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IF WE SAY THAT HUMANITY has had an uneasy relationship with the animal world for a very long time, you surely think first of predators such as wolves, saber-toothed cats, and big snakes and lizards. Yet that relationship is not so uneasy. Sure, they want to make lunch of us. But we make lunch of them, too. Worse yet, we turn them into adorable playthings for our children. Well, cats and wolves, anyway. We turn the snakes and lizards into handbags.

The uneasiness comes in more with those critters that suck our blood, eat our food, spread disease, and dirty up our dwellings. Rats and mice, cockroaches, flies, ants, mosquitoes, bedbugs, fleas, and other pests that make people say “Eewww!” on sight. Of course, we do eat some bugs. Fried grasshoppers and silkworm larvae, mescal-pickled scorpions... And, oh yes! Those silkworm larvae also give us silk.

What does all this have to do with science fiction? Well, predators make great adventure fiction, and if we make them huge (Godzilla) or alien, they make great science fiction. If a writer wants to make science fiction or fantasy out of pest critters, they need to change the scale. Giant ants and spiders. Or miniature humans, to whom ordinary bugs are giants. They can even draw them from other dimensions. You’ve seen those movies.

Writers can also give pest critters new abilities such as intelligence. Or imagine new critters that, say, combine cuteness with nuisance (David Gerrold’s tribbles, for instance, and how could we fail to include those here?).

Or imagine something entirely new, such as Reginald Bretnor’s pants-eating gnurrs. We of course had to reprint here “The Gnurrs Come from the Voodvork Out” (The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, Winter/Spring 1950).

Science fiction writers who want new kinds of pests can also look to the work of scientists such as John von Neumann, who in the late 1940s developed the idea of self-replicating automata. That soon gave rise to the notion of von Neumann probes, self-replicating spaceships that use a stellar system’s resources to build more of themselves and then travel on to repeat the process. We are fortunate that no species in our galaxy ever built them, for they would quickly turn everything into more of themselves.

Now that’s a pest. In fact, it’s a galactic pest of precisely the sort that prompted this anthology. It has prompted other writers as well. Fred Saberhagen’s Berserkers are a classic example, built to predator scale. A smaller example, more like fleas, is seen in Isaac Asimov’s “Found!” (Omni, October 1978). And then, of course, there are mad robots, as in Pete Carter’s “Legacy.”

What does it mean to “control” a pest? First, perhaps, one needs to figure what or who is the pest. Some of the stories here suggest that the real point is to stop the pest from being a nuisance. And then there is the issue of unintended consequences.

Science fiction writers also have a long history of commenting on the state of humanity and politics. Here we have a few stories that turn the “pest” idea around and ask whether the real problem is not, in fact, ourselves. We also have Leonid Kaganov’s “The Rattler,” translated by Alex Shvartsman, which fits partly because of a “meta” feature explained in the translator’s note.
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I. GALACTIC PESTS
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ON THE LARGEST SCALE, pests can affect worlds, multi-world civilizations, even whole galaxies, as well as the ships that wander the space lanes. In this opening section of Tales of Galactic Pest Control, we offer a selection of tales that fit the theme.
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The Real Trouble With Tribbles

David Gerrold
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First appeared in Worlds of If, 2025

THE STARSHIP Expedition visited nine planets before my little brother and I actually got to go down to the surface of one. Not until Dad believed it was safe enough that he wouldn’t have to worry about us being eaten by some flesh-sucking behemoth with a million eyes and tentacles.

Finally, we visited a planet called Savannah. It had two big Africa-sized continents and a scattering of islands. The northern and southern hemispheres were too cold for humans, but the equatorial regions were temperate and there were colony stations scattered all around the planet in a wide belt. We were there for three weeks and one of the girls who liked to follow us around gave Bobby a little brown furry blob that made pigeon-like cooing noises. She called it a tribble, she said it was a name from the ancient classics. She said it was good luck to give a tribble to a friend. The more you give away, the more friends you make. It really did look like a tribble. It didn’t have eyes, instead it had sensory cilia and rudimentary pods that worked kind of like feet. But it was cute and Bobby spent hours feeding it and petting it and making a fuss over it. It ate and pooped and every three months or so, it had a litter of more little furry blobs. On the great food-chain of Savannah, it was an hors d’oeuvre.

We didn’t find out until later what a big mistake that was. No, not the breeding. You can put stuff in the food that keeps them from reproducing, or you can just toss the babies into a freezer and forget about them, they’ll be fine, they hibernate—no, that was the easy part.

Three planets after that, we arrived at Interworld, a place where a lot of different alien species gather to meet and trade and look at pictures of each others’ grandchildren, I guess. “Oh, doesn’t he just have the cutest little mandibles!”

Dad could probably explain it better. His specialty is xeno-stochastic domains, which is a fancy way of saying his job was to figure out how aliens think. He’s an expert on Intergalactica, the language that all the different alien races use to communicate with each other. It’s the universal language that aliens have been using for as long as there have been aliens—millions of years maybe.

But after three days at Interworld, we were abruptly ordered off the planet, all of us—every single human being. We weren’t told what crime we had committed, only that every other species in the Domain now refused to have any further contact with us.

Dad ran an intense computer analysis to see what protocols and procedures we had followed. What had occurred that we had never done before? Dad expanded the scan to include everyone who went down to the planet, what contacts they might have had with any aliens at all, what they said, did, or traded. Or gave away.

Bobby was giving away baby tribbles. Everywhere he went.

That was not the kind of “family conference” I ever want to sit through again.

“But it’s good luck!” Bobby said.

