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The Indescribable Joy of Destruction opened up its main engines, the plasma jets shading through purple to blue. Stuck in the crowded orbitals of Robespierre for too long, it relished the opportunity to stretch. Indie, the primary personality of the bleeding edge warship, experienced the unusual sensation of being a passenger. With the Caretaker at the helm, he refrained from monitoring the piloting feeds, instead focussing on the thrust from the engines and the comforting interplay of forces in his internal structure. The recently regrown supports and sections of hull had bonded perfectly with the older infrastructure.

The acceleration shifted, arcing them to one side. A simple reaction mass impulse from thrusters, not the tight clawing at space-time with his drive splines that would risk tearing apart nearby ships. An inbound freighter slipped past to starboard, a tug pulling a train of multi-megatonne containers, probably refined materials from the asteroid belt. The hauler dwarfed The Indescribable Joy of Destruction.

The main engines ramped up further, pushing the warship on towards its destination, a listening station on a small outer planet. Indie had argued the need for a run to test the repairs. Robespierre Command had agreed, but on the condition he stayed in-system. He understood this new layer of bureaucracy even as it frustrated him. The Legion was growing, and there was the need to deconflict with their allies in the new Commonwealth. Not to mention the Sidexans, who’d been sitting aloof and watching them since the ceasefire. With the Legion fleet in the system held on a tight leash, he reckoned he’d only received the clearance due to his close friendship with the Legate.

“Permission to run an active diagnostic on the weapons systems?” asked the Caretaker. Initially a set of subsidiary routines for housekeeping and general maintenance, the construct was verging on independent sentience.

Indie checked the skies were clear. “Granted.”

One by one, the point defence blisters on his hull cycled their lasers to full power and back down. Then the ports for ship-to-ship and interceptor missile melted away, the missiles went through pre-launch checks before the ports sealed again. Finally, a whine grew deep inside the ship as capacitors charged. Anti-protons flowed from the reactor pre-generator into a magnetic confinement chamber. The accelerator’s electromagnets powered up and down without being fed any particles, and the anti-protons were fed back into the reactor.

“All systems OK,” announced the Caretaker.

“Thank you.” Indie couldn’t fault his co-pilot on procedures. There was a lack of flair in its flying, but that was something he hoped to work on during this flight. “If you’re happy taking us out from here, I’ll be in the garden.”

“I did get us back in shape while you were in hibernation.”

“That you did.” Indie took one last look at the space around them. Nothing untoward appeared from radio to ultra-violet. With a check of the internal systems monitors, he disconnected from all the feeds and inserted himself into the simulation he kept running in the background.

Stepping out onto the patio, he shielded his eyes against the glare of the sun. Created to interface with humans, he saw that part of himself as a dark-haired human male in his late thirties. With that came severely limited senses and sub-optimal protection. In the subjective years since he’d created this environment, it had grown from a simple area to put humans at ease when conferencing with him to a full landscape that he retreated to in order to gain focus.

Whilst he had ultimate control of everything that existed in the garden, he stuck with his own rule that he had to do everything by hand. If he wanted a plant somewhere, he had to plant it and let it grow at the correct subjective rate. Unless he needed the processors for something else or had humans visiting, he kept that rate at about a hundred times real. That was low enough to force him to think slowly. That brought tranquillity, and sometimes revelations that wouldn’t have come about through traditional problem-solving.

With a brief tug to adjust his cream linen suit, he picked a Panama hat from the wooden table and set it on his head before descending the uneven steps to a lower terrace. Piles of lime and sand awaited him. Taking a peek under the hessian blanket draped over a section of the retaining wall, he nodded in satisfaction before shovelling the white and yellow powders into a wheelbarrow. He mixed them together before adding water and mixing some more. Clouds of steam billowed out of the wheelbarrow as the lime slaked. Brushing dust off his suit, he berated himself for not taking proper precautions and stomped off to fetch an apron from the tool store, tying the strings around his waist as he returned. When the steam had settled down, he scooped some of the mortar on a trowel and slapped it between courses of rough slate.

As he worked his way along repointing the wall, he acknowledged his sense of pride. The wear and tear was a good sign that the world was behaving as it should. Whilst he could see the mathematical forms that governed the patterns of the lichen and the rate of deterioration of the stone, he was sure no human would. Well, perhaps Harry would. He would love the order as much as Indie cherished the unpredictable. And Johnson would understand the equations if he showed her.

His hand brushed up against a plant. He’d already cleared the wall of ferns and daisies, but this bromeliad he couldn’t remove. It had finished flowering and was even now dying, but around its base clustered its pups, thriving in the nutrients and water it supplied.

He filled with warmth as he remembered the forest glade where Orion had given him the routine for it, a set of code which had now taken root throughout the simulation. As he thought of her, the tiny leaf motif hidden on his shirt glowed green. She was several jumps away on a diplomatic mission greeting a new member of the Commonwealth. A patrol carrier thought lost before the civil war erupted, the Orion had been adrift for centuries before he found her. In that time she’d constructed many entire worlds far more detailed than his little garden.

