements. Dave could see that his naval force was being stretched thin. Only his confidence in the men and women manning those warships kept him from becoming depressed. They were all fine, highly trained, and motivated men and women who would do their utmost to see the mission through and keep the Union alive and well. Still, the issue was going to be in doubt for some while until new ships arrived out of construction.  

This wasn't going to be an easy war to end, Dave saw. Unlike the Ape-oids War, which he felt shouldn't have ever lasted more than a few months but had, this war was against a skilled opponent who outnumbered them. With that in mind, Dave realized that for them to become skilled, they had either fought against themselves or, more likely, someone else. Were the Malakins boxed in because they lost to someone else before? Or had they won and decided that they had the right to expand in any direction they damn well chose? Dave made a note to have a fast ship scout around known Malakin territory to see if it could discover the answer without bringing someone else into the fray on the side of the Malakins. Having to stop the Ape-oids for a third time just the other day by assigning a couple of destroyers and a mine layer to the task had already complicated the issue enough. Most likely, that would set the politicians back another decade in trying to make friends with the Ape-oids. Still, it couldn't be helped. The Navy couldn't allow itself to be engaged on two fronts if it was possible to stop one from developing. 

Dave looked at Captain Kyle Kruler's report and smiled. Kyle was doing a good job for someone who had once been a spoiled rich kid. Kyle would soon be up for promotion to Commodore, but first he needed some experience on a cruiser and a dreadnought. Looking further at the report, Dave was pleased to see that Ensign Chalver was doing well and applying himself without falling into alcoholism. That was another man Dave knew would be able to go far. The man had guts, initiative, intelligence, and imagination. Dave made some more notes on his terminal to have Captain Kruler assigned to a cruiser the next time his destroyer was in port. Kyle would be excited by that and easily able to recognize that he was in line for promotion. Dave had no doubts that Kyle would apply himself to realizing that. 

*** 

Susan looked over her notes and prepared for her classes that started the next day. It fell on her soft shoulders to teach a new generation of fighter commanders how to fight using the new tactics. They would teach their fighter crews. Hopefully, everything would go well and most of them would survive. 

She had already gone over the list of men and women in the senior class and sent out instructions for forty of them to report to the main campus compound for instruction. Susan knew that they were already experienced in combat, even though it was on the ground. Having a fighter with its superior weaponry would be something that most of them would look forward to. Her only mistake so far, which she would learn of soon enough, was that not all of them wanted to be fighter commanders. She was assuming that they would all be as eager as she was to be in one. 

*** 

Cadet Ensign Tall reported in with the other seniors who received similar messages from Lieutenant Thompson. They assembled in the Dining Hall where Lieutenant Thompson was waiting already. She, like the other seniors, paid strict attention to the lieutenant as she started to speak. 

"Good afternoon. I'm Lieutenant jg Susan Thompson. I'm here to instruct you in new fighter tactics before you are graduated early and assigned to become fighter commanders." 

Emily caught her breath. They couldn't do this to her! She was second in her class standing and entitled to choose her assignment. She wanted to be assigned to the marines as one of their officers. Emily held her hand up. 

Susan spotted the hand and wondered what the cadet had a question about. She realized almost as quickly that the only way to find out was to recognize her and let her speak. She recognized the woman by name and said, "Yes, Cadet Ensign Tall, you have a question?" 

Emily rose and said, "Yes ma'am. My current class standing is number two. I hadn't planned on being a fighter commander. I'm preparing to become a marine officer, provided I maintain my standing in the top five." 

"You don't want to become a fighter commander?" Susan asked in stunned disbelief. 

Emily replied, "No ma'am. I realize that you've probably selected the senior class members who are best qualified in a fighter for this opportunity, but I'm not interested." 

Susan thought quickly for an answer and replied, "Uh, thank you, Cadet Ensign Tall. I'll take that under advisement and get back to you soon."  

Truthfully, Susan was stalling for time. She didn't have an answer and would have to consult the admiral. Not only was Tall number two in her class standing, she was in the top five for piloting a fighter, both simulated and real. Susan didn't really want to lose a top fighter commander. She quickly got back to finishing her introduction and briefing on the upcoming schedule of training. 

*** 

Susan knocked on Admiral Oden's office door before walking in as he waved for her to do so. She reported and he motioned her to a chair. Susan said, "Admiral, I've got a small problem which I've come to you for advice on how to handle. One of the cadets, Ensign Tall, isn't interested in becoming a fighter commander. Her class standing is in the top five. It appears to be a slight dilemma for me. What's the policy on this situation?" 

Dave heard her out, even though he knew some of the information without Susan giving it to him. He replied, "Did she give any indication of her preference to you?" 

Susan replied, "Yes sir. She indicated that she's been preparing herself to become a marine officer." 

Dave's eyes lit up as he replied, "Really? Well, maybe she's still going to graduate early anyway. Sorry, Lieutenant, but I'm going to uphold the policy of permitting the top five cadets to choose their assignment. I know she's good, extremely good, in a fighter, but I happen to also know of a critical need right now for a marine officer position for which she is fully qualified. If you want, go ahead and grab the next cadet in fighter ability to take her place. I'll contact Cadet Ensign Tall to talk with her about this other assignment. Any other questions?" 

Susan replied, "No sir." 

Dave said, "Then I'll presume that you have everything else under control and that you'll continue to keep me apprised of any problems. Keep up the good work, lieutenant." 

Susan got up and saluted before leaving the office. 

Dave immediately got on the local radio to Sergeant Delgado. "Have Cadet Ensign Emily Tall report to my office." 

*** 

Cadet Ensign Emily Tall approached the door with some hesitation and concern. She knew what the topic would be. She didn't know what the decision would be, however. Would her standing as a cadet be enough to get her a marine commission later? Or was the need for fighter commanders so great that she would have to accept her commission initially for that job? She dreaded the outcome as being unfavorable since she knew that the need for fighter commanders was great enough that the Space Academy was graduating them early while the Navy was granting them regular commissions. She knocked lightly on the door, apprehensive still over what the admiral would tell her. 

"Come in, Ensign!" Dave said. 

Emily walked over in front of the admiral's desk and saluted smartly. "Cadet Ensign Emily Tall reporting, sir." 

Dave said, "Sit down, Ensign. No doubt, you're wondering what the decision is going to be. Well, you're going to graduate early and …" 

Emily's face registered some of her shock, even though she expected the answer she thought she was getting. 

"report to the 23rd Space Marines (N) which will assemble on Beulah during the next two days." 

Emily listened to the admiral, but something was wrong. She knew there were only twenty-two Space Marine units, one representing each planet in the Union, just as there were the same amount of naval squadrons. They just weren't all assigned equally among the planets. Instead, they were assigned to strategic locations. 

Dave saw her puzzlement register as soon as he finished his sentence that first caused her to show great disappointment. "I see that you're confused. The 23rd is a brand new unit just created to meet wartime needs. Your unit is desperately needed to liberate Leuion. The Leuion government has officially requested our assistance in fighting off the Malakin invaders there. Yes, they've been attacked as well. Until now I had a grand total of one officer whom I transferred out of the 21st Space Marines (N). So, allow me to shake your hand and offer you my sincere congratulations as the first cadet of your class to graduate." 

Dave stood up and walked around his desk to a stunned Ensign Tall and shook hands with her. He then picked up an envelope from his desk and handed it to her. He said, "You'll find your commission and instructions inside this envelope. Good luck to you, Ensign Tall." 

"Thank you, sir," she responded, trying to suppress the excitement she was feeling. 

He said, "You better get over to your quarters and get into proper uniform. You have plenty of hard work in front of you," he said. 

Emily saluted, receiving Dave's snappy return salute before she left his office. Stopping outside the office, she hurriedly opened the envelope to see if it was really true. She quickly read the papers inside and then ran to her quarters. 

Half an hour later, Emily was nude except for her non-skid boots. She wore only camouflage body paint with her Ensign's rank painted on and hidden among the camouflage coloring on each shoulder. She then proceeded to follow the rest of her instructions so that the new unit would be ready to accept the other newly assigned men and women. The admiral hadn't been wrong in telling her that she had plenty of hard work in front of her. 

*** 

Susan heard the knock at her quarters' doorway and looked up. It took her a moment to recognize Ensign Tall in marine uniform, so to speak. There weren't any academy rank emblems on her, either. "Yes, Ensign?" 

Emily said, "I just stopped by to wish you luck, Lieutenant. If I didn't want to be a marine so much, I would have gladly become a fighter commander with you. I appreciate whatever you did for me to get me to my first goal so soon. Thank you." 

Susan replied, "Why don't you come on in and have a soda with me? I'm not drinking anything harder than that while the training is going on. It's hard enough keeping ahead of some of your class without fogging up my brain." 

Emily said, "Thank you, I'd like that." 

The two officers talked for nearly an hour before Ensign Tall bid Lieutenant Thompson a good night and returned to her own quarters. 

*** 

Two days later, Susan and most of her class were on board the Terra with the newly arrived fighters. The other newly graduated cadets had been sent out to other fighter-carriers where there was room for them. Susan had very little time to get them into shape.  

The Terra was reassigned to the Berserker Squadron. The Berserker Squadron already had the fighter-carrier Mars, hosting another contingent of thirty fighters and crews on board her. The reorganized squadron was escorting several troop transports carrying the newly formed 23rd Space Marines (N). Their combined mission was to destroy the Malakin forces both on the ground and in the regions of space near to Leuion. 

Each of the fighter commanders from Susan's wing was now a wing commander while Susan was in charge overall on board the Terra. Upon seeing the butterfly on the nose of her newly replaced fighter, the Attack Butterfly II, her original fighter still undergoing repairs on Beulah, she was asked about it. Susan explained the story that the admiral told at graduation and how it impressed her. Already, she could see that most of the new officers were just as greatly influenced by that same story. Butterflies soon popped up on the noses of almost all the fighter craft, along with their own names. Her own wing soon boasted a Tiger Butterfly, Killer Butterfly, Lepidoptera, and Flaming Moth, in addition to her own fighter.  

Each day became filled with maneuvers as the fighters mock battled the squadron warships to learn each of their attack patterns completely and be fully prepared as soon as the squadron arrived at Leuion. There wouldn't be time then to learn. Class would be dismissed and they would be in their second graduation exercises. Those who learned would survive the second graduation. Those who didn't graduate would be missed and grieved for. 

*** 

On board the troop transport, Normandy, Emily had hardly a moment to herself as she fell into the duties of executive officer for the 23rd Space Marines (N). Her commanding officer, Lieutenant Allalm, on board the Guam, had briefed her thoroughly in what he expected in his surprise assignment as commander of his own marine unit. He left nothing to chance, preferring for them to each be on different transports in case one didn't make it. She didn't blame him in the least. Most units had more than two officers. Theirs had only him and her. They were using sergeants in the other leadership positions, not that the sergeants couldn't handle them. If nothing else, the marines had never become political. They were always ready to fight, even when the Navy wasn't just before the Ape-oids War. Had there been any major ground combat for them to participate in, they would have swept the Ape-oids off the battlefield. Even the hastily organized Space Academy cadets, from whom they drew their own officers, had shown that in the one ground combat action that took place during the second half of the Ape-oids War. When a marine contingent was finally sent there, they had only mopping up chores left for them. The marines sent in for that did it with surgical precision and without disturbing the civilian populace anymore than necessary. Then they quietly left and returned to their base where they resumed training. 

Emily went over the roster, impressed with the fact that their unit was overstrength by ten percent. That gave them a little bit more to maneuver with, considering that they were the only marine unit going in. Even their equipment was completely new and tested just before leaving Beulah.  

Some of the men and women had been on Beulah fighting the Malakin robots already, as had Emily. They knew what to expect. Emily looked forward to fighting the robots with plenty of firepower from inside one of the hover artytanks. Her brief combat experience had put her in good graces with the men and women she was now in charge of on board the Normandy. She felt fairly certain that they might not have been so confident of her without that experience. However, they all knew that she had faced down the enemy robots with handheld heavy weapons and no armor to protect herself. That took guts in their book. Now it didn't matter to them that she was fresh out of the Space Academy. She was one of them in performance and appearance or nearly so in appearance since she was a woman and only about half of the marines in her unit were female. 

Even though she was constantly busy, Emily still managed to wonder if the 23rd would be de-activated when the war ended or if it would be stationed permanently somewhere. If it was de-activated, she hoped that she would be able to get an assignment to either of the other two particular marine units with an 'N' designation. 

She was surprised that there was so much administrative work to do. Thankfully, one of the new men was adept in handling administrative chores and did most of the work. She usually only had to read and then approve of what transpired. 

*** 

Susan was quite surprised at her own sudden discovery of feelings for one of the new fighter commanders in her own wing. His own fighter, the Tiger Butterfly, was the very first fighter after her own to be emblazoned with a butterfly and name. Perhaps that was what made her look at him a second time in a different way, noticing that he was sensitive in addition to all his other qualities. 

Without realizing it, they sat together at the same dining table the second meal on board. They got into a conversation that started with fighter tactics and ended after touching on half a dozen other topics. Susan got to know more about him than anyone else in the six wings on board the carrier. He still ate breakfast with his crew, but lunch and supper were with her and something that she now looked forward to.  

Now they were a few days out from Leuion. She realized that she might be in love with him. It was as if a switch suddenly came on just before lunch and supper. Then her thoughts turned to thinking of him, Ensign Allen Gregory, the handsome young fighter commander. During those meals, she couldn't get him to talk enough about himself and his dreams and ideas. She had to force herself to eat a bite whenever he paused to eat. When he talked, she didn't even touch her food for fear of missing something he said because of her own chewing noise or clattering her own tableware. Half of what she ate was cold and she hardly noticed it. Only when the meal finally ended, with each of them gobbling a few more bites, did the switch just as suddenly turn off while her thoughts returned to being a fighter commander. 

At night, it was sort of half and half, with her thoughts running over his earlier words and thinking about how to improve the fighter command. Haphazardly, her thoughts ran from one corner of her mind to another before she gradually fell asleep. 

*** 

Susan looked at the instructions and then at the fighter commanders gathered in front of her. She spoke, "Okay, tomorrow we'll be in combat. That's not a surprise to any of us. However, if any of you are forced to land on Leuion, the command has sent down some additional instructions for you to follow. If you are able to, you should undress before getting out of your fighter. The Blues won't be culturally shocked if you wear your boots, weapon belt, and shoulder pack. Try to get with the Blues or one of our marine units if you are forced down. Don't stay with your fighter. The Malakin robots are known to stomp damaged equipment as an apparent precaution of theirs." 

"Our current information is that we can expect to meet real Malakins in the warships tomorrow, so they'll be better than the robots they use for softening up defenses with. But there could also be many of the robot ships still around. The Blues don't have any precise numbers on how many ships are surrounding their planet. Too much of their equipment is in ruins. However, they did successfully wipe out the first wave that came at them so we shouldn't be too greatly outnumbered." 

"We are going in first in two waves. One from the Terra and the other from the Mars. The warships will stand off to fight in deep space. If your fighter is damaged, you'll be able to land on either carrier or Leuion, whichever is closest to you. The carriers will be near the rear flanks of the squadron forming a triangle of sorts with the planet. Make sure your primary pilots understand this. Any questions?" 

"What formation are we going to attack in?" one fighter commander asked. 

Susan answered, "It depends on how the enemy is formed up. We should know that shortly before we launch. I'll pass the word on about that then. Any other questions?" 

*** 

Emily looked at the two plans of action that were possible for them to use the next day. One was for use against a heavy concentration of enemy warships. The other for a light protective cover. Reports, so far, indicated a heavy concentration. The light concentration plan was usually employed against pirates. Then a lightning attack wasn't normally a necessity. With a heavy concentration, their armored transports would attempt to force their way to the planet surface while warships of their own kept the enemy busy or they would stand off, if ordered to do so, in the face of overwhelming enemy forces in space. If they did attempt to force their way to the surface, the transports would be moving at nearly top speed for them. In such a case, it wouldn't likely matter if the transports couldn't lift off again and were damaged on landing. Emily didn't know of very many ships that could take off and gain space successfully against a protective umbrella of orbiting enemy ships. 

*** 

After a half-day more of practice, Susan gave the fighter command the rest of the day off to allow the maintenance personnel to go over the fighters thoroughly and give the crews plenty of rest for the upcoming battle. For herself, she had reports to do and little time to herself. It was probably just as well that she didn't. She wouldn't have been able to concentrate on much besides Allen. 

*** 

After supper, Susan sat at the table with Allen as he rambled on much to her enjoyment. Already, they were alone as they sat opposite each other. Susan didn't have much more which needed her attention. She could finally enjoy some of that same rest she had given her fighter command earlier. Already, she knew that she was definitely in love with Allen. She wondered if he even had an inkling of that as yet. She found it encouraging that he was still sitting with her at the empty table, save for the ashtray and the fake flower arrangement on it that they moved out of the way from between them. 

The topic had already changed several times with hardly a pause in between. If nothing else, Allen could talk when it was opportune to do so. He slipped into a discussion of their fighter tactics, mentioning that Admiral Oden had been the one to revive the wingman concept for use against the faster ships they expected to encounter during the second half of the Ape-oids War. 

"What the admiral did then was fairly remarkable, but what you've done now is outstanding with the Pinball Tactic. He merely revived an old concept, but you created a brand new one for use. I'm impressed with you for that," he said. 

"Why thank you, but the admiral had something to do with that as well," she replied. 

"He did? I didn't know that. What did he do?" asked Allen. 

Susan answered, "Well, for one thing he encouraged me to work on building new concepts and tactics." 

"Well, sure, but I thought you meant he had something more to do with the creation," responded Allen. 

Susan replied, "He did. He gave me the idea in suggesting that I design a tactic for fighters, which he knew I was interested in, that would take advantage of their size and maneuverability. He went on to suggest that too much time was wasted that he could see just in maneuvering about for a shot. He thought that I should look for some way of economizing the amount of effort and time it took to get into position for firing. I think he knew the answer already." 

"What makes you think that?" Allen asked. 

She remarked, "Well, the Pinball Tactic is virtually the only way to accomplish that. The real trick of making it successful is to never repeat the pattern in the same plane. Don't give the enemy a pattern to make it easier for him to get a shot on you. Without that leavening of caution, the tactic soon falls apart. Also, it only works against a globe formation in space and not around a planet. It's also useless against anything else except possibly a flanking attack on a stacked line formation." 

Allen said, "I don't know so much about that. I think a modification of it can be used against a globe formation circling a planet." 

She replied, "Then you're violating one of the tenets against establishing a pattern for the enemy to figure out and use to his advantage. Globe formations around planets are usually only one layer thick, but there's a planet inside that layer that prevents you from crossing over underneath to the same layer from a different plane." 

Allen said, "Maybe at first, but if a large enough force hits at one spot, the enemy might try surrounding it and create a globe formation that can be used to his disadvantage." 

Susan thought and visualized it for a moment. It was risky, but it was possible, provided that the enemy cooperated unknowingly. "Perhaps it could work in a situation like that, but I'd rather see a demonstration on a computer first." 

He said, "Sure, I'd be happy to show you exactly what I'm talking about on a computer." 

Susan said, "Fine, I've got one in my quarters. Come on, we'll check this out now." 

They both finally got up from the table and left the Dining Hall. Within minutes, they were in her quarters with him sitting at the terminal, entering in the information for a defense and offense designed to turn the defense inside out before destroying it. After several minutes of plotting positions of what was possible, the two forces were put into action acting on Allen's parameters. They ran the demonstration several times with different variables introduced. In one scenario, what Allen described actually happened. 

The two of them sat back across from each other and discussed what they had seen. It was possible to invert the defense and then destroy it, but not likely, they finally agreed. Then their talk broke down into more casual topics. Finally Susan noticed for the first time that Allen was acting somewhat awkward. Susan wondered about it for a few moments before she realized that he was looking over her head.  

She thought about what was there for a moment and remembered that her Union Games award for swimming was there. Was he impressed with that, a framed medal with an image of her receiving it? It was a mere second place finish, one of the few times in her life that she ever finished second in anything. But heck, she thought then and now, finishing second on Echo where the gravity was different from her own home planet was quite an accomplishment. She was still every bit as proud of her efforts then when she swam at age 18 in those games just before entering college. Even now at 27, she knew she gave everything she had then to win in that competition and someone else had simply been better. Then she realized that Allen was actually blushing and she stared at him for a moment. 

Allen said, "Uh, perhaps we should exchange seats so I won't start drooling over you." 

"Exchange seats? Why?" asked Susan, before she remembered again that the image was taken on Echo where all the athletes participated in the raw in deference to Echo's culture. Susan wondered if Allen was embarrassed seeing her naked or was he trying to be a gentleman about it? "Oh, the award image from the games on Echo. Is that what's bothering you?" 

Allen cleared his throat for a moment before answering. "Well, I couldn't help but be struck by your overall beauty. You don't look any different now than in that image. Was that taken just before the academy?" 

"No, the Echo games were eight years ago. They won't get to host them for another fourteen years," she answered. 

He said, "Amazing how much you still look like that. But you're right. The Echo games were eight years ago. I guess my mind is becoming all fogged up." 

Susan watched as Allen tried very hard to concentrate on looking at her instead of the framed image that left nothing to be imagined. On Echo, recording an image that deliberately concealed part of the body would have been an insult to its people. Susan's award image wasn't insulting by Echo's standards in the least. It was also in the image archives on every planet and something that Susan hardly gave a second thought to or about displaying in her quarters. 

Gradually, Allen won his battle with his eyes on which image of Susan he was going to pay attention to. Slowly, his conversation became somewhat more relaxed. 








  

Chapter 10 



Admiral Oden was once again on the decks of the cruiser Valhalla, rather than one of the dreadnoughts at the suggestion of his boss, Admiral Reason. Dave's thinking behind that was that the enemy would probably concentrate its fire on the biggest ships first. The ship had been overhauled considerably since the Ape-oids War and was quite modernized he noticed from the moment he stepped on board to make it his flagship. 

Now he peered over the shoulders of some of the crew, a few of whom he knew from serving with them in that war. If the rest of the crew had any doubts or premonitions, those were most likely dispelled by his presence on board. Dave led a charmed life and success was his sidekick. Anyone who had him watching over a shoulder usually felt inspired to do better and did. 

Dave now calculated their final positions as the task force of thirty-five ships neared Leuion and the enemy fleet. He was leaving nothing to chance. Scouts ranged ahead to increase sensor range and send back images so they wouldn't walk into a trap. Already, he was getting an indication of how many enemy ships needed to be dealt with. He expected as many as a hundred and eight enemy warships or odds of three to one against him. Stiff odds, but not impossible since Dave could count on sixty fighters to help reduce those odds. With their speed and maneuverability, two of them easily outweighed a Malakin robot warship. Thinking of which, he realized it was time for the captain to signal the fighter crews to their stations. His inner timing was almost on the target as the announcement went over the communications channel just moments after his thinking about it. He nodded to himself as he mentally checked off another item in the overall strategy and formula for defeating the enemy. 

*** 

Susan was already at her fighter when the intercom blared for fighter crews to report to their craft. She was still busy going over the latest scouting reports indicating that the enemy had in excess of a hundred warships as expected. They were in a globe formation spread out around the planet. Wherever her command hit, they would have a temporary advantage in numbers because the enemy was trying to protect the entire planet from counter-invasion. If her command went in fast enough with their guns blazing as they were taught, they ought to be able to punch a hole for the fleet's own transports to race through down to the planet's surface with their marines. Once the four transports were into the atmosphere, they would be on their own. The transports were built to specifications that included this very maneuver and were well capable of handling it. About the only way that anyone could really get to the transports as soon as they broke through the global cover would be for an enemy ship to chase down after them. However, she knew that they wouldn't be fighting their way up against gravity and presenting a slow target to the Malakins. 

Susan conferred with the overall wing commander on the Mars about which carrier would be punching through. With her five experienced combat fighters, she won the honor. She took her wings into consideration as she decided which of the six would accompany the transports down into the atmosphere. Four transports would require two of the six wings, hers and one other, both of which she judged highest on pilot competence in atmospheric conditions. As the wing commanders gathered about her, she handed out the two assignments of which wing would take two of the transports and which wing commander would lead the remaining four wings in space. Afterwards, she conferred with the four fighter commanders from her individual wing. 

Susan said, "Allen, you're with me on one transport. Fritz, Shirley, and Corine are on the other one. Fritz will lead. I recommend the wingman concept once we hit the atmosphere both for yourselves and the transport. However, use your own judgment if the situation appears to require other tactics. Remember, the transports must get through. This is a chance to show the Blues that we are truly good neighbors and allies. Go ahead and brief your crews now unless you have any questions." 

The fighter commanders left for their own craft. Susan resumed checking out her fighter with her crew. They would probably look at some of the same things more than two or three times apiece, but that was the nature of being prepared and being sure that everything was right. "Attention to detail" was what one sign at the academy had stated. There were probably signs like that at the other military schools on other worlds where the enlisted personnel were trained. Her new crew was every bit as good as her previous crew. She could tell it by the way they acted as they went about performing their duties. 

*** 

Emily went about checking out her individual hover artytank with the men and women who would do the real fighting. She hadn't given any thought ahead of time to the fact that she would be sitting down doing nothing most of the time when they went into combat. Now it was dawning on her that she would have very little to do, even though she knew how to perform every position inside the vehicle. She had one set of controls for use only in an emergency. That was unlikely since the outrigger drones would have to all be destroyed or out of action for some reason before the artytank would ever have to rely on its built-in weapons systems for defense.  

The men and women were already inside switching on systems and verifying that they had everything still working properly. Emily had the difficult task of marking down the results of each test on her terminal. Maybe she should have taken the fighter commander position instead, she thought. The fighters had a full set of controls for the commander's use. However, she knew that she would have been required to stay dressed since the marines were the only part of the military with 'N' units. If the Navy would let her fly naked, she knew that would been the end of one marine career and the start of a naval career. 

The tests were completed. Everyone strapped themselves into position. The hover artytank was ready to take to the atmosphere as soon as the transport got them down low enough or landed. Emily popped open the hatch and looked at the other artytanks that were being readied. One by one, she marked them off as ready as the hand signals appeared from their commanders. Her eleven artytanks were ready.  

Emily allowed her thoughts to wander as she waited with nothing further to be done. She wondered if her unit would be assigned after the war to Echo or Edun. She heard that Edun had mountains with year-round snow and skiing. That sounded interesting. It also had a slightly lower average temperature than Echo. Echo's temperature almost always melted the snow on its mountains within a few days of falling, leaving hardly any room for downhill skiing on real snow. She hoped that the 23rd would be kept intact and stationed on Edun. Barring that, she hoped for assignment to one of the other two 'N' units and a chance to visit Edun. Under peacetime conditions she'd even be able to dispense with the camouflage body paint, wearing only enough body paint to show her rank. 

*** 

Dave looked at the communication sent by the Malakins to the Union and Admiral Reason's message concerning ending the war. The Malakins were willing to end the war with the borders to remain where they currently were located based on who held what. Dave remained poker faced as he read the offer by the Malakins to clean up the war debris from Beulah and Echo and to pay for damages up to a certain amount. He wondered if the Malakins were actually trying to become friendly or worried over their failure to knock out Beulah. Maybe they only wanted better intelligence than they first had and planned on collecting it along with the garbage. The statement went on a bit and said nothing in reality after the first few points. Then he read Admiral Reason's message. 

"Until the Congress and President accept any terms, the war is still on. Do your damnedest to the Malakins, especially in light of the fact that Leuion isn't even mentioned. To our knowledge, no offer has been made to their government in hiding on Leuion. We do not let our friends down. On that, I know you feel the same as I. Good luck, though you hardly need it since I know you make your own." 

Dave folded up the messages and tucked them into his shoulder pack, the same one he started off with years ago and kept maintained. He walked over to the captain of the Valhalla and opened his mouth to speak. 

"Message, admiral!" a voice came from behind him. 

Dave turned and accepted the message. He nodded silently in agreement as he read. At least the politicians knew that their careers were over if they abandoned Gabrielle and Edun. They had rejected the Malakin offer in record time. Dave said, "Captain, the Malakins have offered to end the war. Congress and the President have both rejected the offer. Now it's up to us to add emphasis to their reply. Give 'em hell!" 

The captain nodded and then spoke into the intercom, "Man your battle stations, stand by for action!" 

Immediately, short range line of sight lightbeam radio messages went out to the rest of the squadron with the same instructions. Admiral Oden went to take a seat where he could see and hear what was happening and react to it by issuing orders. 

*** 

Susan stepped into her fighter, closed the hatch behind her, and took her place. The engines were powered up and hummed along perfectly as they should. Within seconds, her fighter raced out of the carrier first as she yelled, "Yeeeeeee-haaaawwww!" 

In front of her, her crew echoed her sentiments as they put the fighter into a short circle while the rest of the command launched and formed up on her position. 

The rest of the squadron changed its formation so that the transports could form up directly behind her fighters. Once they were ready, they would punch their way through the enemy blanket and then reach down to the surface to do battle with the second part of the Malakin forces. 

In less than five minutes, Susan saw the transports in position behind her assembled fighter command and said, "Charge!" 

The fighters swarmed alongside of hers. They formed a shield with their own fighters for the transports that were moving at their top speed. The fighters charged headlong at the enemy warships surrounding Leuion. At the same time, Susan glanced out her port. She could see the fighters from the carrier Mars performing a similar maneuver as they charged at another concentration of enemy warships. Hopefully, the enemy wouldn't be able to pick up the transports hidden behind her screen of fighters and not know that hers was the more important initial attack of the two. 

Susan turned her attention back to the oncoming planet and blanket of warships in front of her fighter. She picked up her communications and spoke briefly, "Shawn, the rest of the fighter command is all yours once we hit them. Don't wait for any further word from me on the subject." She knew that Shawn could handle the task. If, by chance, his fighter was hit and he was out of action, the next wing commander would pick up the reins and continue the fight with barely a hiccup discernible to the enemy. 

Now she wondered if she was diving at elite or robot units. Robot units probably wouldn't attempt to follow them down. Elite units might. Susan watched as the range closed. She then fired her Mark VI gun from just out of range to see if she could get a reaction. Several of the enemy ships returned fire. Susan knew then that they were most likely elite units. Robots wouldn't have reacted, knowing that they were fully out of each other's range and sticking to their programmed instructions. 

Then the range was right. Susan aimed at the enemy ships and fired. Streams of bolts from the twenty-nine other fighters leapt out alongside of hers in a glorious display of raw firepower. The bolts flicked from one target to another as they pinpointed the elite units and concentrated on them first. 

Susan hollered out, "Yeeee-haaww!" as she saw the concentrated barrage from her fighters disable one elite Malakin ship from just within effective range. She was already concentrating her fire on another ship that her pilot was putting her onto. All the while, her pilot was jigging the tiny fighter about to make them less of a target for an enemy gun to lock onto. 

Then a second Malakin ship was destroyed as it ruptured into space. Again, Susan hollered. She fired on another target that her pilot placed her on. The hole needed for the transports began to appear. The enemy, seeing the concentrated firepower being used against them, was desperately trying to maneuver within the limitations posed by their defensive positions. In doing so, they were making it easier for the hole in the blanket to appear. 

Then the hole appeared just as the fighters reached the enemy. Four wings split off to do individual battle with enemy ships. Two wings continued on down into the atmosphere with the transports hot on their heels. 

*** 

"Ship is in atmosphere!" rang through the intercom and radios of the transports as they hit the atmosphere and took up new positions in front of the two fighter wings accompanying them. It was no longer necessary to maintain radio silence. The last tests were quickly performed while each artytank checked its radios and reported in. Likewise, Emily was able to speak with Lieutenant Allalm for the first time in several days as she reported her status. 

She could also listen in. She learned that the others were fully ready and that they would shortly split up to present multiple targets instead of one big juicy target. She overheard the signal to "break" a few moments later. Then she felt some of the effects of the planet's gravity and atmosphere come through to her inside the artytank as her transport shifted its course and broke away from the other transports. 

*** 

Susan watched her fighter fall into position on the rear of one transport as her pilot then kept pace with the big guy instead of the other way around. Just behind and to the side, Allen's fighter was tailing her fighter. A few moments later, she overheard the "break" command. Her pilot was ready as the transport suddenly changed course radically and took off for its destination. All the while, they descended lower and lower in the atmosphere. Susan looked back and checked to see if any Malakin units were trying to intercept. Her backside was clear, but she spotted a Malakin warship closing in on one of the others. 

"Flaming Moth, you have company coming in. Watch your tail." 

"Roger, Attack Butterfly II, I see them. Killer Butterfly, break off and take a chunk out of his tail." 

"Roger, we'll get on him." 

One of Fritz's fighters suddenly banked and swooped under the following Malakin warship. Then it looped back up into position on the Malakin's tail. Then it was firing as the other two fighters prevented the Malakin warship from getting a lock or a clear shot on the transport. 

Susan glanced over occasionally as she kept a sharp lookout for any Malakin warships that might threaten her transport. Did the enemy think that the transport with more fighters was more important? She was beginning to believe so. Over her radio, she heard calls among the other wing's fighters as they fought off another Malakin warship trying to get the transport being guarded by three fighters. Then she spotted the Malakin warship dropping down into the atmosphere ahead of her transport as the transport suddenly changed course as part of its evasive action. She called out, "Stay with him, Allen. We'll intercept the warship!" 

Her pilot overheard her instructions and changed course back to the approaching Malakin warship. Susan aimed and fired as soon as she saw the ship in her sights. If nothing else, she had even more maneuverability in the atmosphere than the Malakin had because of the sizes of the two ships. She fired as long as the enemy was in her sights. Then she felt her stomach do a loop as her pilot kept them from crashing headlong into the Malakin and dove away before rolling into another firing position for Susan to shoot from. 

The Malakin didn't stand a chance when Susan finally hit something vital. The Malakin warship exploded, dispersing smoking pieces of itself to float down to the surface. The immediate threat neutralized, Susan's pilot instinctively turned back to catch up with the transport that was resuming its course for its designated landing zone. 

*** 

Emily felt her stomach heave for a moment as her transport took evasive maneuvers and the fighters outside took up the defense. Was this what I got myself into? It was something else to see that you were making a sudden series of sharp evasive turns, but to not see and then feel them hit you was an altogether different experience for her. For a second time, she wished she had let the Navy put her in a fighter. Then there was a reverberating sound through the hull of the transport. Emily wondered if they had been hit. The transport straightened out its course from the series of evasive turns. For another moment, Emily was afraid that they would have to attempt to launch the hover artytanks from too high up. But the ship didn't lose any altitude. She reasoned that the sound must have been an enemy ship being destroyed. A moment later, she heard confirmation over her radio. 

"They just got the Malakin who came down after us. That was him exploding a few moments ago," she said quickly to her crew, unsure if they knew and wanting to keep them informed. 

There were a few comments voiced and general good spirit displayed as they heard her. Emily tried to relax back in her command chair and wait for the transport to either notify them to exit or brace for a possible hard landing. 

*** 

Dave heard the reports coming in from the fighters as they first punched the needed hole for the transports and then as all of the transports got through the hole safely. He formed a mental note to visit each pilot and compliment him or her on fine piloting skills. More reports came in as the fighters swarmed in all directions to tackle the large warships. The ones Dave wanted to hear about for the moment were whether the marines were on the surface yet. When they were, then he could commit his forces the way he wanted to. Until then, he had to be patient in case the transports were forced, through perhaps some overlooked detail, to return with their marines on board. 

Then one report came in of a successful landing and deployment. Before all the artytanks were out, a second transport was landing. The third landed in its sector. More marines were sent out to fight against the Malakin ground forces. That was better than Dave had hoped for. He envisioned fifty percent losses getting them down. Already seventy-five percent were safely on the ground where they could seek out the enemy and do their part. 

*** 

"Above you, Tiger!" 

Allen turned his head as his pilot went into action to evade any enemy fire. Although he couldn't see her for the moment, Susan's fighter was already peeling off and going after the oncoming Malakin warship. As her gun lined up on the Malakin warship, she could see that the Malakins made a big mistake in sending down a cruiser. It would have even less maneuverability than the Malakin destroyer she had already taken out. But it did have one advantage, it had lots of guns. Almost all of them were firing at her, Allen, and the transport. 

*** 

The radios roared into life just after the huge vibration shook the transport. "High level exit! High level exit! Exit now! Good luck to you all!" 

Emily's artytank roared to life as the hatches opened while the countryside flashed by below in the distance. Then a few seconds later, her vehicle was in the atmosphere while the gunners deployed their outrigger drones. Behind and to the sides, other artytanks were also exiting the damaged transport. She had heard the hit and immediately knew that it was different from the earlier sound when a Malakin warship exploded. This sound had been closer and more personal. She hoped that the transport crew was able to reach the surface without further casualties. The transport was armored, but evidently not enough to keep from being damaged to the point that the transport captain ordered them to launch in the atmosphere. She knew, as she was sure that he did, that launching the artytanks would give them all better chances for survival. 

"Ma'am, can we shoot at the warship?" 

Emily came out of her thoughts abruptly. She replied, "Uh, yes, fire!" 

Her gunners went on the offensive against a Malakin warship with their outrigger drones. They added their firepower to that of the fighters which were both engaging the warship, now that the artytanks were deployed. Her driver, meanwhile, was taking them down closer to the surface where they properly belonged before something tipped them and sent them crashing down. She could tell that he was very good and had nerves of steel. Emily knew that she could do it, but it wasn't recommended for anyone who tended to worry about things instead of keeping his mind concentrated on just one thing--getting down safely in one piece. 

A small red light flickered to green, letting her know that they were now within a safe altitude. The majority of the danger was over. If they did somehow tip over, the artytank could take the punishment without a problem unless they happened to fall into an active volcano. There weren't any of those around. 

There was a sudden rumbling sound. A shock wave pushed the artytank about wildly before the driver stabilized it. Emily turned in time to see the Malakin warship falling to the ground in pieces as big as houses. Flames and smoke were everywhere about it. 

"Damn, one of the fighters got him!" one gunner said. 

Emily let the remark slide by as mere competitive spirit and nothing more. She knew her people fairly well by now. She knew that they were extremely competitive with each other. So, why shouldn't they want to compete with the Navy? 

Already, the outrigger drones were moving into new positions as the artytank hovered just above the ground and moved about its main business of hunting down Malakin robots. 

*** 

Dave heard the reports that the fourth transport was hit and then that they were still deploying their marines while flying. He marvelled at the nerve of those marines in bailing out of a fast transport in their small vehicles at high altitude. With the reports came the first news of casualties in the battle. Crew members on board the transport had been wounded or killed. He listened in to learn how the transport did after getting its marines deployed. Dave was somewhat relieved to hear them report a few minutes later that they were on the ground and leaving their ship. Dave silently wished them luck. 

*** 

"You took damage, Allen," Susan radioed. "Turn to your left and look back. You should be able to see it." 

Allen replied, "Roger, I see it. My pilot says he feels it in the controls. Thanks." 

"How bad are the controls?" Susan had to wait a few moments before the answer finally came.  

Allen called back, "We're going to land and abandon the Tiger." 

Susan replied, "Roger. We'll cover you and make sure you get down safely and get clear." 

Her pilot said, "I got you covered, Lieutenant. Keep him safe and clear of the enemy. Do you want to try to pick them up?" 

"Let's see where they land first. It might not be ideal for us to attempt a pickup," Susan replied, even though she desperately wanted to say yes. 

The Attack Butterfly II followed the Tiger Butterfly down as it sought a place to land. Susan kept a close watch on the surrounding skies for signs of any other Malakin warships, but there were none in sight. Her fighter suddenly swooped down. Susan turned her attention forward. In her sights was a Malakin robot. She fired instinctively. Her second shot tore through the robot and severed it in half. 

"Yeeee-haaww!" the pilot shouted. "Mighty fine shootin' thar, ma'am." 

*** 

"Hey! No fair! Now they're shooting our targets!" the same artytank gunner exclaimed. 

Emily noticed the fighter that swooped overhead. She tried to see who it was, but they were going too fast. Then she saw the second fighter trailing smoke and understood why the first fighter had taken out a ground target. One of its buddies was going down. It was just paving the way for it. Emily said, "It's all right, Sam. They've got a damaged fighter landing and couldn't afford to wait for us to arrive." 

Sam replied, "Yes, ma'am. I don't mean anything by it. Just anxious to show the Blues what we can do." 

The damaged fighter passed overhead and went on beyond looking for a place to land. 

*** 

"Scratch one robot," Susan called in and reported. 

Already her craft was circling as Allen's fighter went lower and lower until it landed. Susan's craft continued to circle until she saw four naked people run away from the fighter. 

"Gail, record an image of them as we fly over," remarked Susan with a devious idea in her head. 

"Yes ma'am," Gail replied and then a few moments later, "Got 'em!" 

"Lieutenant, I can land on this and get us back up," the pilot remarked. 

Susan thought for a moment about the added risk of having two crews in a single fighter. It could be done, but if her fighter was hit trying to leave the planet, then there would be two dead crews instead of just one. Her instincts still wanted her to pick up the others and take them back to the carrier. Fighting off her impulse, Susan replied, "No, return to the fighting. Either the marines or Blues will have to take care of them. If we pick them up, we'll have to return to the carrier instead of fighting. We're needed in the fight." 

"Yes ma'am." 

Susan glanced back down at the four fighter crew members as they ran, naked, for cover until they could reach safety aboard an artytank. Then Susan saw an artytank pass underneath going towards the downed fighter. She felt certain that the artytank would get to them and take them aboard. Allen and the others would be safe. That was a relief to know. She pushed her microphone into position to speak. 

"To the artytank commander going after the downed fighter crew, thank you. We appreciate this. I will gladly buy a round of drinks for you later. This is Lieutenant Thompson from the Attack Butterfly II making the offer." 

Emily heard the message and called back even though it wasn't expected. "Ensign Tall acknowledging. You owe twelve drinks." 

Susan knew she could rely on Emily to follow through with the rescue. Emily and her crew would be lucky if they could later walk straight after Susan and the four rescued crew members finished buying them drinks. Her fighter circled once more before it regained altitude. Susan felt sure she could see four tiny naked figures running from hiding to get inside an artytank. Then again, maybe she was just imagining it. Then her fighter was gaining altitude again as it prepared to leap back into space. 

*** 

Three minutes later, the Attack Butterfly II was back in space, having been assisted by other fighters who guided them to where they were keeping the enemy busy. Susan's fighter managed to slip in from beneath to shoot a Malakin in the belly, so to speak. The Malakins evidently weren't expecting an attack from that direction. They had turned their ship so that the most damaged side was away from the fighters harassing it. That was towards the planet. Susan racked up another kill as the Malakin ship went silent from a clean shot of hers that sliced into the engines and cut forward along the body of the warship as her pilot assisted her shooting. 

Now back into the main fray of things, Susan broadcast to her fighter command and resumed control. Quick status reports indicated two fighters were forced to land on the planet and one fighter went back to the carriers. Six others were dead and destroyed. More than ever, she was glad of her decision. Her fighter command needed every fighter it could keep in the battle. Deftly and nimbly, her fighter moved among the enemy warships while the Berserker Squadron readied its part of the plan since the enemy wasn't leaving the planet. 