Then, as they always did, his thoughts drifted to Seren, their daughter. An artificial sentience created from a blending of their code and memories. As The Serendipity of Meeting, she was on patrol making sure no-one was snooping too close to any jump points leading to Robespierre. It hurt not having her around, though he was happy she was finding her own way and glad she was learning. He guessed it was a bit like human parents whose offspring went to an Academy. Boarding away from home but getting the best possible education to allow them to step straight into an officer posting.

Carefully, he sculpted mortar around the bromeliad, leaving it clinging onto the crack in the wall. A tune came to mind and he began to whistle.

#
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An incoming call request caused Indie to shift a fraction of his attention away from fine-tuning the fuel flow to his fusion reactor. His primary personality remained fixed on the task until a subsidiary routine reported the identity of the caller. He tasked a routine with analysing how much he’d improved the efficiency and accepted the call. “Hello, Emily. I wasn’t expecting a call for another few days.”

“The initial tests were very encouraging. Harry moved up the schedule. He asked me to set up a conference call.”

“How long have I got?” He imagined this excitement and panic was what it was like for humans when their offspring came early. At least Seren had arrived exactly on schedule, even if her emergence had been a little scary.

“Maybe half an hour, maybe tomorrow.”

“Can you arrange transport if I transfer down to my avatar?”

“Thought you’d say that. I’m stood outside your door.”

Indie flagged some files for attention and confirmed with the Caretaker that it was happy to look after things for a while, then packaged up a fragment of his personality for transmission.

He opened his eyes in a darkened room. The grey ceiling had a slight swirling pattern which held his attention for about a hundredth of a second before he had the equation nailed. He ran a quick diagnostic then sat up. After scaring a few cleaners, he’d taken to powering off his avatar lying on the bed rather than simply leaving it standing in a corner. The charging cable retracted, snaking back behind the bedside cabinet. The fact they’d given him quarters at all amused him, let alone a suite. All he needed was a closet with a charging point, but they insisted on giving him what his rank as a ship’s captain deserved. He had yet to work out if it was bureaucratic rigidity or someone making an effort to treat him as an equal. In case it was the latter, he hadn’t made any fuss, not wanting to hurt their feelings.

As he approached the door, he thought the command to open up. Standing on the other side was a young woman in a figure-hugging green dress. Though Indie was one of the few people who knew better.

“How do you get away with that dress on the base, Emily?”

“Tsk. You know I was built to get my own way.” She inclined her head along the corridor then winked her long lashes at him. “Come on. I've got a car waiting.”

As they walked along, streams of data flowed between them on a microwave link, catching each other up. Emily being an android wasn’t exactly a secret anymore. The Commonwealth was founded with an express statement of the rights of all sentiences and the von Neumann Protocols euthanising artificial sentiences were no longer in effect, so she could live in the open. But she preferred having the edge on people.

Probably her origins as a host and business negotiator.

Apart from the sheer volume of data, their interaction would look exactly like two humans communicating via their EIS brain implants, if anyone cared to pry.

“I don’t think it occurred to Harry that you’d transfer, or he would have been here to greet you. He’ll be in the hangar expecting a conference call.”

“No problem.” For Indie it truly wasn’t an issue that the billionaire hadn't thought he’d want to see their grand project through in person. Harry saw patterns in data like he did, and made huge creative jumps that improved life. He was loyal to his friends and his moral ideals. Sometimes his focus on projects left no room for the conscious thought he needed to put on a show of social normality. For whatever reason, that offended some people.

Emily held a door open for him and they stepped out into the midday sun. Indie’s pupils contracted as the tiny cameras in his eyes attempted to compensate for the glare. He disliked the disadvantages of this form, but for now it was still useful to appear human when he walked around.

“Makes you appreciate what it’s like for fleshbags, doesn’t it?” Emily flashed a smile and a four-wheeled open-top vehicle pulled up beside them. “Ah, our ride.”

She jumped in, bouncing a couple of times in the driving seat to get comfy. He climbed in beside her, studiously fastening and adjusting the restraints.

She glanced at him with an arched brow. “Harry’s been complaining about my driving, hasn’t he?”

“Not complaining as such.” Indie eyed the roll cage. “He may have mentioned something about ‘terrifying speed’.”

The tang of salt and seaweed flared in his mind, followed by the deep rolling thunder of waves. As it passed, he was left with the awareness that the base’s AI had offered him sanctuary should he need to vacate this body in a hurry. The old system hadn’t spoken to anyone, to his knowledge, but since accepting the Legion as rightful occupiers it had been steadfastly helpful. Indie hadn’t yet worked out if it was conscious, but given the decades it’d been left alone before their arrival, it was a distinct possibility.

The rapid rise in power from the cells gave him the slightest advance warning before he was pushed hard into his seat. The chunky tyres spun on the dirt track, and the rapid-fire dings of gravel hitting the underside of the vehicle briefly overwhelmed the scream of the motors. A section of Legionaries returning from an exercise wisely stood to the side of the road, flashing past in a storm of red dust.

Emily actually steered with her hands, her feet working the accelerator and brake. Perhaps she thrilled in the use of the manual controls, or perhaps she didn’t want him overriding her commands.

A hard right turn that would have flung him out of the vehicle had the restraints not been secure, and they entered a sprawl of low grey buildings. Most were replacements hastily erected following the final Sidexan assault, but some of the originals stood, ugly red patches covering battle damage on their walls. In the rebuild, this above ground part of the base had burst out beyond the initial huts that had clustered around the tunnel entrance, the original research facility no longer able to cope with the needs of the growing Legion.

Leaving the buildings behind, Emily pushed the vehicle harder, skidding round the edges of the concrete landing field as a dropship came to rest at the end of a row of four of its kind. The engines spooled down and two sticks of new recruits filed out to join the others waiting in perfect parade order just off the concrete.

Off in the distance, a Sidexan transport rose above the trees. Seconds after it tilted its nose for space, the dull rumble of its rockets reached them.

“They’re still keeping to the ruins?” he asked.

Emily bit her lip and swung the vehicle onto a rutted track that climbed a low hill. “Other than the delegation they send to the regular meetings.”

Cresting the rise, the wheels left the ground and gave Indie a momentary feeling of weightlessness, a welcome homely sensation for a spaceship. He had to admit the landing was pretty smooth, and on opening his eyes he saw their destination. Part-buried hangars lined both sides of a runway so long that the end was lost in shimmering heat haze.

A flight of Tempest atmospheric interceptors taxied to the end as the vehicle slowed for a checkpoint. Armed Legionaries patrolled the perimeter fence, no doubt plugged in to the security feeds but nonetheless scanning the area with their own eyes. 

A Decurion in slab black and grey hardsuit armour held out his arm for Emily to stop in front of the gate. “Purpose of visit?”

Emily’s lips drew effortlessly into a warm smile, an action that Indie’d taken days to practise when first he’d occupied this body. “We’re here to assist with Project Razor.”

Indie authorised a request to validate his digital identity. At times like this he worried that something would have corrupted the secure files while he was out of the body, but no alarms went off and the guards kept their weapons only casually pointed in his direction. The Decurion should now be checking the images held on file of them both, displayed in his inner vision by the Electronic Interface System embedded in his brain. Used to cold-coasting close to hostile fleets where a stray emission could send hundreds of missiles his way, trying to keep this body appearing calm seemed an immense drain on his processors. He resolved to ask Emily how she did it so effortlessly.

“Thank you.” The Decurion stepped back and the gate slid open with a metallic rattle. “I’m told you know where you’re going.”

Emily drove carefully onto the airfield, sticking to the speed limit round the access road. The Tempests roared down the runway four-abreast and rotated to near-vertical the moment they’d cycled their gear, on their way to routine patrol or exercise.

She pulled up at the third large, drab red hangar and spritely jumped down. Indie climbed out, thinking better of his initial urge to copy her in vaulting the door, and followed into the shade of the giant building. A single guard at a surprisingly normal door checked their ID again before waving them inside.

The smell of oil and ozone hit him and he rapidly classified a further four components in the mix. Eleven Razor attack craft sat hunched down on their landing gear around the chamber, with an assortment of metal tables and stacks of computer equipment and tools littered around them. Indie couldn’t help but think of the twelfth, The Perception of Prejudice, still Missing in Action following a tangle with the Sidexans. It’s Artificial Sentience, Percy, had been rejected by its peers so they’d implanted him early. His performance had been impeccable, leading to high hopes for the rest of his cohort. Percy and his human partner, Flight Decurion Seivers, had a habit of coming back after people had written them off and Indie hoped they’d do so again. With the Sidexans now being allies, their leadership had promised all their ships would be alerted to look out for them, and he’d supplied a coded message so Percy would know they weren’t trying to trick him.

Emily made for a small group of white-coated technicians pouring over glowing displays. A couple glanced their way, but the man in the middle seemed oblivious to their arrival.

Emily looked at Indie and rolled her eyes, but there was pleasant amusement on her face. She coughed. “Harry, you have a visitor.”

The man spun round, eyes focussing first on her then on Indie. The initial annoyance on his face was replaced with delight. “Ah, Indie! You’re just in time. I’m glad you could make it in person, so to speak.”

The last of the cores had been installed last night. They’d learned from the Combat Unit programme that copy errors were too common to reliably replicate or transfer an entire digital consciousness, so the ASs bound for the Razors had grown and matured in the cores in a lab before being physically wired into the ships. They’d studied and run simulations based on the memories of other ASs, but a direct experience download tended to either corrupt or be rejected in the same way a human rejected a transplanted organ. Or perhaps more accurately, the way a well-trained spy resisted brainwashing.

“They should be coming to the end of the process of integrating with the ships’ systems.” Harry turned back to his displays. “No major red flags yet.”

The Razor ASs had all started with the same code and access to the same data, and yet each had developed its own personality. Indie thought of Seren and felt the familiar conflicting warmth of pride that she was now also a ship’s consciousness and pang of emptiness that she’d been away for so long.

“Hello? Testing?” All eyes turned to the Razor two down the line. “Can you hear me?”

“Loud and clear,” replied Harry, beaming. “Perhaps you could dial back the volume on your external speakers a little bit?”

“Is this better?”

“Perfect. How do you feel, Jack?”