*** 

Emily opened up the hatch and watched as the four naked fighter crew members climbed inside and were shown a place to sit out of the way. Then the hatch sealed as Emily pressed a switch before the artytank resumed its primary mission of search and destroy. 

"Hi, Allen. You look like you didn't get much sun," Emily remarked with a slight chuckle. 

Allen looked at the face in camouflage body paint and said, "Emily? I thought you were back at the academy." 

She replied, "Sorry to disappoint you, but when I left the special fighter training they gave me this since they had a terrific need for a nudist marine officer and I'm from Echo. Even graduated before you did." 

He said, "You're kidding." 

She replied, "I'll show you my commission later when I get the chance. Right now, I've got reports to send in." 

Allen replied, "Okay." 

"Ensign Tall reporting pickup of four downed fighter crew members. All safe and well. We're resuming our mission." 

As she talked again with Allen, the action picked up as Sam shouted, "He's mine!"  

Emily gave her attention to the important task at hand as she watched on her monitor what Sam was doing. She saw how he went about wiping out a Malakin robot in three swift sure shots that left no doubt in anyone's mind that he was good. Almost as soon as Sam finished dispatching that robot, the other two from the trio of robots were found just behind a rise where they were engaged in combat with some Blue military personnel. The outriggers made their presence known. They drew the attention of the robots to them, relieving the Blues and giving them an opportunity to get under cover before the main fireworks began. 

Emily noticed that the robots were faster than the ones on Beulah. Then it occurred to her that it might be the gravity difference. She immediately called in a report on her suspicions. "Ensign Tall to Lieutenant Allalm. Robots here are faster than on Beulah. I suspect it's because of the gravity." 

"Understood, Ensign. Thank you." 

Still, Emily watched as her gunners took out the two robots as they ganged up on them with six outrigger drones while they were safely behind a hill out of sight of the robots themselves. 

*** 

The squadron moved in slowly. It was time to give the fighters some support and engage the enemy ships decisively. Dave watched as his squadron, in a huge plate formation now, moved forward and fired from extreme range. The Malakin robot ships immediately reacted to the squadron's presence and tried to form up to oppose it despite the continuous attacks of the small fighters. The amount of fire returned at the fighters lessened as the robot ships took the greater threat of the warships into account. They returned fire at the squadron where each warship was conducting its own evasive maneuvers within its assigned sector while the ships continued to advance. The elite Malakin warships tried to fight both forces at the same time. 

Caught from two angles of fire, more of the Malakin warships became silent as engines were destroyed, depriving many of them of necessary energy sources to both maneuver and fire weapons with. On the manned Malakin ships, shots that hulled sections of them sufficed to quiet the guns in that portion and lessen the rate of return fire. Very successful shots could sometimes kill the entire ship. Malakin robot ships would keep firing until the engines were destroyed. The engines were almost always the first priority of the attacking forces for both types of Malakin warships. Still, the Malakin forces continued to keep a blanket of forces surrounding the planet, though the blanket was becoming thinner with every minute of battle. 

Another fighter returned from the carriers, repairs completed and its crew eager for battle. The tiny fighter swept in between the bolts being sent at the enemy from the squadron. The fighter was almost invisible until it was too late for the enemy to react against its sudden lethal attack on the engines of another Malakin warship. The Malakin warship was left drifting and helpless as more bolts rained upon it, destroying much of its interior and ensuring that, if it was manned, it wouldn't get its engines repaired by depriving the occupants of their artificial atmosphere. Only those suited up against such a loss would likely survive. From what the human warriors knew of their enemy, the Malakins also preferred to have freedom of movement while fighting and a quick death rather than suiting up and having the choice of a lingering death or suicide.  

Besides, a hit on the same section would usually generate enough fire in that section, as the oxygen flamed temporarily before the vacuum of space took over, to destroy the fabrics of space suits and render them useless anyway. Then the being, human or Malakin, would die anyway as their lungs tried to breathe in a vacuum, though they usually ripped apart first. If the hit was on another section and the bulkheads didn't succumb, then there was little to worry about. If the engines died, there was usually plenty of time to suit up and go about making repairs. By then there might be less danger of a flare-up, if the enemy decided that the ship was dead and moved on to other targets. 

More and more Malakin warships were destroyed. The squadron rained fire upon them while holding a large formation that made it nearly impossible for the enemy to sweep out and surround them. Still, the squadron wasn't immune as two squadron destroyers winked out almost at the same time from accurate return fire from the Malakin fleet. 

*** 

Admiral Oden noticed how effective the tiny fighters were. He resolved to push for more carriers. The time was ending again for large scale warship battles where each slugged it out with ships that cost too much to make and man. As nice as the dreadnoughts seemed to be, he could see that their usefulness was ending as they had once before in a different fleet of a different era. Most of the return fire was being given to them. Only superior training and pilots kept them in the battle. Still, the dreadnought pilots had the disadvantage of size as they tried to evade the return fire. Dave could see from his vantage point that each had sustained numerous hits, but was still functioning. The cruisers were faring better and the destroyers even more so. Their smaller size and agility gave them advantages that outweighed their disadvantages against the huge Malakin warships which possessed even less maneuverability and were dying in droves. 

The more Dave thought about it, the more he realized that they needed to replace the dreadnoughts with something else. They needed something fast and small while remaining capable of carrying some of the heavy guns. The only answer he had, though, was more carriers with more fighters. As he thought about it, he realized that every ship should have the capability to carry one or more fighters. It would give the fighters a choice of where to land for repairs and lessen their fears of not having a carrier to land on. Maybe that was the answer he was looking for. 

He liked that thought. He imagined a fast cruiser with a wing of fighters on board. It wouldn't be like the heavy cruisers of a decade ago where the scouts attached to the outside of the ship and had to launch from the planet on their own. This would have to be a fast cruiser with a hangar that carried the fighters inside the ship. If the cruisers had that capability now, he knew he would have started the battle with the equivalent of over three carriers worth of fighters. They could have punched holes in the enemy even more quickly. 

He let the thought continue to germinate and saw how it progressed into affecting other aspects of the Navy and even the academy. It was easy to see that producing only a hundred cadets a year wouldn't be enough to provide enough fighter commanders of the quality they wanted for the number of openings the Navy would soon have. Not only that, but they wouldn't be able to begin reaching that number for four years unless they modified and specialized the course work so that they could put fighter commanders through an abbreviated course.  

Dave didn't like what he foresaw happening to anyone graduating from an abbreviated course. He could envision a fighter commander forced to land on an inhospitable planet with no knowledge of how to survive. The fighter commander would be better off if he or she bought it in space. However, there wasn't any real choice as long as they were at war and had no real way of determining how long the war would last. There would have to be some compromises made. The graduating cadets would be the ones to pay the price for those compromises. 

Of course, if there were classes given on board the naval warships to give the fighter commanders the benefits of some of what they would miss out on, the compromises might not be so bad. It was the only way to make it work and give the fighter commanders a chance for survival. Even though the battle was still raging, Admiral Oden entered the information into his personal terminal for later submission. About the only thing he wasn't sure of was where to locate the new academy. It couldn't be located with the current academy since there wasn't enough room. He needed a planet with more access to space and not as close to the front of the war. Dave didn't want unskilled cadets being launched suddenly into a defense where they would be slaughtered wholesale. Much as he preferred for them to learn on a heavy gravity planet, there wasn't much choice other than Beulah unless they terraformed an uninhabited planet. That could easily take a generation to accomplish. The Navy simply didn't have that kind of time to wait. The new academy would have to be on a lighter gravity planet, regardless of Dave's preferences. 

More details fleshed themselves out as he continued to foresee the problems and solve them one by one to form a well-thought out proposal. As he continued to think everything through, he realized that he had one more resource that he was overlooking until now. He could always steal from the enlisted training center on Echo. Take half of their pilots and give them temporary commissions. That would address the immediate need for fighter commanders. That would fill the gap until the new academy was in place and producing officers. He added it to his proposal and only rarely glanced around to observe the progress of the battle. That was how much confidence he held in the personnel around him. 

He was completely unaware that his action then was being observed by the personnel around him. His obvious lack of concern for his own safety was inspiring, but not nearly so much as the trust they saw him placing in their performance to fight while he worked on other problems. He didn't even flinch when the ship was rocked by a hit on one of its sections. He barely looked up. When he did, it wasn't to see what the panels said about the damage but at the panel that tallied the known losses on each side. 

Those who were looking saw him nod slightly as he noticed that the battle was still going their way with only four squadron warships lost and dozens of Malakin warships in the other tally column. The Malakins weren't in positions to concentrate their fire. The Union squadron was. The tally under the Malakins changed minute by minute to reflect larger numbers. 

*** 

Susan felt her fighter take a hit. Immediately, she ordered it back to a carrier while transferring fighter command again. Minutes later, Attack Butterfly II landed on the Terra and was in the hands of her maintenance personnel. Less than five minutes later, new solar panels were in place. Susan's crew managed to get something to eat and drink before they launched again into the fray. 

Her fighter rode into the battle again, flanked by bolts from the warships which were targeted on Malakin warships. She noted how scary it appeared to be and yet how safe it was for a small fighter to return quickly. The bolts, constantly passing by at greater speeds, appeared to be masking her fighter from the enemy sensors. Of course, having a stealth design helped as well. As her fighter rode the bolts, the pilot aimed at a Malakin warship that didn't know death was approaching it. Susan saw the ship in her sights. Another bolt joined the masses of raining bolts on the enemy. Hers, however, had the advantages of being well-aimed and from a closer range that gave it considerably more effectiveness. 

The enemy ship flared suddenly as a well-placed shot tore out its atmosphere. The Malakin ship grew silent along its entire length. Susan's fighter was no longer riding the bolts as those shifted to another target. Her pilot veered towards another enemy warship. Susan was soon firing on it, helping out other fighters that were attacking from other angles. Lots of dead Malakin warships floated listlessly about. The small fighters were using those as cover until they leapt out at the living Malakin warships from close ranges that only increased the effectiveness of the fighter weapons. 

Messages and reports continued to filter into her brain as the squadron kept them informed of Malakin warships moving into sight from the other side of the planet and notified them of the Union fleet's overall progress. 

*** 

Allen watched as the crew of the artytank continued to search for and then destroy the Malakin robots with an efficiency that showed the depth of their training. Several hours had passed already. He, like the rest of his crew, was hardly aware any longer of their own nudity, let alone that of the crew of the artytank. In between actions against the robots, casual conversations, when some of the crew weren't resting, filled the hull of the artytank as they talked about what they would do when the war was over. Emily showed Allen her commission and he grinned when he saw she had seniority based on her date of commissioning. 

Occasionally, they listened to reports coming from the squadron and fighters as the battle in space moved to its climax with modest losses for the squadron and annihilation for the Malakin forces there. On the surface of Leuion, it was slower paced as they combed the countryside searching for the robots that were widely dispersed. The Union ground forces would clearly be busy for days trying to find them all. 

*** 

The last of the Malakin warships fell silent. The men and women in the fighter command and the squadron hustled about, rechecking to find targets, unsure that the battle was finally over. Destroyers were dispatched to circle Leuion and verify that there weren't any other Malakin ships hidden out of sensor sight or range. 

When news of no live enemy ships reached Admiral Oden, he set aside his new project to contemplate any possible enemy moves and put his squadron into the right defensive positions. An hour later, squadron ships moved into those defensive positions while the fighters landed on their carriers to give their crews a brief rest. 

As soon as they were in position, fighter support was offered to the marines on Leuion to help search for and destroy the Malakin robots. Lieutenant Allalm, impressed with the necessity for showing the Blues how quickly they could rid Leuion of the enemy, agreed to accept the assistance. Minutes later, fighter wings streaked down into the atmosphere to assist in the action below. At the same time, several shuttles were sent down to pick up the surviving crews from downed fighters and the transport that couldn't be launched. Three transports rose up from the surface an hour later when their crews returned to their untouched ships. Minutes later, they were back into position near the carriers for their protection. 

While positions were consolidated, the dead ships were searched by special teams for survivors from the squadron's ships. As well, they searched for Malakins to take prisoner on the destroyed enemy ships. 

Messages were speedily exchanged with the Blues on the situation, keeping them advised of everything. The Blues were most appreciative of the efforts and extended an invitation to all the men and women involved to visit after the war as honored guests. 

*** 

Susan heard over the radio that Allen's crew was back at the carrier. She had something to attend to when her crew returned and looked forward to it. With the speed of her fighter, it was easy for her crew to cover a large amount of territory and pick off several robots. Other fighters were also having similar luck. Sometimes they arrived to assist the artytanks in killing the robots, giving the robots another direction to be wary of and causing them to ignore the more dangerous outriggers in favor of the larger and faster fighters. 

Try as they did, not all of the robots could be located. The space marines continued to search for the last few while the fighters were released after only a few hours of assistance. Susan's fighter rose back into space and soon landed on the Terra. 

*** 

Susan left the fighter with the computer image of Allen and his crew to be made into a picture. She returned to her quarters after filing her second set of reports and debriefings for the day. Once there, she worked on producing an image that she would hang over and just behind the chair where Allen had sat the other night. 

Twenty minutes later, Susan looked thoughtfully at the image that turned out to be all she hoped for. Like her own image, it was nothing that could have insulted anyone on Echo, had the image been taken there. The image caught the entire crew of the Tiger Butterfly in a full frontal shot. There were no secrets to uncover about any of the four crew members of that fighter. The only thing Susan lacked was a frame. She called her maintenance personnel to see if they had anything that might fill the bill. Half an hour after that, Susan hung the newly framed image on the wall. 

Soon after Susan had her personal project finished, she went to supper where Allen soon joined her. The discussion started with how they fought the enemy before it finally gravitated to less serious subjects. Susan was about to invite Allen to her quarters when a message arrived for her from the admiral. She looked at the message and excused herself, having finished eating. Susan went to report to the admiral on his flagship. 

*** 

"Sir, you wanted to see me?" she asked as she saluted. 

Dave said, "Yes, I do. I know you and your people are probably tired, but I want you and some of your better personnel to look over this information. Give me your opinions and conclusions. I'd like some feedback by noon tomorrow." Dave handed her a disk. 

"Yes sir. I can do that. May I duplicate this information or is it too sensitive?" she asked. 

He replied, "It's only a proposal right now, but you should treat it as sensitive, so keep track of any copies and be sure they're returned with it. Before I forget it, your command did extremely well today. You did a good job of training the officers. I could tell if only because we had fewer fighter losses than before. You and they all deserve special commendation." 

She replied, "Thank you, sir. Of course, we had far more fighters than before. That helped considerably. It allowed us to take on the enemy ships with more fighters on each one we could get to." 

Dave said, "Then you'll like some of what's in that proposal you're going to take a look at. It's a suggestion for the Navy to increase fighter participation and strength in the fleet. I've tried to look at the entire problem from top to bottom. Hopefully, you and your people will discover any flaws in it that might lose lives later. Be sure that you don't tell anyone where this came from or they won't attack it as strongly where it needs to be. It shouldn't get a free ride simply because I authored it. Well, I'm keeping you from your own business too much already, especially now that I've given you additional work to do. Again, you and your people did a good job today. I thank you personally for your efforts. That's all I have unless you have any questions." 

"No sir," she replied. 

"Good night, Lieutenant," Dave said as he saluted Susan. 

She returned his salute and left with the gleaming disk in her hand. Minutes later, she was calling on men and women from her command to take a look at the proposal. Shortly after that, they made copies of it and assigned different aspects of the proposal to different officers and crews. Soon, the proposal was being studied by sixteen crews in different parts of the carrier as they took up the problem of looking for weaknesses and flaws in the proposal. 

Allen asked, "When did you find the time to do this?" 

"Just what makes you think I created this?" she asked. 

"It bears your signature in the way it's constructed. I don't know of anyone else so involved or concerned with fighters. It even reads in the same way you talk," he answered. 

Susan replied, "Oh? Well, just remember not to give it a free ride since you think it's my proposal. If you don't know by now, I always earn whatever I get. More than that, if we miss a flaw somehow, we'll be hurting men and women who become fighter commanders through this proposal's implementation." 

Allen looked at Susan and remarked, "You really mean that, don't you?" 

Susan responded, "A hundred percent. My conscience can't handle sloppy work on my part." 

"Okay, though my part doesn't seem all that critical. Deciding on which planet to establish a fighter commander academy isn't going to be too difficult," Allen said. 

Susan questioned Allen, "Oh? Give it some thought and tell me the same thing later. If you still feel that way later, then I'll presume that any concerns on that part are exaggerated." 

Allen answered, "All right. I'll do that. I'll drop by later and let you know if I've changed my mind." 

*** 

Hours later, Allen knocked on the door to Susan's quarters. She looked up at the open doorway and nodded her head to indicate he should enter. 

He said, "You were right. The choice of training location is critical. It should be on Beulah. I came up with an alternate solution to the problem. Rather than building an academy on one of the other planets since Beulah is at the front, the academy should be established temporarily on Echo right where the enlisted personnel are being trained. That will alleviate the need for additional instructors and instruction materials such as simulators." 

"Have a seat and go on," Susan said, very much interested in Allen's conclusions. 

Allen took a seat under the new image without knowing it was there. He continued to speak on the conclusions he reached.  

When he finished, Susan asked, "You have that entered?" 

He replied, "Yes. Almost every word the way I just presented it." 

She said, "Good. What do you think of them moving the enlisted training for fighters to Beulah?" 

"That involves plenty of expense and effort. Why do you think it should be moved?" he asked. 

Susan answered, "Simply because the enlisted personnel should have the same opportunity for survival as the officers. A fighter might land on some other planet with an injured officer who's unconscious. One of the enlisted personnel is going to have to take over and lead. We're not building them up as much physically as they ought to be for survival. I estimate that their odds of survival go down fifty percent or more without the guidance of an officer." 

"Makes sense. You think they should go through the same jungle combat training?" he asked. 

"Not quite that far, but a few days in the woods wouldn't hurt them. It'll sure give them more strength for high speed maneuvers, especially in an atmosphere," she replied. 

Allen asked, "What gave you that idea?" 

She replied, "Seeing you and your crew run for cover. You were way out in front of them, even in bare feet. The difference in physical shape was obvious." 

"You sure I was that far in front of them? I thought they were right behind me and practically on my heels." 

Susan glanced up at the new image and shook her head. Then she answered, "I'm positive. You were clearly six meters or more ahead of the closest member of your crew." 

"Six meters! I couldn't have been!" he exclaimed. 

"Images don't lie," she answered. 

"You have images?" he asked as he finally noticed her eyes looking above him. He slowly turned around and looked up at the wall. When he turned back a few moments later, his face was blushing. "I guess it was easily six meters. Are you going to keep that there?" he asked. 

"I'm thinking of keeping it there, especially whenever you visit so that we can both have trouble keeping our eyes on each other," she replied with a wide grin. 

Allen laughed, with Susan joining him, as he remembered the other night in the same room when he had trouble keeping his eyes off the image of Susan receiving her award on Echo. "Yeah, I deserved that," he said when he finished laughing. "Would you furnish me with a copy of it?" 

She replied, "Be glad to." 

*** 

Dave looked at the results of the proposal's evaluation. Much of it passed inspection. Some of it had not. He was pleased, though surprised at some of the recommendations or corrections made to it. He found no fault with the evaluation. It was obviously honest and thorough. Dave said, "Good work, Lieutenant. Pass on my compliments to anyone who helped you. I can see you had help by the number of disks you're returning. They all did excellent work. If I may, I'd like to stand them all to a drink when we get back to Beulah. They deserve at least that much for their efforts." 

Susan replied, "Certainly, Admiral. I'll let them all know and be sure that they know the time and place when you select them." 

Dave said, "Fine. We've got a slight change to make in the meantime. We're leaving the Mars here along with enough fighters from the Terra to bring her back up to full strength. The Blues are going to take her over while they're rebuilding their navy. They're assuming their own defense. We'll be leaving a cruiser and four destroyers as well as our transports. We're in this together and this gift will make us closer friends. When the marines finish, they'll turn over their artytanks as well, after they train Blues to handle them. I want you to select the fighters to send over to the Mars and have accommodations readied for their crews on the Terra. This may not be enough for the Blues to stand off another attack and invasion, but they'll be freeing up our squadron to move about and engage more of the enemy. When we get back to Beulah, we'll temporarily combine what's left of the Mad Dogs Squadron into the Berserker Squadron. We'll probably have to wait a bit before another carrier arrives to take the place of the Mars." 

"Yes sir. Will we have replacement fighters waiting at Beulah?" Susan asked. 

"Only a few. Industry is gearing up to furnish us with what we need, but that's going to take more time than they've had so far. We're going to have to hold off the Malakins with what we have. When we do get enough fighters, we won't yet have enough carriers to put them on so many of the fighters will be posted at ground stations as planetary defenses. That's the only way we're going to free up enough of our existing carriers for a major offensive." 

"Any idea of when that will be or is that too hush hush?" she asked. 

Dave replied, "There isn't a date set for the offensive yet. If there was, it would be hush hush as you put it. My guess is that the date is going to depend on when industry can provide us with the materials. I would plan on how to train pilots for planetary defense right now. You and many other experienced fighter commanders are going to have to take fledgling crews under your command and train them into becoming experienced crews. You'll likely have orders waiting for you when we return to Beulah." 

"Should we expect to see regular strikes by the Malakins?" she asked. 

Dave replied, "Out here? Yes. At the innermost planets, not likely, but possible. Regardless of the likelihood, we're training every fighter crew as if we do expect them anywhere and everywhere." 

*** 

Susan watched as most of her fighters left the Terra for the Mars, leaving only one wing of fighters on board. Minutes later, shuttles returned with the pilots who took the fighters over. Within an hour, the squadron, minus the ships turned over to the Blues, was on its way back to Beulah. The remaining single wing of fighters was kept busy scouting in advance of the squadron, reduced in strength as it was, so that they could scan more space in front of them and not run into a trap. 