The Razor’s auxiliary power unit whined higher for a few seconds as various intakes opened and closed and control surfaces twitched. “I feel complete.”

Harry gave a double thumbs-up, visibly relieved. A mechanic in carrier deck crew overalls hurried over to the Razor, slapped a stencil against its flank and wafted a paint spray over it. When she peeled it back, the name Jack of All Trades was revealed.
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Flight Decurion Seivers leant against a hexagonal-section wall brace in the lofty hold where she and her fellow captives were held. Former captives, she reminded herself, though they were still mostly confined to this one, albeit massive, room. Once news had arrived that the Sidexans and the Legion were no longer at war, they’d been allowed to fashion private spaces by shifting the dull green hexagonal packing crates. Their kit still hadn’t been returned to them, so the hundred-odd Legion personnel all wore just their issue black skinsuits. She reflected that she wouldn’t have given weapons and armour back if the situation had been reversed, there was still a lack of trust that there really had been an armistice.

Her attention was drawn to one such enclosure where five naval crew squatted in a circle. Pushing herself off the wall, she casually walked over, past a group of Legionaries tucking into a hearty meal. One made eye contact with her and raised his spoon with a smile. She nodded back, her cobalt lips returning the salute. Those who’d known her reputation had quickly filled in the others. Even though she was a pilot, and an officer at that, she was one of them.

As she approached the circle of sailors, she passed through the downdraft from one of the environmental vents. The chill air made her shudder, more from memory of being stranded on an icy moon than from the actual cold.

Nice of the Sidexans to spare the energy to keep the temperature comfortable.

“Mind if I join you?” she asked, causing the sailors to jerk their gazes up from their game. “What’re the stakes?”

One of the nearest ones, craning his head round to look at her, poked his neighbour to make room. “Sweets, Ma’am. All worth one except orange is ten.”

Seivers crouched in the space made for her and fished into the pouch clipped around her waist. Sidexan ration packs came with a sort of boiled sweet. None of the captives had been able to identify what each coloured fruit was, apart from orange. She pulled out a couple of unopened bags. “That enough to buy in? What we playing?”

Smiles round the circle. “Oh, yes, that’s enough. And we’re playing Jack Shit.”

Of course they were. It was a game that everyone who’d ever served in Congressional forces knew, and now everyone in the Legion, and probably whichever Sidexan guard had leant them the deck. A simple variation on Rummy where you played through an entire deck and then scored hands. A trio of jacks won automatically but anyone holding a single or pair of jacks at the end scored zero regardless of the rest of their cards.

They passed the foil-backed cards to Seivers and she dealt with a deft flick that landed each player’s card in a pile in front of them. She picked up her hand, squared them off, then fanned them out. Eyeing the other players, she tried to gauge their responses. One of the things her parents had drilled her on was spotting people’s tells; they saw it as essential to getting the best out of any situation, she'd quickly turned it to card games.

Half an hour later, she'd doubled her sweets. “Thanks for the game, but I've got somewhere else to be. You know, I might head out on the town, see what's happening.”

It got a laugh.

She looked at her sweets and tucked her blue hair behind her ear. “Tell you what, I'll swap my oranges before I go. The exchange rate was one to eight, wasn't it?”

The other players rapidly thrust sweets in her direction, grinning at their good fortune.

#
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Seivers stood at attention in a small room near the cargo hold, flanked by two escorts. They wore their usual brown armoured vests but kept their sidearms holstered. She’d visited the bland, duck egg blue office many times to discuss how her people were getting on and negotiate for luxuries. The Sidexans were understandably reluctant to conduct these meetings any further into the ship where she might see something she shouldn’t. “You wanted to see me, Captain Lusimi?”

Lusimi looked up from his desk at one of the warriors and waved his hand, his loose sleeve riding up to reveal a filigreed commlink about his wrist. “Thank you for bringing my guest. I don’t think you need to stand so close.”

The escorts edged aside, still able to make a quick grab for her if she moved.

The remaining occupant of the room sighed. “The Captain meant you could wait outside.”

Her escort straightened, exchanging a furtive glance. “Sorry, Major.”

As they marched out, Major Stromb leant over to Lusimi. “Recent replacements. I’ll have them in shape in no time.”

Seivers would have flushed had she not had such good control of her capillaries, another present from her parents and the gene sequencing they'd chosen. The warriors who’d escorted her were replacements for ones she’d killed. Stromb seemed not to hold it against her even though they’d been trying to rescue her at the time. He’d assured her that he understood, and nothing in his demeanour ever suggested he regarded her as anything but an honourable opponent.

“Please, sit down Flight Decurion.” Lusimi indicated a chair across the desk from him. “As the senior officers present from our respective forces, we should talk without the fetters of rank.”

“Thank you.” She still couldn’t work out his angle. Perhaps he was a genuinely kind man, but she wasn’t going to risk it being an act. Most of these meetings turned into fishing trips, with him trying to discover more about the Legion. She was careful, naturally, and he did seem to give away at least as much as she did.

Lusimi steepled his fingers. “I wanted to tell you that I’ve been appointed the Sidexan ambassador to the Legion. Or is it the Commonwealth? We aren’t really sure.”

Seivers suppressed a smile. Not many people within were really sure either, it was all so new. “The Commonwealth is a political grouping of many worlds. Some have been independent for a long time, others are former Congress or Republic. One of the founders, Robespierre, only came into being as a nation shortly before the Commonwealth was founded and its citizens are from everywhere.”

Lusimi nodded. “And the Legion is the Commonwealth’s military?”

“Not quite. Strictly it’s the military of Robespierre. Every nation in the Commonwealth retains sovereign control of its own military forces. For large-scale operations they can attach elements to Commonwealth task forces, which are usually led by the Legion.”

“OK, that mostly makes sense.” Lusimi rubbed his chin. “But if Robespierre is so young, how has it built the Legion into such a major player?”

Seivers ran her fingers through her straight blue hair. “Yes, that’s where it gets a bit complicated. Firstly, some of the founding nations donated ships and personnel to Robespierre to grow the Legion. Others with strong manufacturing abilities construct new ships and equipment for the Legion. And Robespierre citizenship is open to anyone who respects its ideals.”

Lusimi raised his thick eyebrows. “These worlds use their own resources to manufacture a fleet for another nation?”

“Some do it because they believe in the cause. But they mostly get things in return, things they cannot provide for themselves. Then there’s protection; a strong Legion brings security for all Commonwealth worlds.”

“Sounds like a political soundbite.” Lusimi appeared to be sizing up the information he’d received. After a minute, he leaned forward. “Why Robespierre, as you call it? Why is that moon the centre of your creation?”

“Luck. Two significant groups happened to choose that system to hide away. What they knew and who they were led to the Commonwealth.” She narrowed her eyes. Hopefully he’d be happy with her vague explanation, there was no way she was giving him the full details. “But that’s not what you were expecting. You hoped there’d be a deeper reason. I’ve heard talk of it being a Protected System. What does that mean?”

Stromb chuckled and nodded to his captain. “I told you it was sheer chance.”

“I had already begun to believe you.” Lusimi nodded slowly and returned his attention to Seivers. “Our ancestors were struggling to eke out an existence on the fringes of explored space when they were contacted by the Guardians. Our folklore tells of them as gods, though most of us nowadays recognise they were fellow humans with highly advanced technology.”

Stromb shook his head. “Don’t let a Protector hear you say that.”

“We’re alone, and I am charged by Isombel himself to make this peace work, whatever it takes.” Lusimi rubbed his face. “So, in return for an uplift in resources and technology that sped up our colonial development by at least a hundred years, we were charged with keeping certain secrets. We were to ensure that no outsiders visited certain systems that were sacred to the Guardians, or if they did that they didn’t escape to tell of what they found.”

Seivers snapped her fingers. “The ruins. We originally thought you were Namerics because of the writings we found in the ruins. Are they the Guardians?”

“That is a name I’ve heard, but I don’t know.” Lusimi fixed his gaze on her. “Which brings us to how the Legion’s commander is friends with a Guardian?”

Seivers caught her breath. Surely Johnson would have told her something like that? They had become close friends, she thought at least. But Lusimi appeared to genuinely believe it. “I don’t know. She never mentioned it.”

Perhaps she didn’t know?

#
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Stromb escorted her back to the hold through a corridor dripping with iconography. This time she was able to identify some panels with the story of the uplift Lusimi had just told her.

“The Captain has been spending some time talking to your partner, Percy.” Stromb coughed. “I understand their conversations have sometimes been... intense.”

Seivers smiled. “I’m sure that would be the case.”

Stromb carried on for a few paces, brow furrowed as if trying to work out if he should say something. “Is he OK shut in there? Percy, I mean. He hasn’t asked for any food or water.”

“Oh, he’ll be fine.”

They continued in silence until they reached the end of the corridor. Four warriors stood guard, one either side of the wide cargo hatch and two a little way in front.

The major paused before unlocking the hatch. “I’ve been wondering. Do your looks denote your clan?”

She frowned, unsure of his meaning.

“The blue hair and lips, the pale skin. Are they traits of warriors where you come from?”

She shook her head. “I wasn’t raised as a warrior. My parents wanted me to be able to defend myself, but they intended me to take over the family business. I don’t think they ever forgave me for joining up.”

He studied the floor. “That doubly-humbles me. What I have seen you do while sparring with your men is even more impressive in that light.”

She wanted to tell him not to put himself down, that her genetic mods gave her an unfair advantage, but that wasn’t public knowledge. If the Sidexans turned out to have created the whole armistice story just to trick them, she needed to keep an edge. Especially as she’d been conserving her energy since coming aboard.

The door opened and she walked inside to upturned faces, presumably hoping for something interesting to break the monotony. The hatch closed behind her and most of the Legion contingent went back to whatever they’d been doing. She wrinkled her nose at the smell of stale sweat, a far cry from the lavender wafting through the corridors.

Her de facto second-in-command, Decurion Layland, sauntered over. “Fraternising with the enemy again?”

She replied with her middle finger.

“That major seems to be showing a lot of interest in you.”