The day before arriving at Beulah, Susan found herself being promoted a grade. Several other officers received promotions as well, mostly because of their combat experience. Almost all of them would be sent to different locations to spread their knowledge of successful tactics as quickly as possible among the other fighter crews of the Navy. 

On arriving at Beulah, they weren't surprised to see that the shipyards had been extremely busy putting destroyed ships of the Mad Dogs Squadron back into service. Only a few remained unfinished. Several were operating near Beulah with reduced crews and waiting for replacements. Some of the replacements would come from among the extra personnel now on board the ships of the Berserker Squadron who left their ships behind at Leuion for the Blues to man. 

The shuttles were kept busy as assignments were handed out and personnel transferred from one ship to another. Ship captains with understaffed ships warmly received them and gave them their new assignments quickly. There still weren't nearly enough to fully staff all the repaired ships, but they eased the burden considerably on the men and women already there. 

Lieutenant Thompson, no longer junior grade, looked at the orders waiting for her and opened them. She initially expected to be sent to the Space Academy on Beulah or to stay with the Terra. She was wrong on both guesses. Instead, she found orders for Echo. She reported to a shuttle to leave for the surface and catch a transport to Echo. The shuttle was crowded with other officers also leaving for new assignments. Allen was among them. So, too, was Admiral Oden. Despite his insistence on being treated no differently from other officers, a natural buffer zone seemed to always form around him, giving him plenty of space to himself inside the shuttle. Even when he spotted Lieutenant Thompson and made his way towards her, the buffer zone followed him as other officers quickly stepped out of the way. 

Admiral Oden said, "Lieutenant Thompson, hopefully we'll be able to gather the crews and officers together this evening for that drink I promised. I'll look for you at the base club tonight. Would you kindly notify the crews that can make it and let me know who can't so that I can honor them at some later time?" 

"Uh, yes sir. I can do that," she replied. 

He said, "Good. Plan on meeting at twenty-one hundred hours." 

"Yes sir." 

The admiral turned and returned to his seat on the shuttle in time to buckle in before the shuttle landed. 

Susan turned to Allen and remarked, "Well, I guess I'll catch a later transport to Echo." 

"You're going to Echo! So am I!" he exclaimed. 

Susan flashed a bright smile as she realized that they would still be able to be near each other and get together when they had some off-duty time. 








  

Chapter 11 



Susan glanced at her orders to be sure she was at the right place and then reported into the headquarters building. Several other officers from her wing were with her, including Allen. She led the way as they went into the Fleet Admiral's office and met with him. 

He began speaking, "Well, I'm glad to see you all arrive. Some of you I have quarters for. Some will have to live off base. Those who live off base will be the more senior among you unless you prefer accommodations on the base. I would, however, prefer that the senior officers be the ones who live off base since they have more experience." 

Susan asked, "Have you made any arrangements for where the senior officers should live while off base?" 

Admiral Nick replied, "Uh, you are one of the senior officers then? Uh, yes, I have and I hope you can live under their rules. I had to agree to that in order to get the accommodations close to the base. It was that or make the officers find their own and they still, most likely, would have to go by Echo laws." 

"No problem," Susan said. "I've lived here before. I can handle that aspect. That's not going to cause a problem reporting in each morning then?" 

"Uh, it shouldn't," the admiral replied. "We're already putting up with it in the dining halls and some other facilities that we hire local civilians to operate. You'll just have to put something on when you get the opportunity after reporting in each morning. If you'd rather save time, you may apply body paint instead, for your rank, and no one will say a word. Being on Echo, we've learned to become quite liberal here in what we allow. It helps encourage the Echoans to enlist since they know then that they can continue to live their lifestyle in the military." 

She responded, "Thank you, sir." 

"Getting back to the orientation, everyone. We're having some temporary bases built. Some of you will be farmed out to those new locations eventually. Once you do, you'll be operating under the same circumstances as the lieutenant. Should you desire to get adapted to operating nude before then, you may also get an issue of body paint and go about wearing nothing more than your boots and socks and your rank painted on. This may be difficult on some of you, depending on where you hail from. If you can't possibly make the necessary change in attitude, please make it known early so that we can try to accommodate you. Otherwise, I'll expect you to conduct yourselves as officers and to properly observe the laws here on Echo. Are there any other questions?" he asked. 

*** 

Had the other planets reciprocated in allowing Echo citizens to remain nude while visiting on their planets, Echo would have allowed the citizens of the other planets to remain dressed while visiting Echo. That was probably one of the very few issues of contention among the member planets of the Union.  

About the only planet that didn't get upset, when someone from either Edun or Echo visited and remained naked, was Gabrielle where honor was of the utmost importance. There someone could say they were naked in order to maintain their honor. No one would bother them, not that anyone would likely have asked in the first place. Everyone there was presumed to be honorable until they proved otherwise. Then they were fully ostracized by the citizens, corporations, and even the planetary government. 

The Navy kept out of politics and simply went by whatever planetary laws were in existence wherever the Navy operated. For most permanent bases, the Union was the governing body and uniforms were standard. In the meantime, the member planet's own laws were in effect on any temporary bases since they would revert back as soon as their usage ended. 

*** 

Susan looked at herself in the mirror as she finished applying the body paint on her shoulders to show her rank. She had the address of her quarters which were a mere two blocks away from the gate. She was also issued a hover so that she could get to work quicker since the training area wasn't near the gate. Susan wondered how many others decided to go native in light of the situation. She figured she'd find out when she saw them. Probably most of them would laugh a little at themselves and each other before they got down to any serious work. 

She stepped out of the bathroom and carried her shoulder pack in her hand to give the body paint plenty of time to dry so that she wouldn't smear it. She reached the hover outside the building and climbed in. The seat was hot. She quickly found a towel to sit on that someone had thoughtfully stashed under the seat. That made sitting on the hot seat much easier. She engaged the hover and drove for the gate. 

The sentry saluted her as she left. Susan drove the two remaining blocks to the home where she would be put up. She parked the hover and walked up to the front door. Susan knocked and watched a woman walk to the screen door to answer her knock. 

"Good morning, I'm Lieutenant Thompson. I understand I'll be living with you for a short while." 

"Yes, I see you're all ready to go. Come on in." 

Susan entered the home and followed the woman to a room where Susan would stay.  Her hostess commented on the images when Susan hung them up. The two of them got along real fine from that point on. The Navy had learned long ago that respect for a culture's customs and laws would get them farther along in maintaining good community relationships. Susan's willingness to follow them was merely reinforcing the hard won popular image the Navy enjoyed. 

She spent almost an hour talking with the woman's children about how nice it was to be in the Navy and they were the ones who brought it up. Of course, they were leaning towards being Space Marines since the marines had special "N" units. 

*** 

Susan reported in for training instruction and spotted Allen also sporting body paint. He looked quite handsome, despite being naked where every wart and blemish was visible. Amazingly, he really didn't have much in the way of blemishes, Susan could see. She liked what she was seeing up close even better than the image she had of him.  

Susan walked into the classroom and stood at the front of the class. She looked around and noticed that she was the only person naked in the room. She shrugged it off and began her instruction of the men and women, soon to be officers, with a quick briefing on what they might expect to take place within the next few weeks. 

*** 

The next day of classes, Susan stood in front of a class that was as naked as herself. Each of the men and women had been issued body paint for their rank in case they were chosen to go to one of the temporary bases where they would have to live under Echo laws. The jokes and giggling ended as soon as Susan reached the front of the room. The class went on without anymore thought about them all being naked. 

*** 

Susan looked at the temporary base she was in charge of. She hadn't expected that much authority. It was little more than one building housing simulators and a classroom and a second building housing the dispensary and emergency crews. Everyone was being fed at a local restaurant and housed by some citizen who lived nearby. Most of the effort into making the base went into construction of the landing field. Not more than a hundred kilometers away, Allen was in charge of a similar base. Each of them had a single wing of fighters. 

*** 

Susan walked into the restaurant where she and Allen agreed to meet at. He was already there and she walked over to greet him. She said, "Sorry I'm late. Couldn't be avoided." 

"That's okay. I almost didn't get away at all," he replied. 

"Something go wrong?" she asked. 

He replied, "Nothing serious. Just took a little convincing to persuade a local townsman that we weren't giving free rides in fighters to anyone who showed up." 

Susan chuckled. Then she asked, "How'd you persuade him?" 

Allen said, "Told him that he'd have to take a whole battery of immunizations first. He was willing to do that. Then I told him he would have to order a suit to fit him. He backed off when he learned that he'd be required to have a suit to wear in space for any possible emergencies." 

Susan laughed some more when she thought about how quick Allen had been in coming up with a solution which would turn off most Echoans in a hurry. They valued their right to be nude too much to give it up for anything like a free fighter ride, even though there weren't any. 

Susan said, "I guess he didn't stop to think that he only had to have a suit with him and not on him." 

"I didn't let on that he only had to have it and didn't have to wear it," Allen responded. 

Susan laughed a little more. Then she and Allen gave their attention to the waiter who came over with the menus. Later, they had an unplanned dessert before they each returned to their own bases. 








  

Chapter 12 



Edun was retaken by the Malakins with an even larger force as they prepared for another strike against the Union. Though Malak had control of the planet, they didn't own the entire surface as the Space Marines could easily prove. Their units on Edun were still in operation, wiping out the enemy robots as quickly as they could find them. 

The Malakin robots were faster on Edun than on Leuion. Just about everyone in the Navy agreed that the robots functioned better on low gravity planets. The marines were sometimes hard-pressed to get to the robots after they landed and before they could disperse themselves to threaten the countryside. 

*** 

Admiral Oden planned the retaking of Edun with the three squadrons he now had available and the 23rd Space Marines (N) to assist the marines still on the surface of the planet. One thing he had plenty of was transports. In the weeks past, most had been modified to add more weapons to them so that they could go in shooting. With six carriers and the fighters on board them, he figured to punch into the Malakins in a lightning attack which would scatter them and render them unable to respond in strength. 

He could only hope that any plans the Malakins revealed by placing them into action were countered by what he and other admirals had already planned against. Two squadrons were still at Echo and two each moved to Beulah and Gabrielle. Fully three squadrons worth of ships had been lost in fighting or given away at Beulah, Leuion, Gabrielle, and Edun. The remaining squadrons were scattered about where they could respond to any attempt by the enemy to circle Union territorial limits and attack from the rear or flanks. Echo's two squadrons had been stripped of their carriers and were relying on fighters that would launch from the planet's surface at scattered bases. 

Dave looked at the space charts and mused at the move by the Malakins before speaking to the other admirals gathered around in the planning session. 

"It still doesn't make sense for them to retake Edun," Dave said. "They know we'll respond and liberate it again. There has to be a reason for this move." 

Admiral Jim Picken looked at the maps and nodded. "I'm with you on this one, Dave. They've already learned that we can and will retake it. It gains them nothing. It's got to be a diversion." 

Admiral Bill Owen asked, "From what, though?" 

"Jim's right. It's got to be a diversion. They're after something and they've already demanded Edun, Gabrielle, and Beulah before the war started. They even offered peace when they only had Edun, Gabrielle, and Leuion. I don't think they really want Beulah. I think it's bargaining material to give up during negotiations," said Dave. 

Bill remarked, "You mean maybe they don't really want it because of its gravity? I know that the prisoners we hold there are very uncomfortable. Why'd they attack it then?" 

Dave answered, "Easy. It houses the academy and shipyards. Destroy those and cripple our Navy for up to four years. In four years, they could easily have lots of planetary defenses put into place wherever they decide they do want to stay. They might even give Beulah back by not reinforcing it and letting us retake it before both sides declared an end to hostilities. That would be a face-saving gesture for the losers, namely us." 

"Face-saving gesture?" asked Bill. "You think they really care about how we feel?" 

Dave said, "No, but they'd be more likely to negotiate a peace with the politicians if our side won back something. All of us would likely see it as the only way for us to retire gracefully by then after losing a war we didn't start and weren't prepared for." 

"We weren't prepared, Dave?" asked Bill. 

Dave answered, "We were, but if we lose, everyone will state that we weren't. They'd be right, too, despite our efforts at preparation. We're getting away from what this attack is a diversion for. It's too far from Gabrielle to support it. It's too far away to be a stepping stone to Beulah. I don't believe they want Beulah, other than to destroy the academy and the shipyards there. Other than Leuion and Echo, there's not much that they could want. They haven't made any attempts on Bragh. If anything, I consider the Ape-oids on Bragh to be in on the attack with them. I think they'll leave the Ape-oids alone to keep us tied up in that sector." 

Bill said, "Then it has to be Leuion!" 

Dave shook his head. "Too damn easy for them and no real need for a diversion. It's Echo. Look at it this way. They couldn't take Beulah and neutralize the shipyards or the academy. But, take Echo and all traffic has to either be diverted far around or Beulah is cut off." 

"Then what do we do? We can't retake Edun and reinforce Echo at the same time," said Jim. 

"Who said we have to do both?" asked Dave. "Or even that we figured it out? Let them think that we haven't figured it out and then trap them. My guess is that they won't move until we make our move on Edun. I think they'll even let us retake it deliberately." 

The discussion continued on for several hours with each admiral putting in ideas for the plan to thwart the Malakins' latest attacks. 

*** 

Emily looked at her team as they boarded their new artytank onto the transport. They left Leuion almost a week after the squadron left when there were but a few robots still roaming around. The Blues asked to be allowed to finish the job so they could become more knowledgeable and proficient with the artytanks left for their use. Now her marines were moving to Edun where they would be more than welcome and link up with the other two 'N' designated space marine units to rid the planet of the Malakin robots. 

*** 

Susan watched as the new fighter crews arrived and her old ones left. It was time to start on another batch and get them ready. Already, she missed the thrill of combat. If it wasn't for Allen's presence on Echo, she would have been nearly heartbroken. As it was, he was the only other thing she cared so much about. Enough anyway that she had given him her body more than once on evenings when they could get off duty and meet midway between their bases. 

If nothing else, Echo's culture was also insensitive to some other things, unlike the rest of the planets of the Union, save possibly Gabrielle. Echo didn't have a red light district and probably never would have unless one considered the entire planet to be a huge red light district. After all, Echo was sexually liberated to the extreme in allowing its citizens to engage in sexual intercourse just about anywhere they wanted as long as they weren't trespassing on someone's private property. It was virtually the only real difference between Echo and Edun as far as their individual cultures went. Echo was, more or less, a nude swinger's paradise. Edun was quite conservative in that sexual affairs went on in private or they didn't happen. 

Susan and Allen had each seen countless couples on the hoods or sometimes in the back seats of their hovers with the hover on autodrive going down the marked public access ways or roads, though it was kind of hard to call marked lanes in open fields as roads. The only real paved roads were in the cities. There was little doubt about what the couples were doing, especially when they were on the hood. 

Susan dared to do something that many people on other worlds of the Union only dreamed of doing and usually turned into a familiar joke with the punch line of being refused later entry to their favorite restaurant. Susan laid down on the supper table inside the restaurant and presented herself to Allen, letting him take her in full public view. The waiters even hurried over to clear the dishes out of their way so that she and Allen could fully enjoy the evening. Because it was allowed under Echo's laws, nothing was said about her performance to her later, except by Allen who made his appreciation of her offer quite clear to her. Nor did he suffer later for taking up her offer in the restaurant. 

The military knew better than to bother about individual lifestyles as long as the members went about their jobs correctly and in a timely manner. That much had been in vogue within the military for over half a century. It eased dramatically the disciplinary actions that used to take up more time and effort than they were worth. The military even allowed lifestyles, when possible, to stay with the members in order to foster morale and efficiency. Many useless rules went out the hatches and were never seen or heard of again while the military continued to prosper in its image and efficiency. 

If you asked her later, she would have told you how that night was … She looked at him across the table. He was luscious looking, as delectable appearing as the meal he just bought her. Though she could only see his bare chest and he hers, she knew then that she wanted him. The waiter came over, asking, "I trust you meal was satisfactory. May I serve you desert now?" 

Allen had looked at her for an answer and she nodded. He replied to the waiter, "The meal was excellent. Susan, what would you care to have for desert?" 

She replied, "You," as she slowly got up from the chair opposite him, exposing more of her naked charms for him to view. 

"Are you sure?" he asked as the waiter quickly began to collect dishes so Susan could use the table anyway she saw fit. 

"Very sure. Come to me," Susan said softly, "Take me here and now." 

Allen got up from the table, his manhood exposed with an erection that only made Susan shudder in anticipation of what she would soon be enjoying. He moved in front of her. Her back was to the table. He held her and she moved her hands to his manhood, pausing for a moment to caress him before she placed him at the entry to her delights. She moved her hands to his ass and suddenly pulled on him, forcing him within her before she wrapped her long, luscious legs around him. She laid back on the nearly clear table and allowed him to take her. 

She said, "This should have been the main course." 

He replied like a true gentleman, "The other was but an appetizer." 

Around them, some guests of the restaurant watched with approval. Other guests merely ate their meal, having seen such displays too often and being more hungry than in need of entertainment. The waiters hardly paid any attention, having seen such displays many times before in their establishment. Even if there had been more than Susan and Allen involved, the waiters would have hardly noticed for even groups having sex on a dinner table were commonplace. 

Allen finally came. Susan sat back up and hugged him tightly. "Carry me to the hover like this," she said. 

Allen held onto Susan, putting his hands on her ass to support her, then lifted her, his manhood still firmly inside her, throbbing as his warm semen continued to spurt. He walked away from the table, out the door of the restaurant, and to the hover. 

Susan said, "Set it for automatic and let's get on the hood." 

Allen did as she asked, then reached over from the hood when they were in place to engage the hover into motion. The hover lifted gently, then began to trace the route programmed into it for automatic driving. Susan aroused Allen to further action so that they could each come again … That was how she remembered and treasured the moment. 

*** 

Dave watched as his double boarded the shuttle to be taken on board the flagship of the task force going to Edun for its liberation. A short while later, he was escorted along a protected route well out of sight of anyone. He covertly boarded a shuttle and flew back to the commercial shipyards where he boarded a commercial passenger ship owned by Pennyweight Shipping Company.  Soon he was enroute to Echo. Inside a private stateroom, Dave removed his clothes and applied a tanning solution to his body to disguise himself as an ordinary person returning home from a visit. He would be on Echo long before the liberation squadrons attacked the Malakin forces holding Edun. 

*** 

Susan scheduled the fifth scramble for her new wing of crews and appeared to be completely calm as she went about her normal duties. Even though she knew when the scramble would occur, she made no attempt to be any nearer her own fighter. That was in order to keep the rookie crews from gaining an advantage in guessing when the next scramble would happen. 

She was surprised when the scramble call came early. Susan then realized that it was for real. Susan ran even harder than before for her fighter as the crews of the fighters soon flanked her in their efforts to reach the craft. "This isn't a drill!" she hollered out. 

Spurred on by what she said, some of the others ran in front of her for the fighters to get them ready to take off as soon as they were all on board. 

She leaped into her fighter, slammed her body into her chair, and watched as the last crew member climbed in and hit the switch to shut the hatch. Immediately, the engines of the tiny fighter roared to life among the sounds of other fighter engines doing the same thing. Susan had her headset on and was already picking up instructions from headquarters. 

"Unauthorized shuttle in restricted military airspace. Escort shuttle out of restricted area or force to land for apprehension and interrogation." 

"Roger," she replied and then braced herself as her fighter took off. A moment later, she gave instructions to the rest of the wing. 

Within a few minutes, her wing surrounded the lone shuttle. Susan watched as the pilot signaled with his hands that he couldn't hear their radio calls, but would land when they signaled back for him to do so. 

"Well, at least he's human," thought Susan as she looked at the well-tanned skin of the man and watched his craft stay within the formation of fighters as they neared the permanent naval base. He landed and was surrounded by military police before her fighter wing returned to her temporary base. 

*** 

On the ground, the pilot of the shuttle was whisked away by the military police in a hover to the headquarters building. The man was taken inside to the admiral's office. 

"Nicky, good to see you!" 

"Dave, any problems getting here undetected?" Admiral Nick asked. 

"Not at all. Now let's get to business. Pretty good scramble. Did the fighters have any advance warning?" asked Dave. 

"None, but I'm sure they were surprised. Lieutenant Thompson coordinated a scramble drill this morning for a half-hour from now." 

Dave said, "I thought I recognized that fighter. Couldn't pay too much attention so they wouldn't see my face, but I was sure I saw a butterfly on the nose. Good for her, then." 

"You want a uniform?" asked Admiral Nick. 

Dave replied, "No, I don't want anyone to know there's another admiral around here right now. If the enemy has any sympathizers, spies, or devices in place, I want them ignorant of my presence. I'll continue to go native for now. No body paint rank, either." 

*** 

Susan cancelled the scramble drill since her wing just had a real one. She didn't feel like pushing her crews needlessly. Instead, she accepted Admiral Nick's later comments on her wing's excellent performance and shared them with the crews, still believing that they had intercepted a civilian interloper. 

*** 

"The squadrons start their attack tomorrow. We should expect an attack anytime after that. Now, I do need one thing. I need to get onto the bridge of a cruiser so that I can see more of what's happening," said Dave. 

"You sure you want to be up there?" asked Admiral Nick. "I can't see what more you can do up there that you can't do from here." 

"Gives the men and women confidence in the outcome. They'll know that they'll win if my ass is up there on the line with them, even if all I do is fuck a Venusian whore or smoke a Martian cigar," said Dave. 

"I'm not going to ask," Admiral Nick said. "Knowing you, you'd be able to produce one or the other out of thin air even on this planet." 

Dave laughed along with Nicky as they got together and planned on how to smuggle him on board a squadron ship already in space without giving away his presence. 