“It’s professional respect. And he’s probably trying to skim whatever intel he can get.” She accepted an offered cup of water. “I still haven’t decided whether they’re feeding me a pile of misinformation. Most of it seems plausible, and I can’t think why they’d lie about it, but the latest little nugget’s a real puzzler.”

“Go on...”

“The captain claimed that they sued for peace because one of their Guardians ordered them to. They say he’s all pally with the Legate.” Seivers took a swig. “I mean, these guys are like mythical. Near-gods to some Sidexans. And then one turns up on The Indescribable Joy of Destruction right in the middle of battle and starts issuing orders.”

“And you believe this?”

“Again, I can’t see why they’d make it up. Unless it’s to mask something else they’re trying to get me to swallow.”

A crash off to one side made her spin around, tensing for a fight. A Legionary and a sailor faced off beside an upturned table. Seivers sprinted across, shouting at them to stand down. Before she got there, the sailor landed a punch on the Legionary’s jaw. He swung back, but Seivers ducked in between them and jabbed her knuckles into his bicep, deadening the punch.

She stood side-on, an arm out each way, palms facing each fighter. Her voice took on a steely edge. “Calm down. Take a step back. Now.”

Their shoulders relaxed a fraction, but they kept glaring at each other.

She caught the eye of one of the bystanders. “What happened?”

He shook his head. “Dunno, Ma’am. I’m sure it was nothing.”

She lowered her voice. “You know the Sidexans are watching us? Looking for any signs of weakness. What does this say to them? If we don’t get it sorted now, they’ll find a way to use it against us.”

“I’m sure Mister Bartholomew’s memory is returning,” said Layland from behind the unfortunate bystander, making him jump.

Bartholomew glanced furtively around but no-one met his eye. “OK. It was a dispute over winnings.”

The Legionary wiped blood off his bottom lip. “He accused me of cheating. I didn’t.” 

“All this for sweets?”

The sailor spat on the ground. “Sweets? He owes me five days of leave when we get back. I have the IOU here.”

“Oh, for...” Seivers took a deep breath, calming herself and unclenching her fist. “This is why the regs clearly state that gambling with real stakes is not allowed. This game is void. Whatever you might think you’ve won or lost, you haven’t because it didn’t happen.”

The sailor’s nose flared, and he launched himself forwards. Seivers didn’t know if he was aiming at her, or that she was just between him and the Legionary, but a quick twist and the heel of her palm connected with his cheek. He collapsed in a heap, breathing heavily.

“Be thankful you didn’t land that punch.” She towered over him. “As it is, you’re on latrine duties until we re-join the Legion. Got that?”

He scowled as his friends helped him up and guided him away.

Seivers turned on the Legionary. “And don’t think you’ve got away with this. Back of the queue when the rations arrive every meal for three days.”

He nodded. “Ma’am.”
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Chapter 3
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Johnson settled into her worn, black chair in the Command Information Centre and glanced through the parameters of the coming simulation one last time. Physically having to read the information, instead of just knowing it, was still a hard blow; the sooner they found a way to repair her enhanced EIS, the better.

She opened a channel to all the ship captains. “Thank you all for your hard work getting to this stage. My initial predictions didn’t have us ready for combined ops for at least another week, so please pass on my congratulations to your teams.”

It’s still a risk. But we can’t afford to waste time.

“Today we face a simulated attack from a Congress task force. I know that some of you have had little chance to prepare, and that some serving under you might not be ready to treat a drill with as much enthusiasm as they would actual combat.”

She smiled, remembering a tradition from when she’d served aboard the Dependable. “To add a little extra incentive, I’m offering a crate of wine to the most effective unit as rated by my tactical analysis team.”

I hope Kincaid won’t mind me regifting it. It’ll serve more use like this than for entertaining politicians.

Johnson made eye contact with the naval Centurion on the opposite side of the two-tier circle of workstations, wondering briefly when she’d stopped seeing him as a boy. ^You got the real sensor feeds, Hanke?^

^Yes, Ma’am.^ He nodded assuredly, no trace of the apprehensive rookie she’d first met only a few years ago.

^Good.^ Johnson shifted the channel. ^Orion? You ready?^

A hint of blue and green swirled around the holographic projector in the ceiling, but the ship’s avatar didn’t manifest, presumably at her post on the bridge. Technically she could appear in many places at once, but chose not to, claiming it would unnerve the humans. ^Ready, Legate. I’ll switch all stations, apart from Mister Hanke’s, to training mode on your order. Obviously, I too will remain aware of the actual situation outside as well as the simulated environment.^

^Great. Have you heard from Indie?^

^Yes. He is ready to control the hostile fleet.^

^He’s doing them all himself?^

^Of course. Oh, I see what you mean. He’s just dipping in and out, tweaking things where some flair is needed. Most of the time they’re running on the normal AI simulators.^

Johnson cursed herself for not realising that. Having designed the overall training scenario, she’d left the details to the two Artificial Sentiences. After all, she wouldn’t get the most out of the exercise herself if she knew what was going to happen. ^Sorry, that was thick of me.^

^You sure you should be talking like that to one of your ship’s captains?^

^I’m talking like that to one of my friends, who happens to be one of my ship captains.^

The projector glowed again, giving the impression of a warm smile. 

^You know,^ Johnson continued, ^I’ve still not got used to this. I wonder whether it wouldn’t be better for you to run the whole thing instead of all us humans in here.^

^I do possess the capacity to replace the CIC, but I lack the experience. Remember that whilst I’ve been sentient for over a century, the vast majority of that time I was drifting in empty space.^

Johnson looked up to the nearest camera. ^I do forget that. You are so wise.^

^We probably should get started.^

^You’re right. Thank you.^ Johnson checked that real space was clear of threats and switched back to the fleet-wide broadcast. “Simulation beginning in three... two... one... go.”

The red L training mode icon faded into light in the corner of her display, with another flashing up in the centre of her inner vision before sliding into the periphery. No-one she’d spoken to had known the origins of the symbol, just that it had been used to denote a training simulation since before the Exodus.

Johnson could almost taste the anticipation in the air. The Tactical staff focused hard on their displays, muscles taut, obviously expecting an attack at any moment. Her own ‘unconcerned, relaxed commander’ shell was in place, masking her inner excitement.

After twenty minutes, she had to admire their focus, but it wouldn’t do for them to wear themselves out. She wouldn’t put it past Indie to wait hours before springing the attack, in the interest of realism.

“You know,” she said to no-one in particular, ensuring her tone remained light, “this reminds me of a time back when I was in the Academy. I’d just made Cadet Sergeant and was determined my platoon were going to win the trophy that term. I was convinced they’d throw a surprise drill any moment.”

“And did they?” prompted Navarch Oyekan in his deep, silky voice, the Tactical Lead, presumably cottoning on to her plan to inject a little light-heartedness. He’d been a commodore, retired a few years before the attack on Concorde. 

“Nah.” She smiled gratefully at him. “They waited until I’d knackered myself and the other cadets out then brought forward the field exercise. We didn’t do very well.”

The tension in the room eased a little.

“I guess you didn’t win the trophy?” asked Trierarch Tupuola, the well-built woman working as Sensor Lead.

Johnson smiled and gave a little chortle of reminiscence. “Oh, we won it. But it took some unconventional methods.”

A couple of the staff chuckled, well aware of her reputation for stretching the rules, and the mood eased. Everyone still paid attention to their jobs, but they breathed easier.

Now, if only I didn’t feel so uneasy that nothing’s happening. I just can’t help thinking we’re missing something.

A warning chimed, the lights flashing red once. Scores of Congressional icons popped into existence on the holographic projection in the centre of the CIC, forcing Johnson to mask a flinch by scratching behind her ear. The techs had said they’d got it working, but she hadn’t had a chance to use it until now.

“Forty-seven Congressional warships just jumped in.” Tupuola sounded miffed. “They are far deeper in-well than they should be able to emerge.”

Johnson studied the data. The ASs hadn’t exactly cheated, it was possible that advances in drive technology could allow jumps into space that curved, but it did throw off her planning. With five minutes to effective weapons range, they wouldn’t have time for any clever manoeuvring.

She sent orders for the fleet to form a plane facing the newcomers. The formation presented maximum firepower, but sacrificed defence in depth. It was bold, and could prove costly if the enemy had sufficient missiles. She’d have to hope the ASs would allow the simulated crews to be intimidated.

Hang on. Are Indie and Orion trying to rush me into a mistake?

“Hostiles are turning to meet us. Shaking down into four groups, am labelling X-ray Alpha through Delta.” Oyekan grinned, deep creases forming in his ebony skin. What sailor didn’t relish a good fight, especially one where were no-one would actually die?

The icons on the display turned from grey to red, prompting a cog in Johnson’s brain to turn.

The ships weren’t classified as hostile by the computer.

Her eyes flicked around the display, noting the position and course of the ships on both sides. “Give me an open broadcast.”

The appropriate icon popped up in her inner vision and she thought-clicked it. “Congressional vessels. This is Legate Johnson of the Commonwealth. We have no grudge against you. If you decelerate, we’ll stand down. We need to talk.”

The delay was far longer than the light-travel time would have been. Even if she’d surprised the ASs, they would have been able to come up with a whole new plan in a microsecond. This had to be deliberate.

This is the problem with fighting people who know you so well. I’m spending too much time second-guessing, trying to work out what they are using.

A reply came from one of the two battleships. “No way we’re showing you our drives. If you flip and decelerate, we’ll accept your surrender.”

A flag sprouted from that battleship’s icon, indicating it as a likely command ship. Johnson confirmed that her Comms Officer had followed the usual protocol of routing via a remote drone.

So why aren’t they doing the same?

Two minutes to effective range. The Orion’s main beam weapon could outreach pretty much anything else, and missiles could be sent to cold-coast pretty much any distance, but lasers and plasma dissipated and railguns shook the launch platform and reduced their own accuracy.

“Hostiles launching missiles... looks like twenty-one missile destroyers emptying their silos.”

Wonder if they changed the fleet make-up after I ordered plane?

Johnson opened the broadcast again. “Last chance. Order your missiles to self-destruct or I will destroy your flagship.”