*** 

Admiral Oden strode onto the bridge of the Australia. He noticed the startled faces as he took a seat reserved for admirals. He finished pulling on his overslicks and settled back to check the reports coming in. Captain Kruler stared hard at him for a moment before he recognized his old mentor. Then he walked over and shook hands. 

Dave said, "Kyle, you're looking good. Like your new cruiser?" 

Kyle asked, "You have something to do with this?" 

Dave answered, "No, but I knew about it nonetheless. Now, until the Malakins show themselves, not a peep out of us that I'm on board. The other ships will have to remain in the dark. One more thing, how's Chalver doing?" 

"He was doing quite well when I last saw him. He was buckling down and getting the work done, especially after we learned of the Malakin attack. Something tells me that you see him doing well in the future," responded Kyle. 

Dave said, "He could, but it's up to him. You and I did what we're allowed to do. Now we simply have to stand back and watch. I've already seen one young man blossom out early and then die while doing his best to protect Beulah. He was only an ensign and took over command of a dreadnought when the rest of the officers were killed. Then he put his ship back in order and charged three Malakin dreadnoughts with only his ship and took all three of them out. One gunner aboard his ship was all who survived and he wouldn't give up, either. That gunner stayed with his ship and single-handedly took out three more enemy ships." 

Kyle said, "I remember hearing about that. Great loss to us all. I saw the news reports about him and everyone described him as timid. Seems to me he proved them wrong. Did you have anything to do with that?" 

Dave replied, "Not much. He did all the work. I just recommended a place for him to go fishing is all and he took my recommendation. His young widow told me that she was going to remember and treasure that one fishing trip more than anything. Well, back to business. From what I see, everything here is as I expected it to be. You run a good ship, Kyle." 

Kyle responded, "Thank you. I'm going to make Commodore yet." 

Dave said, "I know you will. Now that we're at war, you'll get a better than even chance of making it. I pity anyone who stands in your way." 

They talked some more about friends they each knew who were now dead. In the end, they agreed to drink a toast to them later in Kyle's quarters. 

*** 

Susan called headquarters to arrange another scramble drill. Instead she was refused permission without being told why. She hung up the radio and sat back in her chair as she wondered what reason could there be for not permitting a drill? Then she almost fell back when the answer leaped out at her. Headquarters must be expecting a real attack and didn't want to jump the gun or whatever. It had to be, she reasoned. Quickly, she went out and gathered the crews together in the classroom. As soon as they were present, she began speaking. "I was just on the radio to headquarters to arrange a drill. They refused without telling me why. I think we're about to be attacked. Stay close to your ships and be ready to lift off immediately. When it happens, most likely it's going to happen fast. I don't know how long we'll be waiting. I'll make arrangements for food and beverages to be brought out to us. Good luck to all of you." 

The crews quickly dispersed from the classroom to the waiting fighters where they lounged about in the shade next to their craft. 

*** 

Quietly and without fanfare, some ships of the squadron were signaled to take up positions for an ambush. The ships dropped off as the squadrons performed normal routine maneuvers in the near reaches of space to Echo. 

Dave watched as fighter scouts, furnished from Echo's surface, fed back sensor reports indicating that the Malakins weren't in the vicinity to spot the ships being hidden. At the same time, transports moved up from Echo's surface to take their place. Dave only hoped that they had enough time to complete the shift in strength so that they would be able to catch the Malakins off guard. 

*** 

Susan was surprised a second time when her wing was called and sent on a mission for deep space sensor duty. She knew something was up already. The mission only reinforced her thoughts and belief. Her wing lifted up and went along their prescribed courses, relieving another wing so they could return to Echo for rest.  

She observed part of the squadrons patrolling around Echo and saw the transports hidden inside the formation. Susan knew of no plans for sending them off on an invasion and wondered what was going on with the transports. Her count of the warships seemed wrong as well. Regardless, she didn't call on the lightbeam radio to question what was going on. Something instinctively told her that would definitely be the wrong thing to do. 

*** 

Dave breathed a sigh of relief as the squadron finished setting up the ambush and continued on its routine patrol. He and Kyle retired to Kyle's quarters to share a drink to lost friends. Reports on the liberation of Edun would soon be arriving. Each man knew that they would probably be in a hard fight shortly after that. 

*** 

Susan called Allen on returning back to Echo to arrange another evening. 

Allen said, "Sorry, Butterfly, but we're just getting ready to head out. Can't make it tonight. Gotta go now. Bye." 

The channel closed as Susan said, "Okay, Tiger." 

She sat back in her chair, knowing that something was up. There were no drills being allowed, the fighter wings were all being sent on missions, the squadrons were missing ships, and there were transports in their midst. She wondered what was happening. Surely they couldn't be expecting an attack? If they were, transports weren't going to repel any of the attackers. Were ships being spirited away to take part in an attack somewhere else? Was this just a ruse to fool any spies that the squadrons were still in place? 

There had also been that shuttle that strayed into military airspace. Was that a spy for the Malakins? Would a human stoop so low? She shuddered to think that someone of her race might be a turncoat. 

*** 

"Care for a Martian cigar?" Nicky asked. 

"Nicky! Glad you could make it. Why this ship?" asked Dave. 

"Just stopped here to say hi. Didn't want to broadcast it. I might ask you the same. Why a cruiser? Aren't the dreadnoughts safe?" 

"They're too big and the Malakins think bigger is better. Those dreadnoughts are their prime targets. It's a good thing they don't realize that the carriers and destroyers are their worst enemies." 

Nicky said, "You've got to be kidding me about the destroyers. I can believe it about the carriers after seeing the combat videos of our fighters swarming out and chewing up the enemy inside his formations. But Dave, don't pull my leg on the destroyers. They don't pack enough punch and they can't get in close like the fighters." 

Dave replied, "They might not pack as much punch, but they're still deadly. If you get a chance, look up the Battle of Samar where a force of destroyers and light carriers took on a larger enemy force that outgunned and outmatched them in size as well." 

Nicky asked, "I take it the destroyers and carriers won?" 

Dave replied, "Yes, though it was costly. Additionally, destroyers are versatile and maneuverable. The enemy has a hard time hitting them. They can also get into places where the dreadnoughts can't and sometimes where even the cruisers can't. They also have deep space capability. They're quite valuable." 

Admiral Nick stated, "Something tells me that you've got something else going on that even I don't know about." 

Admiral Oden smiled a knowing smile and nodded his head in answer. 

*** 

Battle reports began coming in on the liberation of Edun. Admiral Oden went forward to the bridge and took his place. He looked at the panels and gauged the overall performance of the liberation force. It was as he expected. They were having too easy a time retaking the planet, both in space and on the surface, especially with the additional marine unit safely landed. 

Kyle looked at the admiral. Dave nodded and Kyle flipped a switch. The Australia's running lights suddenly went off. Around her, other ships soon followed as they blacked themselves out. Engines shut down. The warships coasted through space emitting almost no signature that they could be spotted with. Their stealth coatings would make them appear to be little more than a ragged cluster of asteroids. 

Echo headquarters recalled the deep space fighter scouts. At the same time, another signal went out to each naval base, permanent and temporary, to stand by for instructions. 

*** 

Susan knew that it was getting closer to whatever was to happen. Was the Navy going to defend Echo with a partial squadron and a few handfuls of fighters? She didn't like the sounds of the odds. If the Malakin robots got to the surface, there weren't any marine units in place to stop them. What kind of colossal blunder had the Navy made? Surely, she thought, there were officers in the Navy who knew how to fight. Where was Admiral Oden? Wouldn't he know how to handle this? He wouldn't leave the planet so defenseless. 

Susan suddenly felt sick at her stomach. She attributed it to her feelings of dread, thinking that she would soon have to lead good crews into a meat grinder. Four out of every five fighter crews had no combat experience. She tried to impart what she could to her four other fighter crews. Had the other wing commanders done as well? She rose up from her chair suddenly and ran to the restroom to throw up. 

Was she afraid of dying, she thought, as she emptied her stomach of most of her last meal? She washed down the sink and then her face, trying to steady herself while she still felt sick. She felt sick enough that she thought then of going to the dispensary, but she knew she couldn't leave her post. She couldn't expect the other fighters to go it alone if the call came suddenly. Her face flush, she walked out to her desk and sat down again. Some of the other crew members looked at her and stared. 

Susan wondered if her fear was showing? Did she exude an air of confidence or one of defeatism? She started to speak, to say something that would keep everyone confident, when she suddenly felt sick again and rushed back to the restroom. 

Behind her, Magda followed along and went inside the restroom where Susan was gagging again as she finished throwing up her last meal. Susan washed the sink again and then her face and mouth, getting the vile taste out of it. 

"Guess something I ate didn't agree with me," Susan said. 

"I don't think so," replied Magda. 

"No, I'm sure it must be that. What else could it be?" asked Susan. 

"You tell me," Magda said. 

"Well, I'm not afraid. I've been in combat before and I know what that's like. Well, I'm not so afraid that I freeze up," Susan admitted. 

Magda stated, "Didn't think you were. No, I think you've got something else wrong with you. You don't look well at all right now. You ought to check yourself in at the dispensary, Lieutenant." 

Susan said, "I don't think we have the time for that." 

Magda exclaimed, "What? You're going to lead us while you're sick? Look, I don't mind so much following you while you're healthy, but how can I be sure of what you might order when you're sick? I might be mistaken, but I think the others will feel the same way as I do." 

Susan looked at Magda. She saw the concern and apprehension that Magda was trying to balance out. "Okay, I'll go over to the dispensary." 

"Now?" asked Magda. 

"Yes, now." 

*** 

Allen's wing hurried back to Echo on hearing the recall signal. He wondered what was up to cancel the deep space scouting mission so soon? He looked at a rear sensor screen and spotted signals that hadn't been there a moment before. As he watched, he noticed more and more of the signal sources appear. 

*** 

"Well, Butterfly, that's what people are calling you, aren't they?" asked the clinic technician. 

Susan answered, "Only certain people. Otherwise, I'm still Lieutenant Thompson." 

"Sorry, Lieutenant. I was just using that to attempt to inject a little humor," he replied. 

"Well, what's wrong with me?" she asked. 

He replied, "Nothing's wrong with you. You're probably going to have a perfectly healthy caterpillar, I mean, baby in about eight months, give or take a week or two. You'll have to start watching what you eat and adhere to a strict diet. Otherwise, you can continue to fly fighters for a few more months without any harm to your child." 

Susan felt her knees become weak and struggled into a chair. "I'm going to be a mother? Oh no, how did I screw up? Never mind, poor choice of words. I know I screwed up by screwing. Still, I thought that I was taking precautions and was safe. You said I was fine otherwise for flying fighters?" 

"Yes, for at least the next three or four months. You're not an invalid. You want to go play war, then do it," he said without hardly any further interest in the matter. 

"Thanks," Susan replied as she got back to her feet and then walked out with Magda still tagging alongside. "Not one word to anyone. I haven't decided what I'm going to do yet." 

Magda replied, "Yes ma'am." 

Susan walked into the headquarters office as the alarm suddenly chimed. She turned and ran for her fighter with her crew gathering about her. 

"You okay, Butterfly?" asked Joe, her pilot. 

Susan answered, "Yes. Doc says that I'm going to have a caterpillar." 

"Huh?" asked Joe. 

Magda said, "She said she's pregnant, you dummy! She let some guy like you stick his weinie in her and get her pregnant. Understand?" 

Joe exclaimed, "Oh, that! Yeah, I understand now. Sorry." 

They reached the fighter and went inside it quickly, shutting the hatch as soon as all four of them were seated. The engines roared to life. Then the fully repaired, original Attack Butterfly launched. 

As the fighters reached space, it became evident to Susan that they were more than a mere handful. She didn't know that they had this many fighters scattered around the planet. There were still more launching from the surface and entering space. 

Instructions from Echo headquarters vectored the fighters into commands. Susan soon had her hands full as she maneuvered the wings into formation with hers. Only one wing of hers was missing, Allen's. His wing was still out on scouting duties. She wished him well and could hardly wait to tell him the news and discuss their options with him. 

She wondered if she should have the embryo switched to someone else for the term or do it herself. She was fighting for human lives and abortion wasn't really at all in her mind. Of course, she could have the embryo taken out, placed into an arrested state temporarily, and then returned later when she was ready to bring the pregnancy to term. It was no more dangerous for the fetus than any other of her options. If she did that soon enough, she could continue to fly until the war was over when it would be much safer to have the child. However, she would have to be very careful not to have another or she would find herself faced with a dilemma of spending too many months being pregnant unless she brought in another woman to help her. Susan thought of how two or more of her children might become confused to learn that they were the same birth age, but not the same conceptual age. That would be bound to come up as soon as they became old enough to understand some of the facts of life. 

*** 

Dave looked at the screens displaying the view behind the returning group of fighters. It appeared to be a normal first wave of Malakin warships. On their own screens, the fighter commands from Echo were showing up in numbers that appeared to even out the odds considerably. 

Kyle stood beside him and looked on. "How soon?" he asked. 

Dave answered, "Fairly soon, Kyle. Let them get in a bit closer. If they spot the fighters first, as I think they will, we'll be able to catch them in the flank. The other warships should be able to catch them in the rear, if we find that we need to call them in." 

"You're not planning on calling them in yet?" asked Kyle. 

"Not until the second or third wave. No sense in giving away our true strength ahead of time." 

Kyle nodded, knowing now that his few warships and the fighters could be bearing the brunt of possibly two waves by themselves. 

*** 

"Headquarters to all fighter commands. Let the Malakins come in closer to you. Do not, I say again, do not move out to attack them. Butterfly command, acknowledge." 

Susan said quickly, "Acknowledged." 

Other commands were quickly polled and acknowledged their instructions. The fighter commands remained in formation in near space to Echo. 

Susan wondered about her baby and when the enemy would appear. She didn't like waiting for the enemy and wondered how she would like waiting for the baby. She only knew that one was due within minutes and the other in months. Susan tried to concentrate her energies on the one due in minutes. 

Off in the distance, Susan spotted the tiny tail exhausts of five specks. That was Allen's wing, she realized.  Come on, Allen, hurry up! she thought. She looked at the screen in front of her and realized that she could have had his position all along. It was there where the Malakin warships were being shown from. She glanced up again and out the port of the fighter. Now she could barely make out the fighters amid the large number of tail exhausts of the approaching Malakin warships. Because of her ships small size and stealth design, her fighter command and the other fighters were probably still invisible to the enemy. 

Susan glanced at the screen again and noticed that the squadrons were missing. Would her fighter command and the other fighter commands have to fight off the Malakins by themselves? Was that why headquarters didn't want them racing off into space to attack? 

She spotted some asteroids on the screen and then paused. There weren't any reports of asteroids in her briefing. That was something else. She counted the tiny blips as best she could. There were almost enough to be two squadrons of warships. Susan looked at the position of the blips and saw how the Malakins could be hit in the flank if those were squadrons and her fighters held their position. Now she knew! Headquarters was creating a trap! 








  

Chapter 13 



The Malakin warships followed the fighter wing in towards Echo. Only when they were close did headquarters broadcast its attack order to the fighter commands. 

"Yeeeee-Haaawww!" Susan shouted as her fighter leapt out at the oncoming Malakin warships with the rest of her fighter command around her. 

Their weapons were all firing at the Malakins in a broad shield of firepower that made hits on different enemy warships. Beside her fighter command, another fighter command pulled up and added its firepower to the beginning battle. Still another and another fighter command pulled alongside, adding even more firepower into the battle and increasing the number of hits. 

Susan didn't even notice the sudden change in one screen where dozens of ships suddenly powered up their engines and maneuvered to hit the enemy flank. She did notice as her fighter got close enough for visual identification that there were enemy transports mixed in the attack wave. 

"Attack Butterfly to headquarters. Enemy wave has transports!" 

"Acknowledged, Attack Butterfly." 

*** 

Dave listened to the reports as the squadron took up its firing position on the flanks and fired at the almost surrounded Malakin warships. He expected enemy transports, but not until the third wave. Obviously, the enemy was trying to earnestly take the planet. This was the real attack and there might be more than three waves, he thought, if the Malakins had changed their tactics this much. 

Then he saw that the fighters were inside the Malakin formation while the squadron warships pounded away only at the enemy warships on the edge of the enemy formation. Doing so gave the squadron an advantage in numbers on the enemy ships. They concentrated their fire on the enemy warships and watched them blink out of action one by one every minute the battle continued. 

*** 

As much as Susan wanted to share the news with Allen, she knew better than to broadcast to him that she was pregnant. She wanted nothing to take away his attention from surviving the battle. 

*** 

Allen swung his fighters around and charged at the enemy warships, falling in behind the fighter commands and doing his best to catch up with them. The fighter commands suddenly mixed in with the enemy warships. A minute later, his own wing was in the midst of the ships they initially ran from.  

It was now every fighter on its own as they dogged individual enemy warships and combined their efforts as they took out the enemy ships. They attacked in miniature waves of their own against ships unable to return fire without hitting their own side's ships. 

Allen watched as the enemy warships tried to adjust their formation to deal with two threats. What would work against one threat wouldn't work against the other, especially with transports of their own to defend. 

It was hardly an hour later when the last Malakin warship fired its guns for the last time and the battle ended. Then Allen heard the broadcast that startled him. 

"This is Admiral Oden on board the Australia. Well done, everyone! We expect two more waves for sure and possibly more. Reform your commands and move to position Delta Gamma. Again, you all did a fine job. I'm very proud of each and every one of you." 

*** 

Susan was just as startled to hear the admiral's voice come over her communications stating that he was in their midst. She wondered how he got here without anyone knowing. Forgetting about that for the moment, she nodded to her navigator as the coordinates for Delta Gamma were given to Joe, her pilot, while the fighter command formed on her fighter and proceeded to move to its next fighting position. She did wonder why the fighters weren't taking positions inside the formation of destroyed Malakin warships. It was a trick that worked before, so why weren't they using it again? 

Then she realized that her screen was already showing another wave of enemy warships approaching the planet. Susan realized that someone else from their side was out there picking up on the enemy. She wondered who it was since all the fighters were now in attack positions. 

*** 

Ensign Mike Chalver stood near the gun position and nodded at the woman who wanted to fire back at the oncoming Malakin warships. She aimed and squeezed the trigger. A moment later, there was the sign of a solid hit on an enemy warship. She fired again. Then the destroyer changed course slightly as it evaded the return fire of the oncoming ships. The old destroyer was making top speed while sending out the positions of the enemy fleet. A few moments later, the fleet was in the woman's field of vision again. Again, she fired and scored another hit. 

"Ensign Chalver to the bridge!" 

Mike put the portable radio on the bulkhead, left the gun station, and hurriedly made his way to the bridge. He arrived less than a minute later. "Yes sir!" 

"Easy, mister. First, you're now a lieutenant jg. Second, when we reach Echo, we're going to be swinging around and charging straight at the enemy and mixing with them. We'll be surrounded by fighters from Echo. Make sure all the gunners are ready for this maneuver." 

He replied, "Yes sir." 

"Good. When this is finished, come back to the bridge and we'll discuss you new job responsibilities. Now, unfortunately, isn't a good time for that. We won't change anything until the battles are over." 

"Battles?" he asked. 

"Yeah, this is only the second wave. We're the laboratory test subject. If we do well, the enemy is going to be in for a shock on the next wave. Okay, mister, see about your gunners." 

Mike hurried back to the gunner stations to tell each of them personally what to expect. The Mars City was an old tub of a destroyer, but she still had legs and teeth as he now called the engines and guns. It didn't take very long for him to relay the information to each of his gunners on the old destroyer. 

"The old tub is going to charge?" asked the last gunner to be briefed. 

Mike replied, "We surely are." 

"Oh well, I didn't want to live forever anyway. I'd feel better though if Admiral Oden was in charge of this battle, but he's at Edun, isn't he?" 

Mike said, "I'm not sure where he is. In fact, this is the kind of strange tactic I kind of expect him to pull out of thin air." 

"You've met him?" the gunner asked. 

"Several times," replied Mike. "He's not given to doing stupid things, but he does experiment at times. This, right frankly, feels like one of them." 

"Then he must expect us to do okay then." 

Mike replied, "I suppose so. He doesn't send people into certain death. Well, I know you'll do your best. Let me know if you have any other questions or problems." 

"Thanks, Ensign." 

Mike said, "You're welcome," without making a big deal out of his new rank. The men and women would learn of it soon enough. It wasn't anything to get upset about especially since it hadn't been announced to the ship, had the intercom been working. Mike went over to a bulkhead. He took from it a portable radio so that he could keep in touch again with the bridge. 

*** 

Dave watched as the specks grew larger in the view port. He glanced again at the screens and saw the formation of the enemy fleet. They were avoiding the destroyed warships as he suspected they would. The Malakins might be brave, but they weren't stupid. That trick wasn't meant to work more than twice and those two times had already been used. 

*** 

"Lieutenant Chalver, notify your gunners on the double that we're going to hit the brakes now and let the enemy pass by us so that we can hit their engines." 

"Yes sir!" Mike responded. Then he ran around from gun station to gun station giving the gunners the new information so that they would be prepared. 

*** 

The Malakin warships were almost to Echo when the destroyer reversed the thrust of its engines to stop itself and become almost motionless in space. Then the Malakin warships whizzed by as all the destroyer gunners fired in every direction around the ship at the passing enemy. 

The Malakins were forced to suddenly part their formation lest they have several ships crash into the destroyer and each other. At the same time, the fighters attacked on the front as the squadron moved in from another stealth position on the flank. 

Mike hardly felt the movement of the destroyer as it resumed forward motion. Then it was behind the enemy ships and had the engines of almost every enemy warship exposed to its gunners. His gunners were having a field day as the destroyer zipped about behind the enemy and fired with impunity while disabling enemy ships with most of their hits. 