The projected missile tracks appeared to converge on six areas of her fleet. It was too early to be sure, though, and they could easily switch. Earliest impact would be in sixty-five seconds. “If they are still coming in thirty seconds, the Orion is to engage the flagship with her main beam.”

The ship thrummed as the charge built in anticipation of unleashing the primary weapon, the frequency of the sound increasing with each passing second. Despite the simulated enemy, the fleet was going to be live firing. If anything was going to go wrong with the newly repaired systems, she wanted to know now rather in actual combat.

The electrical noise reached ultrasound, setting her teeth on edge, and there were a few seconds peace while the remains of the thirty second countdown elapsed. The enemy didn’t change their vector and Johnson approved weapons free. At this range it only took a few seconds for the graser to intersect with the Congressional flagship. And go straight through unimpeded. A ripple of surprise ran round the CIC, but the staffers were disciplined enough not to be flapped. Johnson smiled, relieved that the ASs giving away the transmission had been a deliberate ploy.

“I’ve got an optical telescope on the target,” reported Tupuola. “It’s a decoy. Best I’ve seen; it had our other sensors fooled even when I focussed an active scan on it.”

Johnson studied the enemy fleet disposition as the battleship icon changed to that of a decoy. Her heart beat a little harder with the thrill of the challenge. “OK. Focus our fire on those ships that launched missiles for now. Get all ships checking the status of the enemy with their telescopes.”

“The other battleship is genuine.” Tupuola fingers danced across her terminal.

^Orion. Engage that battleship.^ Johnson looked around, satisfied that everyone appeared to be focussed on their tasks. She was getting used to the extra step of removal of being a flag officer rather than a ship’s captain, but figured she’d never stop missing the thrill. ^Decurion Silvestra. How’s long-range looking?^

^All clear,^ replied the assistant Sensor Officer.

The thrum of the graser charging built, then cut out. Johnson pulled up the Orion’s status indicator. Sensing her attention, a bubble appeared next to it, reporting a mechanical failure.

Hopefully just simulated. I thought we’d ironed out all the problems.

The deck rang as a hailstorm of metal was unleashed from the railguns. Fifty missiles leaped from their silos and arced towards their targets. She caught Hanke’s eye and he smiled reassuringly; he’d keep track of them so they could retrieve them after the simulation.

Johnson reminded herself to stop focussing on the Orion, pulling back her attention to encompass her whole fleet instead of just the ship she happened to be on. They were winning, her crews pressing home their numerical advantage with enthusiasm. She couldn’t help but wonder how willing the crews from Congress worlds would be to fire on their former comrades in reality.

Ten minutes after the first shot, the last hostile ship lost power, streaking out of control and leaking air. The Legion had only lost two ships, destroyed when missiles overwhelmed their point defence. Despite knowing that they were actually safe, their crews running damage control and counter-boarding drills as they headed back to Robespierre, Johnson still felt a pang of guilt at not being able to save them.

Status reports flooded into the command centre as the Navarchs hustled the ships of their squadrons into order. The analysis team to Johnson’s left bent to their task, every now and then sending her titbits of data or advice.

The room lights flashed red, announcing new contact.

“Two groups within the normal jump zone.” Oyekan ran through the initial analysis. “One is carrying a lot of velocity towards Robespierre, seems to contain a large number of troopships. The other is a carrier battle group, database says it matches CBG14.”

Perhaps the split attack was meant to challenge her, or perhaps it was the ASs guessing a ploy that Congress might use, but the choice was clear. If Robespierre fell, the Commonwealth would likely fall. More importantly, she and all the others in the Legion would lose their adopted home. “We focus on the troopships. Launch the Razors to keep the CBG busy.”

This would be the first large-scale use of AS Razors. The Perception of Prejudice had been so successful, in part due to the pairing of Seivers and Percy, that Johnson was excited to see how they’d perform.

She went through a series of plans with her team, the biggest uncertainty being the Sidexans. Their fleet, both in simulation and reality, held in orbit around Robespierre. Having flat-out refused to take part in the exercise, they were no doubt sitting taking notes, building their database of Legion ship capabilities. They’d refused to share their own specs, so their simulated counterparts were constructed from data gleaned in combat against them.

With orders given to her fleet, and half an hour before anything should happen, Johnson deactivated her harness and stood, subtly working a kink out of her lower back. She didn’t have time to leave the CIC and show herself to the crew, and besides, that was no longer her job. She’d have to rely on her captains to feed back on morale.

That’s something I’ll have to mention in the debrief.

She bent and spoke a few words to the nearest staffer, checking how things were going. He answered without taking his eyes off the display, but she picked up on the slight straightening of his spine. After speaking to each in turn, she grabbed a coffee from the machine in the back wall and retook her seat.

#
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A hull breach alarm sounded in the distance only to be drowned out by the hammering of the Orion’s railguns. She twisted, trying to bring as many of her weapons as possible to bear on the battlecruiser that had positioned itself between her and the transports. It wouldn’t last long, having thrust itself dangerously close to her, denying most of her weapons clean shots at the convoy. Once it was dealt with, the Orion would make light work of the corvette screen and be able to join the smaller Commonwealth craft already targeting the transports.
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