A moment later, Mike listened on his portable radio as the captain passed on some comments. "Mike, tell your gunners that Admiral Oden on board the Australia commends them for fine shooting and for them to keep it up. Tell them from me, too. They're the best!" 

Mike moved about the gun stations and was especially glad to stop at one gun station and give the news. He said, "Admiral Oden said you're doing well. He's on board the Australia and likes what we're doing. The captain thinks we're all doing fine and said that we're the best. He's right. I know we're the best." 

"The admiral is here?" the gunner exclaimed as he fired at another target of opportunity. 

"Good shot!" exclaimed Mike as he saw the hit. "Yes, the admiral is here in this battle." 

"Thanks. They ought to promote you, Ensign." 

Mike replied, "They already did, but thanks for the thought." 

"When?" 

Mike answered, "Just a while ago, when I was called to the bridge was when the orders came in." 

"Well, congratulations, Lieutenant." 

Mike replied, "Thank you. All right! That's another good hit! Keep it up!" 

"I will, Lieutenant." 

Mike moved from gun station to gun station, giving assurances and letting everyone know how they stood. 

*** 

Dave listened to the reports coming in from deep space. It was as he thought. The Malakins were sending more than three waves. They were definitely after Echo and trying to cut off Beulah. If they succeeded, the war would go on for too long. If they failed, he could foresee an end to the war within a year and no more than two. That ending would result in a Union victory, he was sure. 

The second battle lasted barely longer than the first. Again, there were transports inside the Malakin formation. Like the first, there were also manned ships mixed in among the robot warships. 

Dave, however, barely paid attention to the battle as he continued to work on new plans for ending the war as soon as possible. 

*** 

Susan formed up her fighter command. Despite all the hard training, there were losses as she expected. Only their dominance in fighter numbers kept the losses low. She kept up with her status reports and concluded she was a fighter wing short. Quickly, she communicated with her command and reorganized them into fewer wings so that none of them would be at a disadvantage when they attacked next. While forming, she was surprised to hear headquarters order them to land on Echo. 

She radioed, "All right, everyone, you heard the orders. Land at your bases on Echo. We'll know soon enough what's going on." 

*** 

In deep space, a squadron of destroyers waited at the edge of a real asteroid field for the Malakins to come by. They didn't have very long to wait for the enemy to show. As soon as the enemy came abreast, they powered up and took up pursuit, hitting the invading Malakins from the rear. As the Malakins attempted to turn about and face the threat, cruisers and dreadnoughts powered up their engines and hit the Malakins on their flank. 

The Malakin formation fell apart as the robot ships reacted differently from the Malakin-manned warships. Immediately, the destroyers took advantage of the break in the defenses to slip inside the Malakin formations and shoot at point blank range, giving them the most effective firing results they could hope for. From outside the Malakin positions, the cruisers and dreadnoughts continued to use their heavier weapons as they kept the Malakins off balance and defending in two directions. 

The battle lasted less than an hour if only because the destroyers could deliver more concentrated firepower on individual targets than fighters. As soon as it ended, some of the destroyers concentrated on finding survivors on both sides and getting the salvageable Union warships back to Echo where they could be worked on by space salvage crews before being sent to Beulah for major repairs. 

*** 

Dave listened to the reports and nodded. So far, he was having his way. It wasn't over by a long shot. He knew that there would be more waves in light of what happened so far. Likely, what would have been sent to Leuion had the attack on Echo been successful would now have to change plans and attack Echo in order to cut off Beulah. 

Dave said, "Send greetings to Admiral Wund of the Blues. Tell him we have been successful. He should be able to sneak up on them as planned and get revenge for his planet's rape." 

"Admiral, you want it phrased like that?" the woman in a sergeant's uniform asked. 

Dave replied, "Almost word for word. It's a cultural thing. They'll come out like angry hornets. I'd hate to be in a Malakin ship when the Blues are mad. There won't be any prisoners when the Blues finish." 

"Yes sir," she answered with a slight shudder. 

Dave went back to his planning, confident that the Blues would respond, not only for that reason, but because the Blues felt particularly close to the cultures of both Edun and Echo because they were the only nude human cultures. Sending troops composed of personnel from both Edun and Echo to fight off the robots on Leuion had only made feelings of friendship even stronger among those three planets.  

Dave wondered if the Blues might even ask to become a member state of the Union. Certainly they would be welcomed, but it was up to the Blues to decide that. The Union didn't ask anyone to join. It left it to everyone else to ask for membership. That way it was always a positive action and no one felt victimized or forced. 

There were still two human inhabited planets inside what was considered Union space territory that hadn't asked to join and went about their own business without worry or concern about the Union around them. They each traded peacefully with the Union. Each maintained a modest navy of its own and kept it mostly for convoy protection against pirates. Pirates rarely operated within their spheres of influence. 

A few minutes later, the female sergeant came back with a reply. "Admiral Oden, Admiral Wund sends his greetings and hopes you, uh …" 

"Go on Sergeant, that's the way the Blues feel about things. You won't embarrass me," replied Dave. 

She said, "Sorry sir, but I've never quite seen a message like this before. He, uh, hopes that you've got your dick in many pussies and are fathering many children. He will be most glad to castrate the Malakins for their rape and thanks you for advising him of their presence. He wants to know if you want some of the Malakin penises to hang on your mantle." 

Dave answered, "Tell him that he has all rights on the Malakin manhoods and I hope that he has to build a bigger mantle when he's not fathering children." 

"Should I phrase it the way he put it?" she asked. 

Dave thought for a moment. Then he said, "No, just use my choice of words. They tend to get touchy if you repeat things back like a parrot." 

"Anything further?" she asked. 

Dave replied, "No, I'll save some of my more colorful wishes for after the next battle when we communicate again. Thank you, Sergeant." 

*** 

Susan used the time on Echo to have her wing of fighters looked after by the maintenance personnel. Otherwise, she and the fighter crews got something to eat and drink while exchanging ideas and stories of their close calls while out in space. For Susan, the food and drink was desperately needed considering how she threw up everything earlier. She felt much better with a meal in her stomach again. Because she was back on the surface of Echo, she was able to take some time to talk with her other crews at the other temporary bases, especially one crew whose commander was a big interest to her now. She finally got around to his station last, so that she might have the most time to talk with Allen. 

"Hi Tiger." 

Allen asked, "Butterfly, what took you so long to call me?" 

Susan answered, "Just wanted to talk to you last so we'd have the most time. Still have to get reports out of the way, you know. Had a new entry to make today. I had to report a crew member as being pregnant." 

"Really? You're flying with someone pregnant?" he asked. 

She replied, "Yes, Tiger. Me." 

"You, Butterfly?" he asked. 

"You heard me right. You can be a daddy if everything turns out right. How do you feel about that?" she asked. 

Allen paused for a brief moment before answering. "I feel stunned. Happy, but stunned. Do you want me to marry you?" he asked. 

Susan said, "Silly Tiger, I didn't call you up to get you to do that. You know we've already had discussions about that. I just wanted to let you know that despite our precautions, you're going to be a father anyway." 

*** 

The female sergeant stopped next to Dave and looked at him for a moment. 

"Yes, Sergeant? You have a question?" Dave asked. 

She said, "Well, I didn't really want to disturb you. You look so busy." 

"I need a break anyway. Go ahead and ask away," Dave replied. 

"You've met the Blues?" she asked. 

Dave replied, "A few of them. Admiral Wund is one whom I've met." 

She asked, "What are they like? I mean, I've never heard such language before except on Echo, but never in that context." 

Dave answered, "Well, basically, they're very civilized, but they don't take shit from anyone. Admiral Wund has the privates of a number of pirates actually hanging from his mantle. It's a barbaric carryover that they feel isn't so barbaric. When you come right down to it, they could be right since they're hardly ever bothered by pirates. For one thing, they were very disappointed to learn that they were initially fighting off robots to liberate their planet." 

"What about the other part?" she asked. 

Dave replied, "That's partly because of a short life span and a propensity to live dangerously. Despite their birthrate, their population growth is almost at a standstill. As far as I know, they haven't gained more than a few thousand more people on Leuion in the last decade." 

"How long do they live?" she asked. 

"Only about a hundred of our years unless the person gets too reckless," Dave answered. 

"And many of them get reckless?" she asked. 

"Well, maybe not reckless, but they do take chances and they do enjoy sex. For example, they think nothing of skydiving and having sex at the same time. They won't even pull the ripcords until they're finished. Those are the kinds of chances they like to take," Dave answered. 

"Sounds like they aren't taking chances so much as being pre-occupied," the sergeant replied. 

"Your choice of words is probably more accurate of the truth than mine," Dave responded. "For myself, I think that doing something like that is taking chances." 

She said, "So, they're going to get revenge for their planet being raped." 

Dave said, "Yeah, and they'll probably go into battle with their mates between their legs." 

"They'll be, uh, making love while they fight?" she exclaimed. 

Dave tried to explain. "Probably. It's more of their ancient culture. Making love is one of their most important abilities. For a warrior to buy the farm while still screwing is their ultimate show of manhood and womanhood, for that matter." 

"The women do it voluntarily?" she asked. 

Dave replied, "To show that she deserves a warrior as brave as what she has and for the excitement. That's why they tend to take risks. When they're at peace, they find other outlets to show their courage and that they're deserving of each other. They don't start wars over nothing, either with others or among themselves." 

"I wonder how that all got started?" the sergeant mused. 

Dave answered, "That's the easy part. The Blues have lots of ancient records showing their history. That got started when a pair of lovers had to fight for their freedom and feared they would die before partaking of each other. She threw herself between his legs and fucked him while he fought off their enemies. The story of their unexpected survival and sexual exploit grabbed hold of the romantic nature of the Blues as well as their desire for excitement and took off from there. A number of Blue families can trace their linage back to that one couple and do so proudly." 

"I ought to let you get back to your work," the sergeant stated. 

"Nonsense. I could use a few more minutes away from my work." Dave reached into his shoulder pack and pulled out a cigarette and lighter. He lit up and smoked as he looked around the bridge, noticing that he must have been talking a little loudly. A number of men and women had their attention on him instead of their tasks. "Well, maybe you're right. It was nice talking with you for a few moments, though. If you have more questions, check with me a little later and I'll try to answer them." 

The sergeant left quietly. Dave finished his cigarette before turning his attention back to his planning. 

*** 

As Dave predicted, the Malakin forces detailed to retake Leuion veered away to fight at Echo instead. The Leuion forces sped off after them and caught them from behind, destroying several Malakin warships before they passed right through the enemy formation as it tried to turn to face the Leuion threat. Properly reinforced, some of the Leuion ships deliberately rammed right through turning Malakin warships, tearing them into two hunks of ripped and twisted metal that spewed out their contents into space. Then the smaller force of Leuion ships kept going as if running away from a hit and run engagement. They ran until they passed by hidden Union squadron ships that ambushed the Malakin force from the flanks while the Leuion force turned and charged a second time with equally devastating results. 

More Malakin ships were ripped apart. Others were simply fired upon by Leuion warriors who squatted at their weapons in ecstasy as their ships moved in close to make every shot impossible to miss. 

At one point, Leuion warriors in space suits leaped from their own ships to grapple themselves onto the enemy ships and plant explosives that the Malakins inside could do nothing about. As soon as the explosives were in place, the Leuion warriors hit a switch that activated a jet pack to rocket them away from the doomed enemy warship. Moments later, the explosive charges tore into the enemy warships with predictable results. 

The battle and interim chase barely lasted three hours. 

*** 

The sergeant said, "Admiral Wund sends his greetings and hopes that you have a beautiful woman between your legs. He reports that his force has destroyed a Malakin fleet and taken a number of prisoners. He would be glad to turn them over to us for interrogation provided they are returned for proper processing at a later time. He believes that they will be more talkative with their dicks still present." 

Admiral Oden considered his options and then said, "Tell Admiral Wund that he should hold onto the prisoners for now. We will send over an interrogation team. I fear that if we receive the prisoners, my government might not be inclined to return them and would use them to barter with the Malakins for return of some of our own captured people. Meanwhile, tell the admiral I congratulate him on his victory. I hope that he made many women pregnant during the battle and that his cock has grown from so much exercise. Okay, that's my message, sergeant." 

She replied, "Yes sir. I'll get it sent right away." 

A minute later, the sergeant was back by the admiral's side. "Sir, who will be sent to interrogate the prisoners?" 

"Is Admiral Wund asking?" Dave asked. 

She replied, "Yes. I'm interested, too." 

"You want to go?" asked Dave. 

"Well, I'm not sure. What would I need to know?" she asked. 

Dave looked at her for a moment and then thought better of it. 

"Really sir, what would I have to know to be included on a team of interrogators? It sounds like something that someone aboard every ship should know," she stated. 

Dave listened and realized she was right. He remembered his own inadequacies in dealing with the only three Ape-oid prisoners captured during the Ape-oids War. He had been forced to wait until he got them back to headquarters for a proper interrogation rather than messing up anything by doing something amateurish on his own. 

Dave replied, "Okay, you want to go? I'll tell you what's involved and you can make up your mind then. First of all, you have to go nude. The Blues have an intense dislike of clothing that's every bit as strong as their desire to show off their man or womanhood. It's considered very polite to stare at them, particularly in those areas, and even make a comment, preferably complimentary to them about their man or womanhood. That much you must know. Do you want to be an interrogator or a coordinator?" 

"What's the difference?" she asked. 

Dave answered, "An interrogator is considered to be a warrior by the Blues. If you go as an interrogator, you'll need a man with you because you'll be operating on their turf by their rules. If you go as a coordinator, you won't need to worry about a man being along, though taking one anyway is still regarded highly by the Blues." 

"Then I would be, uh, fucking while I interrogate?" she asked. 

"Not quite. You'd probably be getting licked if you're asking the questions. Do you still want to go so that you can learn?" he asked. 

She replied, "I guess I shouldn't think about being an interrogator just yet. Would I be allowed to observe the interrogation?" 

"As the coordinator, I should think that you would," Dave replied. "I think that you could learn something about how it's done on Leuion. You won't learn much about how it's done by Union standards, though." 

"How soon do you need to know?" she asked. 

"Fairly soon. If you want to go, then you're going to have to catch up with the team before it leaves for Leuion. We need any information we can get while it's still valid, so we can't wait for long. I can give you ten minutes before you have to give me an answer," Dave responded. 

She asked, "They'd have to wait for me to arrive, wouldn't they?" 

"Probably." 

She said, "Send them without me. If we need the information that much, I can learn later when I won't cause any delays." 

"Good for you, Sergeant. Go ahead and notify Beulah headquarters to dispatch an interrogation team for Leuion. You don't have to advise them on the makeup. They've already got a team well-briefed on the Blue culture. Then notify Admiral Wund. When you finish, have Kyle, uh, Captain Kruler see me." 

*** 

Kyle came over to Dave and asked, "What's up, Admiral?" 

Dave said, "I think your sergeant there would be a good candidate for interrogation training, both Union and Leuion style." 

"Sergeant Ley?" asked Kyle. 

Dave laughed, "Is that her real name?" 

Kyle then realized what Dave was laughing at and smiled. "Yes, it is. Oh! Seems funny to me too, now that I'm thinking about what she'll have to go through on Leuion." 

Dave said, "She seems to think the same as you about every ship having someone qualified to interrogate prisoners. I'll see to it that you get her back after training and maybe one field trip." 

"Thanks." 

"Well, now that we have a real shooting war, we ought to get the funding to accomplish that idea of yours," replied Dave. 

*** 

New reports soon came in on the fifth wave of incoming Malakin warships. Orders were issued from Echo headquarters. Fighters across the planet scrambled back into space, their crews rested and ready. 

"Yeeee-Haaaawwww!" Susan shouted as her fighter took its rightful place in space and her fighter command formed up on her. She was ready to go again. From the sounds inside the fighter's cabin, her crew was just as ready. 

Radio silence was maintained as the fighters moved into position to catch the next incoming wave of Malakins. Not far from them, the squadrons formed together in preparation for what they hoped would be the next to last wave of attackers. Fully seventy ships assembled together into a formation that would allow them to exploit the enemy as soon as they spotted any weakness. The armed transports remained with the two squadrons, causing them to have more than normal strength. In fact, without the armed transports, the two squadrons would have each been understrength due to losses of their own. 

Thus situated, they presented two forces that the Malakins would have to deal with. Their positions gave them the advantage of a cross fire that the Malakins would be loathe to move into. With their engines and running lights off, their stealth characteristics made them all but invisible. It was a temporary disadvantage to be without maneuvering speed, but each ship was carefully maintained and ready to leap out as soon as the power was applied. Until the enemy knew where they were, the disadvantage of lost maneuvering power was slight and worth the risk. 

More reports from other than ships positioned by the Navy came in. Those reports came into headquarters from space watchers, small machines planted by the military in preparation for an attack. When ships came into their sensor range, the small machines, too small to be easily located and destroyed before they did their job, responded by sending microcode bursts of information back to warn the Navy. There was no doubt in anyone's mind about which direction the Malakins were coming from. 

Susan looked around her command through her view port. She counted to be sure that every fighter was present. She glanced over at Allen's fighter and something seemed different. She couldn't tell through the view port. Susan used a stick control to activate a camera with a zoom lens to put his fighter on one of her control panel screens. She zoomed in and looked his ship over until she finally spotted what was different. 

Beneath the butterfly on the nose, recent painting had been performed. Allen was now calling his fighter, Daddy Butterfly. Susan switched off the camera and retracted it back inside the hull. She smiled a warm, glowing kind of smile while she remembered some of their conversation … 

He said, "Yes, I agreed with you that if you should become pregnant by accident, the baby should be taken to term. I'm not asking you to abort it. I just think that you should have them suspend it now in an embryo suspension chamber before you have to launch again." 

She replied, "There isn't enough time to get hold of an E-sus chamber. Besides, if something should go wrong, we'll be short one fighter. It's really too early to take it out." 

He said, "No, it's not too early. You know as well as I that the earlier, the better. You just don't want to take the chance of saddling me with bringing our child up alone if something should happen to you in battle." 

She replied, "Or both of us. I don't want to leave an orphan. Besides, you know that I'm not going to take any unnecessary risks with our child in me, not to mention that my edge might be impaired after having our child removed and suspended. I don't know what that might feel like or do to me. Until there's more time to have it done without hurrying, our child is staying right where it's at." 

"He's at," corrected Allen. 

"You're pretty cocksure of that, huh?" she countered. 

Allen said, "Well, probably he." 

"Personally, I think our child is a girl and that she'll want to fly fighters. I can't deprive her of her first rides, can I?" asked Susan. 

"Butterfly, you're awful headstrong." 

Susan replied, "Maybe, but right now, I still outrank you. Until we're married, the decision is mine." 

"Oh, so you do want to get married?" he asked. 

She said, "I haven't ruled it out. Just pointing out some of the facts. You want more rights to make decisions, then you know what to do to gain them." 

"Well, how do you feel about marriage, Butterfly?" he asked. 

She replied, "I already told you that I haven't ruled it out. It's just that no one has proposed to me yet." 

Allen said, "Yes, and you have told me that you love me. I mean, otherwise, why else would you have given yourself to me? Haven't I told you that I love you?" 

Susan replied, "Not in so many words, Tiger, but you have in actions. I can accept that." 

"Okay then, I love you. Will you marry me?" he asked. 

Susan replied, "Tiger, let me think about that." 

"Butterfly, what's there to think about?" asked Allen. 

"Well, I've got to see if there are any other offers floating about. I can't just accept the first proposal without checking to be sure there aren't any others, can I?" she replied with a giggle. 

Allen exclaimed, "Butterfly! That's not fair! I ought to take you over my knee the next time I see you." 

Susan said, "You better not! I suggest you better be thinking instead of taking me again before I get big and that short dick of yours can't bridge the gap between us." 

Allen remarked, "Well, it may be short, but it got you pregnant." 

She replied, "Yes, it does function well. That much we both know now. Anyway, you ought to be thinking of doing that so I can be sure I'll be satisfied with you as a husband." 

*** 

The fifth Malakin attack ran into a meat grinder as the two forces switched on their engines while their gunners took careful aim and fired in a barrage of shots that took out fully a quarter of the enemy warships. By the time the Malakins reacted, once they were clear of the now dead warships of theirs that blocked part of their maneuvering, the Union squadrons were on the move and the fighters were closing in. 

"Yeeee-haaaawwww!" Susan hollered as her fighter leaped out at the oncoming Malakin warships. She switched on her command communications. "Butterfly Command! Attack and mix with them! Yes, Daddy Butterfly, the answer is yes!" 

Allen smiled suddenly as he heard Susan's voice directed at him telling that she was accepting his proposal of marriage. "All right!" he hollered while his crew, aware of what was being said, let out cheers and yells of their own. 

*** 

Minutes of fighting went by before the Malakins suddenly broke off and retreated. Susan stared in disbelief at the retreating enemy warships. It was the first time that she could remember the Malakins retreating like that. They were leaving at top speed, not interested in fighting any longer. 

"All Union forces hold your positions. There's still another wave due. Let them go or we'll be out of position to defend Echo. All Union forces hold your positions." 

Quickly, Susan rounded up her fighter command, down another wing as it was, and reorganized it into four wings.  

Allen's ship pulled alongside for a brief moment and caught Susan's attention. She glanced over and saw Allen pointing at the nose of his ship. She nodded that she had seen it. 

*** 

Hours passed waiting for the sixth Malakin wave of attackers. Dave realized that the Malakins were up to something. They were long overdue and there were no reports from their deep space watchers on their location. He walked over to Sergeant Ley and stopped. Dave said, "Send a message to headquarters to stand down half of the fighters. They need some rest and probably something better than Trats to eat." 








  







 

Chapter 14




After twenty-four hours of waiting, Admiral Oden finally stood down all the fighter wings, leaving the two squadrons in place to guard Echo. Still, he wasn't satisfied with the results. An entire wave of Malakin warships had disappeared, along with the survivors from the retreating fifth wave. They were up to something, he was sure, but he didn't know what. 

Admiral Nick, somewhat shaken and slightly injured aboard one of the surviving dreadnoughts, met with him as they reached the surface of Echo and consulted with other staff officers. 

"You look unshaken, Dave. How do you do it?" asked Nicky. 

Dave replied, "Nicky, like I said, stay off the dreadnoughts. They draw fire. Put yourself on a cruiser, even a light cruiser when you know you have to fight. You'll have more of a feel for what the destroyers can do and still enough size to know what the dreadnoughts are capable of. Now look over these specifications. Let's see if we can get this new class of ships under way. This is the type of ship we're going to need." 

Admiral Nick took the disk and popped it into the terminal. He looked at the specifications that Admiral Oden wanted him to see and then nodded. "Okay, I agree. We do need this type of ship. I promise that I'll get behind it if you can figure out where the Malakins disappeared to. I feel uncomfortable knowing that they're still a threat to Echo." 

Dave looked at Nicky and thought for a moment until he remembered some of Admiral Nick's background. Then he realized why his friend, Nicky, was particularly worried. Admiral Nick's daughter was now a resident of Echo, having married and moved to be with her husband, one of its citizens. 

Dave answered, "I know you do. I feel uncomfortable about the Malakins threatening any of our planets. Mind you, I will get to the heart of this and I'll try to do so before they show up out of nowhere." 

Nicky asked, "Did you get this idea from the Battle of Samar in World War II?" 

"Partly. You researched it?" Dave replied. 

"Curiosity got the better of me," Nicky admitted. 

*** 

Dave went to his quarters, still unsure of how the Malakins had disappeared. After all, the fifth wave had retreated at top speed. Yet, as far as he knew, they weren't picked up by any of the space sensors when they left the perimeter. They had to still be inside the perimeter to Echo or one of the space sensors was inoperative somehow. Could they be mimicking the codes sent by the space sensors? 

Dave got up and called headquarters. "This is Admiral Oden. Put out a special to all the space sensors for a diagnostic check. Let me know the results." 

"Right away, sir." 

Dave hung up knowing they would get on it immediately. They were already aware that he didn't ask for something that wasn't needed or just to make work. If he wanted something, it was to protect the Union and the Navy. He went back to the door and stood in the doorway looking up at the stars. "You're out there somewhere. I know you are."  

He stepped back in for a moment, pulled a cigarette from a nearby pack, and lit it. Then Dave stood in the doorway again as he watched the smoke curl upwards and disappear into the dark. Up and up it rose in the light, occasionally curling down, around, and back up again for reasons unknown to him. Once it was out of the light, it was gone though it was still there moving slowly spiraling upwards while continuing to curl and eddy along its slow path. Dave continued to smoke, wondering about the Malakins when the answer stared him in the face. 

"Of course! I should have remembered that they can do anything out of sight that they can do within sight!" Dave said to no one as he grabbed for his shoulder pack and then the handset to his phone. 

"Headquarters office." 

"This is Admiral Oden. Scramble all fighters now!" 

"Yes sir!" 

Dave then raced out of his quarters and leaped into his hover. He engaged the engine and threw it into forward. Had the hover possessed any tires, he would have left skid marks. Instead, he only left some dust behind him as he hurried over to headquarters. 

Two minutes later, Dave disengaged the engine, letting the hover slam to the ground as he leaped clear of it and ran for the door to the building housing fleet headquarters. He ran for the planning room, shouting at some sergeants, "Follow me into planning. Have someone feed in the latest reports on Malakin positions!" 

Dave slowed down only when he reached the planning room. 

"Anyone notify Admiral Nick yet?" Dave asked. 

"Yes sir. I figured something was up when you called a fighter scramble and thought he should know," one sergeant answered. 

Dave replied, "Good for you, sergeant. Stick close by me and don't let me forget things like that. Okay, plot the positions of the retreating Malakin fifth wave. Assume that they've found the sensor line on the way in and know to avoid it." 

Dave watched as the hologram image of space lit up in the room with the positions entered. "Okay, plot the last possible moment they could have changed course to return directly back to Echo without our space sensors catching them in the act. If I was commanding the enemy fleet, I'd try to delay my attack enough to appear like I'm the next wave so that the real next wave can enter the battle on my heels and make a decisive difference." 

The sergeants entered information into the terminals. Moments later, a curve, or more accurately, a U-turn appeared along the projected course the fifth wave took. 

Dave instructed, "Take the time when that could have occurred and plot the amount of time it would take them to complete the trip back without using their engines after completing their course change." 

More information was entered into the terminals. Numbers appeared next to the projected course leading back to Echo. 

Dave said, "Give me the course projections to intercept them and a channel to the senior squadron commander." 

Moments later, the figures were on the image. A sergeant handed a radio handset to Dave. Within moments, Dave was speaking to the Commodore in charge of the two squadrons working together. Dave explained his suspicions and then suggested something that might work. 

*** 

Minutes later, both squadrons were in position. On board, their personnel were loading something they rarely used. The settings were rechecked and then they launched four waves of space torpedoes. The torpedoes left the ships and followed the course settings until they finally ran out of fuel in their main tanks. Despite that, the torpedoes continued to follow the same course, not having run into anything to stop them or cause them to explode. 

A few minutes later, one last torpedo was sent out by itself, its warhead removed and replaced with sensor equipment. 

*** 

A few hours later, the leading torpedoes suddenly came alive as proximity sensors alerted them to enemy targets and a small reserve fuel supply was given to the engines. The Malakins never knew what hit them when the small, impossible to detect torpedoes suddenly powered up from nearly point blank range and bore in on targets that were drifting in space in an attempt to deceive the defenders of Echo. Even though some torpedoes chose the same targets as other torpedoes, the damage was enough to destroy or cripple over half the surviving fifth wave. 

Minutes later, the single torpedo arrived. It sent back sensor readings of surviving ships attempting to finish the sneak attack, even though they had been discovered as evidenced by the torpedo attack. 

*** 

Dave looked at the surviving enemy ships, in the transmissions from the torpedo carrying a sensor package, that continued towards Echo. He decided that the Malakins might have thought the torpedoes had been sent out after them when they retreated. It was an easy enough error to make, but not one he thought he would make. Still, he gave the Malakins credit for thinking of a novel way to attack. It almost worked and it still could. 

The sixth wave was yet to be spotted. It was probably passing the space sensors, whose positions were probably known to the enemy by now by using the same trick of discovery if the earlier attacking Malakins hadn't broadcast the locations. Dave realized that he had no way yet of knowing where for sure the Malakin sixth wave would come from. Also, he still had the remnants of the fifth wave to finish off. He decided to take a chance. It was more than a chance. It was a gamble. He called the Commodore of the squadrons defending Echo. 

He ordered, "Commodore, send out two more waves of torpedoes. Then have the armed transports follow the torpedoes. Make sure they understand they are not to get in front of the torpedoes. They are to shut off their engines as soon as they're on course. Then prepare your warships to meet and deal with the sixth wave which I suspect is trying to sneak up on us using the same method." 

"You know where they're coming from?" the Commodore asked. 

Dave replied, "I wish I did. All I know is that I'm trying to keep your force hidden and fool the enemy into believing that the armed transports are you beating up on the fifth wave. Maybe that will force them to attempt something that reveals their position." 

"I hope you're right, Admiral." 

Dave replied, "I hope I am too. Good luck. Out." 

"Hey! They've got Edun back completely now!" one sergeant hollered as a report came in. 

Admiral Oden walked over to look at the reports and see how the battle went. As much as he wanted to keep track of that battle while it was going on, he ignored most of the earlier reports out of concern over getting information from it mixed up with the battle to hold Echo. Now he could look at it briefly and see what might be available to assist him. He stopped reading when he read one section commending Captain Grade for outstanding efforts to defend his ship when all his gun stations were put out of action. Captain Grade had loaded junk onto the fighter catapults and fired them off at the enemy, successfully damaging an enemy warship and keeping his carrier intact as it withdrew. Admiral Oden marveled at how resourceful his friend was. Captain Grade would certainly make Commodore soon with actions like that under his belt. 

*** 

The second launching of two waves of torpedoes along the projected course of the fifth wave of attacking Malakin warships went off smoothly. It was followed by twenty armed transports. As soon as the torpedoes were steady in speed and on course, the transports matched them in speed and shut down their engines and running lights, becoming mere ghosts in the endless void. They would just barely be in range of anything the torpedoes attacked. 

*** 

Susan watched as more torpedoes were fired into the same area. She wondered if that meant that they had scored hits. It made little sense to her to send more torpedoes hours later if the others hadn't hit anything. For that reason, she deduced that the first barrage of torpedoes had indeed hit something. As well, she wondered if the enemy was that stupid to remain on the same course knowing that they had been spotted. She reasoned that they must be. Otherwise, why were the squadrons sending out more? 

Then she spotted the transports following the torpedoes. She was puzzled as she tried to piece together what was happening based only on her observations. They were armed, but not very heavily. Could they stand up to a Malakin force, even with the torpedoes leading off? Susan decided then that the transports were in for a difficult battle if they ran into the enemy in strength. The transports were too big and lightly armed despite their armor to last very long in a real slug fest. It would have been better to send fighters, she felt. 

*** 

Admiral Nick looked at the screens with Admiral Oden. Nicky handed Dave a sheet of paper which Dave read. Admiral Nick said, "I was going to surprise you with that in the morning. Congratulations, Dave. It couldn't happen to a better officer." 

"Thanks, Nicky. You ought to be up for your second star as well." 

Admiral Nick said, "Oh, I am, but I just don't have your brilliance. I'm a plodder. I'll get there and do well for the Union and myself. It's just that you're a comet and you'll get there sooner. Care for a drink to celebrate your promotion to Rear Admiral?"


"I reckon we can have a short one. Otherwise I want to keep my head clear. Fine with you?" asked Dave. 

Nicky said, "Sounds more than reasonable to me. When this battle is over, I'll stand you to a real drink in the club." 

Dave said, "Sure, Nicky. We can do that." 

Both men continued to watch the screens as the armed transports followed the torpedo waves. 

"What if the torpedoes attack the same ships as before?" asked Admiral Nick. 

Dave said, "Shouldn't happen. The dead ships would have lost considerable speed. The damaged ships will probably be lagging between the good ones and the dead ones. That should just about even the odds for the transports." 

Nick replied, "Hmmm. Yeah, I think you're right about that. Okay, this should damage or destroy some of the unluckier enemy ships. Still, facing them with lightly armed transports is risky." 

Dave explained, "Perhaps, but the torpedoes will be their first worry. They'll get two waves and be expecting another. Instead, the transports will come alive first and have maneuverability as an added advantage. Plus, they'll already be in weapons range, even as lightly armed as they are. They'll be able to fire as they come alive. They'll have sitting ducks for targets. If the enemy tries to power up and engage, they'll only attract more torpedoes in on their engines for sure. I think we can write off the fifth wave with this attack. What I'm more concerned about is whether the transports can avoid engaging the sixth wave. That one's untouched and would wipe them out in minutes." 

Nick remarked, "But I thought you wanted the sixth wave to go after them?" 

Dave replied, "There's a difference in wanting them to go after them and wanting our people to escape harm." 

Admiral Nick responded, "Ahh, I see a little clearer where you're heading with that. Well, then a toast to your promotion and the complete success and safe return of the transports!" 

Dave said, "I'll definitely drink to that last part."  

With that, they clinked their glasses and drank. 

*** 

Not quite as long a wait took place before the screens showed the torpedoes activating and charging at the remaining Malakin warships of the fifth attack wave. The enemy ships were considerably closer to Echo and evidently surprised by the second attack of torpedoes. One enemy ship tried to power up. It promptly went dead as two torpedoes locked on and homed in on it, destroying it utterly. Other torpedoes locked onto the nearest object that fit the specifications programmed into them and activated before charging. More enemy ships suffered damage and destruction. 

Then the second wave of torpedoes got into sensor range and activated. As they charged, the lightly armed transports powered up and fired their weapons at what Rear Admiral Oden called sitting ducks. The presence of Union warships left the Malakin fifth wave with no choice but to engage their engines and attack, forgetting momentarily the torpedoes. The remaining torpedoes didn't forget the Malakin warships as they homed in on the doomed enemy warships. The torpedoes inflicted more damage and destruction. The bolts from the transports easily hit among the enemy ships in what was definitely a one-sided battle despite the disparity in the size of ships and number of armaments of the two forces. 

The transports got the jump on the Malakin forces in achieving maneuverability. They easily avoided most of the return fire, what little there was. What hits the transports did suffer were usually to cargo holds where there was nothing to damage. The crew areas were small and widely separated, giving most of the crew members a certain degree of safety. 

The battle lasted less than fifteen minutes, costing only two destroyed transports before nullifying the fifth wave as a threat. The transports quickly checked their two lost ships for survivors before they changed course and headed back to Echo at their top speed. With their position already known, the transports were able to loudly broadcast their victory and did. 

*** 

Dave and Nicky watched the screens. They were both grateful for the light losses and ecstatic about the outcome. Both men studied the screens intently for the remotest of signs from the enemy sixth wave. They watched as the transports reached almost halfway back to Echo when some enemy ships suddenly popped out of nothingness to attack from several angles. 

Dave watched as the armed transports followed their instructions and ran from the fight while their gunners did their best to discourage pursuit. Two of the transports winked out on the screen, indicating that they hadn't fared well. Dave couldn't allow himself to worry at that moment about their ultimate fate. He was already moving towards the hologram space chart where the positions were already posted. 

As he looked at the chart, he envisioned the sixth wave as being strung out over a wide area based on the starting positions of the ships that attacked the returning transports. He reached out and picked up a radio handset. 

Dave ordered, "Commodore, get ready to send out almost every torpedo you have left. The computers are sending the projected courses to you now. Plan on hitting them from the flank based on where you are now in relation to them. If they miss, have them self-detonate no later than an hour after passing Point Yankee." 

"Yes sir. By the way, congratulations on your promotion." 

"Thanks. Good luck and be ready to move quickly," Dave replied. 



*** 

Minutes later, torpedo after torpedo was launched. Shortly after launch, the torpedoes' engines shut off making them nearly invisible to enemy sensors. They moved through space like silent spirits, barely registering on anyone's sensors until they were close, very close, at which time it would be too late if the ship wasn't recognized as friendly by a responder. Their own sensors were attuned to finding sleeping enemy ships at close range, even if the torpedoes had to travel far first. 

Though slow, the torpedoes could still do a job despite being an old trick from an even older bag of tricks. Even though mankind thought that he would be able to remain at peace, the torpedoes remained in his arsenal only because they were already available, cheap, and no one thought to get rid of them since they barely registered in the budget when overall costs were looked at by accountants. 

Almost two hours passed before the first torpedo activated its onboard engine and targeted itself on an unresponsive ship it located and queried. Too late for the enemy ship to react, the torpedo showed on the enemy's own sensors when the torpedo engine fired up. Too late, the enemy ship tried to escape by engaging its own engines. Too late, the enemy thought to use its guns against the incoming torpedo. The ship took the hit while its actions alerted two other torpedoes that bore in on its now running engines to complete the job of destruction. 

Because of the wide swath in which the torpedoes were launched, other torpedoes passed the destroyed target because it wasn't in their limited sensor range as they sought out other enemy warships. Some enemy ships, as the first, reacted wrong or too late. Others saw the danger as ships near them were hit and did the right thing for escaping destruction by the torpedoes. 

*** 

"Sensors have got them! If they continue to drift in, they'll be here in an hour!" one sergeant hollered out for everyone in the room to hear. 

Dave asked, "They're in the pattern I guessed at?" 

"From the ones we've got reacting, yes sir!" the sergeant responded. "You pegged them on the nose!" 

Dave relaxed some for only a brief moment. 

The sergeant exclaimed, "They're activating! You spooked them!" 

Dave made his way to the sensor screens and looked at the pattern of ships suddenly giving away their positions by engaging their engines for their attack. 

"Notify all fighters and squadron ships that they're coming in fast!" Dave ordered. 

He needn't have bothered. One of the sergeants was passing on the information to all the ships in the area of the sudden enemy activity. 

*** 

Susan watched the transmitted images of the enemy locations as she signaled Joe to start the engines. The enemy was scattered over a broad front. There was no specific formation she could think of to engage them all. She switched on her communications and instructed the fighters in her command. "Butterfly command, split up into wings. Wing commanders, seek out your own targets and destroy! Good luck!" Then she said, "Butterfly wing, follow me!" 

Her fighter led four other fighters in a V-formation towards the incoming enemy warships. As her wing reached a damaged enemy warship, an enemy transport hidden on the backside of it from her wing suddenly spurted past toward Echo while the enemy warship engaged the fighters with its weapons. Susan's and two other fighters swept around the warship on one side while the remaining two fighters went on the other side 

"Flaming Moth, take after that transport!" she ordered, trying not to let any of the enemy reach the planet. She watched it leave the wing and hit full speed as it sped out in pursuit of the transport. 

Meanwhile, Joe and the other fighter pilots were maneuvering on their own around the damaged warship as they found positions permitting their fighter commanders to get in good shots on the enemy warship. A few minutes later, the warship was in ruins. Her four fighters looked for more targets. 

*** 

Admiral Oden watched the sensor screens display the status of the multiple skirmishes going on almost around the planet as the sixth wave came in almost everywhere while his forces were concentrated in two locations. Despite the bad positioning, his forces were doing their best to make up for that by moving quickly and decisively against the enemy as soon as they could get to them. 

The two squadrons had each gone in different directions and were wiping out single enemy warships with ease using their concentrated and overwhelming firepower. They weren't getting victories without some payment, though. 

The fighter commands split up into wings almost everywhere. They were fighting warships and pursuing transports down to the surface whenever they could catch up to them. 

Already, reports were coming in of successful Malakin transport landings on the surface and of warrior robots moving out swiftly in the light gravity of Echo to menace the countryside. Had the fighter commands not already sent fighters down to chase after the transports and robots, Dave would have been compelled to issue a similar order. However, issuing an order wouldn't have made the threat disappear, even if it was from him. Instead, he could only let his men and women do their jobs without interruption, since they knew what they were doing and were on top of the situation as best as could be expected. 

Admiral Nick came over from communications and stopped beside Admiral Oden. He tapped Dave on the shoulder to get his attention. 

"Yes, Nicky?" 

Admiral Nick said, "Reason wants you off Echo. Now." 

"You can't be serious! We're winning!" Dave exclaimed. 

Admiral Nick said, "He doesn't want his chief strategist and tactician in the line of fire without any space marines around you. He said for me to have you either sent out or put on a dreadnought." 

Dave said, "A dreadnaught? No way! Give me a few moments and let me talk to him." 

Nick nodded and let Oden go over to communications where Admiral of the Navy Reason was brought back on line. He listened as Dave pleaded for it to at least be a cruiser and not a dreadnaught. For once, Dave couldn't win. It was either a dreadnaught or leave Echo. Dave said, "All right, Nicky, put me on something out of here. You already know how I feel about dreadnoughts." 

Nicky asked, "You sure? How are the men and women going to feel with you leaving? Wait a moment! No, you're not! You're not going to say you're leaving and then get on board a cruiser anyway." 

"You going to stop me?" asked Dave. "Remember, I outrank you, friend." 

Nicky replied, "I have authority from the admiral to put you on one or the other, so don't try to pull rank on me." 

"Do I get my choice of what I'm put out on if I leave?" asked Dave. 

Admiral Nick answered, "No, Dave. Now decide and make it quick." 

*** 

Rear Admiral Oden strode onto the bridge of the Waynescotia, named for a continent on Beulah. 

"Admiral on deck!" one of the officers shouted. 

The Commodore came over and looked at Dave's double-stars on his shoulders and saluted. "Sir, welcome aboard and congratulations on your promotion." 

"Thanks. Now Carol, how do we stand?" asked Dave. 

She said quietly, "We're doing all right. Wish I was back on a cruiser, though." 

Dave leaned close and whispered, "I know just how you feel." 

She grinned and walked with him towards the sensor screens. As they walked, a slight vibration could be felt through the deck plates as the dreadnought took a hit from the enemy. They reached the screens. Dave took a glance at them. From some views, he could see the other ships of the squadron. Most of them were untouched, except for the other dreadnought and the heavy cruisers. They were receiving the brunt of the return fire. 

Dave said, "Have your destroyers sweep round and flank the enemy ships quickly as you engage them." 

"Right away!" she said and then went to issue orders to the squadron.  

Within a minute, several destroyers raced to flank the enemy ships they were fighting, giving the squadron a sudden advantage. The enemy became caught in a crossfire and had to divert some of the return fire on the destroyers. Then almost as quickly, the skirmish was over as the two enemy ships went silent from the deadly accuracy of the squadron's warships. 

Carol was back beside Dave. "Why didn't I think of that?" she asked. 

Dave replied, "You saw you had obvious superiority of firepower and probably forgot finesse can also work in a situation like this. Don't let it eat at you. Now let your destroyers start making first contact and use their initiative. You'll find that you've got some pretty good skippers in those ships." 

"I will," she answered and went off to issue the orders. 

Dave didn't worry about it any further. Some officers only needed a reminder that there were other officers they could depend on in tough situations and whom the Navy had already given responsibilities and authority to. Once she let them help her, she would find that her job would become easier. It didn't mean that she would worry any less, however. 

*** 

Susan saw the approaching squadron ships and used them to entrap her latest enemy victim. Now the enemy was between her wing and the squadron while most of the fire was aimed at the squadron. Her fighters quickly charged the busy enemy warship and disabled the engines, leaving the enemy ship without power for its weapons and an easy target for several destroyers that moved in quickly to take advantage of the sitting duck. She only caught a glimpse of the last moments of that action as her pilot immediately sought out another enemy target. 

There was a flare-up next to her fighter. She turned quickly to see only debris where one of her fighters had been on her flank. The three remaining fighters went into evasive maneuvers before another of them could be shot by the newly found threat. At the same time, she reported the Lepidoptera as hit and destroyed. 

*** 

Despite the efforts of the squadron destroyers, the dreadnoughts continued to receive the lion's share of return enemy fire. Finally, Commodore Carol Steele realized that she needed to transfer her command. Carol said, "Come on, Admiral, time to change ships." 

"Go on. Regulations forbid both of us from being in the same shuttle. This is your squadron. You go first," he replied. 

She replied, "Yes sir." 

Before the shuttle could return, the Waynescotia was hit again. Further transfer became impossible. Its engines failing, the captain ordered the ship to land on Echo and requested a destroyer escort from the commodore until the ship was on the surface. 

Commodore Steele thought hard before replying, "Sorry, I need the destroyers, but I will give you fighters." 

*** 

Moments later, Susan received the call for a fighter escort from the nearest fighters. She reluctantly broke off her attack and led her other two fighters to escort the Waynescotia to the surface. She wondered why the ship was so important that it needed an escort in order to land. 

A small Malakin warship, about the size of the Union dreadnought, suddenly changed course to pursue the escorted and damaged Waynescotia. 

Susan heard the Commodore's voice a moment later. "Malakin warship breaking free to pursue the Waynescotia. Stop that ship before it gets the Admiral!"  

Oh god! Susan thought, Oden's on board that ship! 

She picked up her communications and hurriedly gave out instructions. "Tango and Harley, break off and attack! We'll block his fire!" 

Joe looked back at her and saw the determination and fear on her face. 

"Admiral Oden's on board that ship," she said quickly. 

Joe understood the situation and nodded as he turned himself toward the task of trying to fly between the oncoming Malakin warship and the dreadnought. 

"Keep us between the enemy and the Waynescotia's engines," Susan instructed. 

*** 

On board the Waynescotia, the gunners resumed their attentiveness as they strained to spot the oncoming warship and fight back in their own defense. 

Dave stood next to the captain, an experienced officer whom he trained in the academy. He said, "Dennis, it's your ship, but have you considered letting gravity help you?" 

"Think she'll hold together?" Dennis asked. 

Dave replied, "They build our ships well and we sure can't outrun the enemy in our present condition. Three fighters aren't going to be enough to stop that enemy ship in time to make a difference, either." 

"Well, I guess if we don't survive, they can't do much more than court martial me posthumously," Dennis remarked. "Helm! Take us straight down and level off at the last possible moment!" 

The Waynescotia changed attitude and shoved itself with its damaged engines straight at the surface of Echo. 

*** 

Susan caught sight of the sudden change in the Waynescotia's course. She thought for a moment that her engines failed. Then she saw that the ship was deliberately heading straight at the surface to evade the pursuit. She instructed, "Keep us in the way of the enemy so that he can't follow!" 

Off to the sides, her two fighters were busy firing at the enemy, trying to cause enough damage so that the Malakin warship couldn't follow without crashing. The Malakin warship continued its pursuit. Susan's pilot barely avoided a collision that wouldn't have even bothered the enemy ship, but would have sent them spinning down out of control. 

"Okay, put us into position to shoot him since he's trying to run over us. I want him to know who he's messing with!" Susan said loudly. 

The fighter dove out and then swept into a turn to charge at the huge Malakin warship which easily filled Susan's crosshairs. She fired her Mark VI gun and kept it firing. Bolt after bolt seethed out of the barrel at the enemy ship. Hit after hit occurred until one of them or a bolt fired from one of the other two fighters suddenly found something and ignited it. The Malakin warship, now in an atmosphere, blew up into millions of pieces of falling debris leaving a fireball and smoke to show where it had been. Susan's fighter flew through much of the debris, unable to avoid it all, taking damage to itself. It rocked horribly as it powered through. 

"Lieutenant, steering's almost jammed. I can't get us back up!" 

"Can you get us down?" she asked. 

"Yes, but not easily. It's going to take a while unless you want me to just shut off the engines." 

"Naw, I feel better with them running. Take your time. Everyone else, keep alert for anything else." A moment later, she was calling the other two fighters, "Harley, we're out of it. Our steering is jammed. Take over the wing and link up with another wing as soon as the Waynescotia is safely on the surface." 

*** 

The Waynescotia shuddered and rattled as it plummeted towards the surface of Echo. At not quite the last possible moment, the helmsman powered the ship back into level flight and looked for a suitable landing place before the engines failed altogether. He was more worried than the officers since he had a feel for the ship and how it responded. It felt worse to him than probably anyone else suspected. Deliberately, he let the ship get closer to the surface in case the engines suddenly failed in order to lessen the impact on everyone. 

"Captain," the helmsman said, "it might be a good idea to evacuate the lower gunners and decks." 

Dennis listened and then grabbed the intercom handset quickly. "All hands evacuate the lower decks and all station B guns. Move to the decks serving station A and C guns. Be prepared to evacuate the ship after we land." 

Dave said, "Dennis, maybe we should keep those guns in operation after we land if they still work. If a robot comes near, we can fight back then." 

"Uh, yeah. I guess we could." Dennis toggled the intercom back on and said, "All gunners serving station A and C guns are to report gun status after landing." 

There was a sudden lack of vibration throughout the ship as the engines failed completely. The helmsman was almost helpless as he tried to get the ship a little lower with what power he could catch and maneuver with. He yelled a warning, "We're going down!" 

Dennis called out over the intercom, "Brace for impact!" 

The Waynescotia half-fell and half-skidded to a stop on the surface. Personnel inside were thrown against bulkheads and equipment. Equipment was ripped loose by the sudden force. The debris was thrown across open cabins and down passageways, maiming and killing some of the personnel unfortunate to be in the path of the objects. Whole sections of the hull were stripped away, leaving part of the interior open to the outside while making it easier for a few of the personnel to get out when the time came to evacuate.  

Dave grabbed hold of his chair, wondering if it would break free of its bolts and catapult him into a bulkhead. He felt himself thrown forward against the safety straps, but the chair and straps held. 

Dennis caught hold of a stanchion and managed to hold on even though the stanchion bent. 

For the most part, the ship held together, another testament to the shipbuilding skills of the men and women who built the Navy's warships. The Waynescotia came to a crunching, screeching halt in a cloud of dust. 

Communication cables were ripped apart in many locations. The gunners reported their gun station status using the emergency radios hanging on nearby bulkheads. Dennis listened to them and was satisfied with the reports from them. He replied, "Okay, gunners are to remain at their stations to repel any attacks on the ship. All other personnel are to check for any fires and wounded personnel. Let's get those taken care of. You've all done a great job so far!" 

*** 

Joe fought against the controls, getting just the barest amount of downward control. Slowly, the Attack Butterfly flew downward toward the surface. 

Susan managed to see the dreadnought land on the surface amid a huge amount of dust and some debris tossed out by the impact. Her fighter circled in a wide curve. She spotted survivors with the zoom lens of a camera she activated. Moments later, confirmation radio messages came from the Waynescotia that most of the personnel were doing well and prepared to assist in their own defense. 

Susan ordered, "Joe, keep us on a wide circle around them. We might be able to warn them of any approaching robots or enemy warships." 

"Right, Lieutenant," he answered. "You want me to try to land near them?" 

She replied, "Uh, yeah, that might be more convenient for the rescue and salvage teams. Go ahead and do that when we're low enough." 

*** 

Inside the Waynescotia, Dave monitored the ongoing battle at the sensor screens using information relayed from other sources. He could see that the fighters had taken a beating this time in fighting off the enemy who seemed to be nearly everywhere. The fighter losses during the sixth wave had already equalled the entire losses suffered during the first five attack waves. Only about a third of the fighters were still functioning, but none of them were giving up any ground that he could tell. They went about re-organizing themselves in the heat of battle to keep their attack strengths up and continued to ravage the Malakin ships. 

The squadrons, he could tell, were doing much better. He expected them to with their superior firepower and ability to keep fire on the enemy while maneuvering, something the small fighters with their fixed guns couldn't do. The fighters had to attack head on and the squadron warships didn't. 

A quick glance told him that the battle in space was nearly over. Most of the Malakin warships were dead or severely damaged enough to be out of action. The battle on the ground was still shaping up. Way too many of the robots were loose on the surface. Far too few fighters were hunting them down. 

*** 

"There's a robot!" shouted Joe. 

Susan said, "Damn! We don't have a shot at him!" 

She switched on her communications and called the Waynescotia. "Attack Butterfly to Waynescotia, over!" 

"This is Waynescotia, over." 

Susan said, "Malakin robot ten kilometers south of your position. Moving in your direction. Do you copy?" 

"Acknowledged. Enemy robot ten kilometers south coming our way. Thank you, Attack Butterfly." 

*** 

Captain Dennis Trong received the information and relayed it to the gun stations. Then he turned to Rear Admiral Oden. He said, "Guess you were clairvoyant on that one. One robot already coming our way." 

Dave said, "Expect more. This is a big ship and the Malakins like big targets. We also marked ourselves with too much protection, I think." 

Dennis said, "Then I should think about getting you out of here with a shuttle or a fighter." 

Dave shrugged. He had wondered how long it would take Dennis to think of that. Dave knew there was no sense in arguing with him or anyone else. It appeared to him that everyone else thought more of him than he did of himself. He was willing to take his chances with everyone else. However, they were willing to throw themselves in the line of any fire directed at him because they thought him to be too important to lose. Dave said, "Okay, make it a fighter. Anything less will put Nicky in an uproar." 

Dennis nodded and then turned to communications to make the arrangements. 

*** 

Magda spotted the next two robots heading for the dreadnought. Again, Susan called the dreadnought to warn them of more unwelcome visitors. 

*** 

"Well, at least, they're not attacking civilians as long as they come after us," Dennis stated. 

Dave nodded. "Yes, that's good in a way. This ship isn't likely to be repaired before the war is over. Whatever they do to it is going to be inconsequential." 

"Not repaired? Why?" asked Dennis. 

Dave answered, "Because it isn't maneuverable enough and it's too big a target. It's obsolete, just like what happened to the original dreadnoughts on Earth when the carriers took over as the primary fighting ship." 

"The carriers? They're always in the rear defending the fleet," Dennis proclaimed. 

Dave replied, "For a reason. They're given that role so that the fighters will still have someplace to land. The fighters are going to be the real fighting arm soon enough. We can put more of them in space in a shorter time than any other ship. Likewise, the carriers are going through an evolution of their own. The carriers under construction now are likely the last of their kind." 

"Well, if we're not building more dreadnoughts or carriers, then what will be the first line ship?" asked Dennis. 

Dave explained, "Most likely, cruisers will be, though modified to carry a wing of fighters on board. They'll be able to perform both the roles of dreadnought and carrier while remaining maneuverable. It won't be so likely that the fighters will be caught without a place to land once all the cruisers have hangars on board. They might not be able to carry all the fighters, if some cruisers are unable to bring them on board, but they will be able to receive the crews and shove the fighter vehicles out for later recovery." 

"Then I better think about a change in ships fairly soon if I'm going to remain useful to the Navy for the rest of my career," remarked Dennis. 

Dave said, "Exactly that, Dennis. Do that and you'll have a good career. Besides, you already know how to handle a cruiser. You've got a head start." 

Dennis said, "You're right. Well, your ride should be here soon. I hope before any of the robots get here." 

"Then I better get ready," said Dave as he removed his overslicks to comply with Echo's laws once he left the ship. 

*** 

Allen heard the instructions to land near the Waynescotia to pick up an officer. "Geeze! Pick up an officer? What next? I hope this officer is worth taking us out of action," Allen commented after switching off his radio. "Okay, you heard our instructions. Head for the Waynescotia to pick up an officer. Step on it, they want us there already!" 

The pilot nodded and set the fighter toward the surface from space. He put the fighter into a steep dive, gaining precious seconds in getting to their destination while giving himself a cheap thrill. 

Two minutes later, actually much less, Allen's Daddy Butterfly fighter lighted on the surface quite close to the Waynescotia. One naked man ran from the dreadnought to the fighter. As he got closer, Allen suddenly recognized the man and gasped. Now he knew that the officer was more than worth Allen's efforts as he made sure the hatch was open before the running man reached the fighter. 

Less than a minute after landing, Allen ordered his fighter back into the air. Rear Admiral Oden was already strapping himself into a spare seat meant for passengers on those rare occasions when one was to be carried, such as now. 

*** 

Susan's fighter finally landed, not as close as she and her crew wanted and not out of the path of a robot as they wanted. She and her crew remained with their fighter for the moment, unsure if they could reach safety outside the fighter. 

"He's coming for us!" Joe exclaimed. 

Susan said, "Okay, we might not be able to go up, but we can sure as hell move on the ground. Do it, Joe!" 

Joe slammed the engine on and accelerated. The fighter fought against the friction of the surface as it moved forward, not nearly as fast as it should. "We're catching on everything. I don't think we can get any clearance to skim!" Joe shouted. 

"Just keep trying!" Susan shouted back. "Use the side guns to fire back at it!" 

Magda and Willie manned the two side-mounted guns and fired back at the oncoming robot that was quickly eating up the distance between them. 

Susan spotted the fighter rising up from the surface. She knew that whoever was flying that fighter was getting the admiral out just in time. 

*** 

Allen looked down at the fighter moving against the surface as if it had a broken wing. Its side guns were firing almost feebly at the advancing robot as the fighter tried desperately to gain speed and escape. He could see that it was going to be caught. Then something caught his eye. He saw part of the nose and froze for a moment. 

"Oh god, no! Not her!" he said almost under his breath. It wasn't low enough to escape the admiral's notice. 

"What's wrong?" asked Dave. 

Allen said, "One of our fighters is disabled and trying to escape a robot. They're not going to make it." 

"Then help them make it!" replied Dave. 

Allen said, "I can't! I'm under orders to get you back safely." 

"You can and you will. Now attack!" ordered Dave. 

Allen replied, "But sir! I'm responsible for your safety." 

"Pilot, attack!" Dave ordered. 

The fighter swung around as the pilot followed the orders of the admiral. 

Dave ordered, "Now, Lieutenant Gregory, attack that robot before it gets one of our crews!" 

The robot suddenly filled Allen's sights. Instinctively, he fired the Mark VI gun at the robot and kept the trigger pressed until the robot was out of his sights.  

The robot's attention was drawn to the attacking fighter in the air and fired its weapons too late in reply to hit the fast fighter before it passed overhead. 

*** 

"They're attacking the robot!" Joe exclaimed with joy. 

"Keep going, Joe! This is our chance while they've got its attention!" Susan urged. "That's the way, Joe! We're getting ahead again!" 

*** 

"Again! Swing around and attack again!" ordered Dave. 

The fighter swung around and made another pass from behind on the robot that had returned its attention to the fighter on the ground. A second time, Allen squeezed the trigger and fired the Mark VI gun at the robot, scoring hits that weakened it further. The fighter swooped upwards as it passed over the robot so that the robot wouldn't get a free and possibly easy shot off in reply. 

*** 

"Yeeee-haaaawwww, Daddy Butterfly!" Susan shouted into her radio. Even as she spoke, her fighter was picking up more speed while the robot lost some of its mobility. 

*** 

"Daddy Butterfly?" asked Dave. "I thought your ship was the Tiger Butterfly?" 

Allen blushed for the moment, while he could pay attention to Dave, as he waited for the fighter to complete its turn for another pass on the robot. He answered, "It was, sir." 

Allen resumed firing at the robot as it came into his sights again. He scored a hit on one leg of the robot, hobbling it to a crawl. The robot's own weapons fired at the fighter in a futile effort. The fighter passed quickly overhead and banked sharply so that Allen could line up the robot once more. Allen squeezed the trigger as the robot filled the sights and drilled it squarely. Moments later, the robot fell to the ground as the Daddy Butterfly passed overhead. 

"You got him, Daddy Butterfly!" Susan called out on the radio. 

"Why the name change? Is she pregnant?" asked Dave. 

"Yes sir, and I'm responsible," Allen admitted. 

"You were going to jeopardize your future and her life for my safety? Son, that's part of what we're fighting for!" exclaimed Dave. 

Allen replied, "I know that, sir, but you're just too important. That's because there are many more mothers-to-be who need saving and you're the one person most likely to save them. May I take you to safety now, sir?" 

Dave answered, "Yes, Lieutenant, you may. I'll remember, too, what you just said. You're right. There are many more mothers-to-be who also need saving. I promise I'll personally do my best not to fail them or you." 

 








  







 

Addendum:

Universal Rights Bill of the Union of Planets


1. All individuals have equal rights under the law. 


2. All individuals have the right to regulate their own bodies according to their own wishes and beliefs. 


- parents of minor children will be presumed to have the right to guide their children in such functions until substantial proof is furnished showing inability or unwillingness on the parents' behalf. 


3. All individuals have the right to pursue a lifestyle of their own choosing in private and public so long as it does not: 


- cause physical harm to another individual, business, or government.  


- cause outstanding physical harm to the environment, unless the individual erases such harm to the environment afterwards through restoration. 


- prevent the ordinary conduct of other individuals, business, and government. 


- government may not support nor restrict any particular lifestyle so long as it does not violate the rights of others. 


4. All individuals have the right to worship or not as they choose: 


- the government at all levels may not support nor restrict any religion so long as the religion does not violate the rights of individuals. 


- businesses may not support, be associated with, nor restrict any religion. 


- religions may not support nor operate any businesses in competition with ordinary business nor interfere with the conduct of ordinary legal business or the rights of individual citizens. 


5. All individuals have the right to move about freely without restriction except in such cases where the government is acting to protect vital interests by establishing a defense base or other facility where security is required in order to protect the government and its people. 


6. All individuals have the right to communicate with other individuals. 


7. All individuals have the right to associate with whomever they choose in whatever numbers they may choose so long as they are peaceful. 


8. All individuals have the right to own and carry personal weapons in any manner as well as use them for defense. 


9. All individuals have the right to freely elect any and all public officials who   represent them: 


- elections cannot be postponed nor cancelled by action of the individuals elected into public office. 


- election districts cannot be designed to keep any political group in or out of power and shall be as compact in design as is possible taking topography into account. 


10. All individuals have the right to address their concerns to the government. 


11. All individuals have the right to know all charges being placed against them at the time of arrest for all criminal cases. 


- an arrest warrant shall be issued only on the oath or affirmation of a named individual or on an indictment by grand jury giving probable grounds indicating an offense has been committed. 


- all individuals have the right to due process under the law and to a speedy trial with competent legal representation equal to the abilities of the prosecution. 


- all individuals subject to arrest for criminal acts are entitled to trial by an impartial jury in the governing district in which the crime occurred. 


- all individuals have the right to not self-incriminate themselves with testimony. 


- all individuals have the right to confront their accusers and witnesses. 


- all individuals have the right of compulsory testimony by witnesses in his favor. 


- all individuals are protected against being tried twice for the same offense, even under a different charge, such other charges for the same offense either being tried at the same time or being forfeited by the prosecution.\ 


12. All individuals have the right to privacy against illegal intrusion. 


13. All individuals have the right to own property and to be secure in their possessions and effects against illegal search or seizure: 


- a legal search warrant shall be issued only on the oath or affirmation of a named individual giving probable cause. 


- the search warrant shall list specifically what or who is being searched for. 


- the search warrant shall list what place or individual is to be searched. 


14. All individuals have the right to fair compensation for work, products, and property. 


- private property taken for public use shall be returned at the soonest opportunity, when possible, and justly compensated for without placing requirements on the individual to apply for such. 


15. All individuals have the right to use their work, products, and property in a manner that they see most fitting: 


- provided that such use does not deprive others of their rights. 


- provided that such use does not cause outstanding physical harm to the environment, unless the individual erases such harm to the environment afterwards through restoration. 


- provided that such use does not cause physical harm to another individual, business, or government.  


- provided that such use does not prevent the ordinary conduct of other individuals, business, and government. 


16. All individuals have the right to seek redress against any government, business, or other individual. 


- the individual shall have the right to seek civil suit to recover just compensation or their work, products, property, and reputation along with punitive awards in either case. 


- a jury may be demanded in such civil cases where the value exceeds one percent of the individual's yearly income or affect's the individual's reputation and ability to earn such income. 


17. The press shall have the freedom to gather and distribute news without intervention by individuals, businesses, and government: 


- provided the press does not disrupt the lawful activities of others nor otherwise violate the law or rights of individuals, businesses, and religions. 


- members of the press shall not be subject to arrest without such arrest being announced to the public by warrant followed by public trial. 


- the press shall not be subject to any form of censorship unless such censorship is to protect the interests of the government against powers seeking its violent overthrow. 


- the press shall be issued a license upon simple application for the sole purpose of identification to the public and not for the purpose of restricting viewpoints, such license being capable of revocation only for criminal behavior determined by conviction by proper trial. 


- the press may be required to pool its resources when availing itself of its right to access aboard government warships or on government installations, such pooling to be by lottery and not by the decision of any warship or installation commander. 


- the press may be required to remove only such classified information from its reporting which would be detrimental to the preservation of the government by powers seeking its violent overthrow and not to suppress opinion or opposition. 


18. Any rights or powers not listed nor specified in the Constitution as belonging to the government belong to the individual and may not be taken by the government at any level without a free election by the people by which they vote by overwhelming majority to give such rights or powers to the government: 


- the rights enumerated in this document cannot be voted away, waived, or modified by the individual or government. 


 - any political entity desiring membership in the Union of Planets must ascribe to these rights in their entirety. 





END 
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