I could see that Dad was having a lot of trouble controlling his anger. There were protocols. There were procedures. There were rules. If you don’t know the rules, you can get into a lot of trouble. That’s why you’re supposed to ask.

“Oh,” said Bobby. “I didn’t know.”  He didn’t know that every alien contact was supposed to follow a specifically designed set of guidelines. Not knowing any better, Bobby had given tribbles to every alien he met. He thought he was doing a good thing.

Dad put his head into his hands and groaned. “How am I going to explain this to the rest of the team?”

Alien races look at animals in a lot of different ways. Some aliens see other creatures as parasites or competition, some aliens have symbiotic relationships with a lot of companion species so they’re simply curious, some species use animals for food. (The K’naxx, who looked a lot like praying mantises, thought the tribbles were very tasty.) But not a lot of aliens have pets, humans are almost unique in that. I think part of it is that not many aliens are like mammals. Most of them are more like insects or reptiles or things that have no Terrestrial equivalent. Also... the concept of “luck,” either good or bad, didn’t always translate into alien thought processes, so they couldn’t understand why Bobby was giving them this thing.

For three days, Dad got up early every morning and only came back to the cabin very late. Most of his meetings were angry ones. There was a lot of shouting everywhere, and a lot of people onboard the starship stopped talking to each other for a while.

Both Bobby and I tried to stay out of everyone’s way. I stayed in our cabin and concentrated on my homework. But even that felt wrong, so I concentrated on decoding the genome of the tribble. It didn’t take long. The tribble wasn’t much of a creature and it had a much smaller genome than I expected—almost as if the creature hadn’t evolved, but had been designed.

So I went to see Dr. Sally, the solar-physicist who sometimes played Mom for us when Dad wasn’t around. She said she didn’t know much about biology, but she did know a thing or two about math and when she looked at the pattern of G’s and A’s and T’s and C’s in the tribble’s genome, she frowned, she made a face, she said, “I wonder....” And she told me to go back to my cabin and not tell anyone.

A little later, Bobby and I heard excited screaming up and down the corridors. We stuck our heads out and saw a bunch of scientists yelling at each other. We followed them all the way down to the main conference room.

“It’s an encrypted message! Intergalactic code! The tribble is a interstellar business card!”

“What kind of a business card turns friends into enemies?”

“One that we shouldn’t be passing out! The genetic code of the tribble decrypts into a warning. It says, ‘KILL THE BEARER OF THIS MESSAGE. It is a mammal. It likes soft furry companion animals. It will be most dangerous species you will ever encounter. Selfish, destructive, and eager for war. KILL THE BEARER OF THIS MESSAGE.’ It’s very bad news. That’s the kind of business card this is.”

I turned to my little brother and said, “Thanks a lot, Bobby. Now we’re at war with the whole galaxy.” And immediately I wished I hadn’t said it. I hope I never again see a look like that on anyone’s face. He started crying. I grabbed him and hugged him. And while I did that, I remembered something Dad used to say when things seemed awful. “Wait here,” I said.

I pushed my way up to the big microphone. “Excuse me,” I said again, this time louder. “Everybody please listen. You’re all missing the point.” Eventually they did fall silent, looking at me as if I was an alien thing too. “Everybody has been assuming we know what we’re dealing with. What this proves—“ I held up a tribble, “—is how much we don’t know. It proves we don’t even know what we don’t even know. But now we know a little bit more. And that should be good news. Shouldn’t it?”

Nobody answered. There was silence in the starship’s conference room.

Finally, Dad pushed his way to the front, came up beside me and put his hand on my shoulder. He leaned into the microphone. “My daughter is right. It’s better that we discover this now, at the beginning of our history, rather than later on when the cost to everyone could be far worse. Our alien friends were generous in not killing us. Maybe—just maybe—they wanted us to discover this, wanted us to figure it out. Maybe they want us to learn it on a species level—that even if we are descended from killer apes, we don’t have to behave like killer apes anymore. Maybe that’s what they want to know from us—”

He didn’t get to continue, because that’s when the applause started. And it went on for a very long time. And when it finally did die down, Captain Murphey gave the order to turn around and head back to Interworld.
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The Legacy

Peter J. Carter
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I'M THE LAST ONE. I'M recording this so you corporate assholes can figure out what the hell happened here because you’ll probably be clueless.

Martinsen, Doc Santos, Kowalski, and the rest are all dead now on a freighter hurtling towards Luna base, and you mental giants have no idea how it happened.

Who'd ever guess that the old guy would be the last to survive? Certainly not me. More luck than anything, to be honest. I'm seldom in the right place at any given moment and am usually known to be in the wrong place every time.

The crew of the Legacy was on our regular run from Calysto when things went to shit. It's not the best cargo ship in the fleet, that's true, but the crew was top-notch and in no way responsible for this disaster, so don’t try to pin it on them. I can’t believe they’re all dead.

Captain M'gundi, as you know, was a Starline captain for thirty years before he decided to step down and take a local post. He spent many a night around the crew table telling tales of pirates of the asteroid belt and other crazy shit he got himself into when he was young. He always said he had fifteen children, proving he was the epitome of fearlessness.

And Hillsboro, she served as a marine in the Lima incident when terrorists tried to crack the planet and traveled to a thousand other hell holes. She didn’t like to talk about her time in the core, but we all understood. Chopra, the engineer, was the most intelligent goddamn person I knew. He was a helluva guy who once rewired a stabilizer with parts from a coffee maker.

I know what happened. This glorious company, Horizons Unlimited, downloaded the onboard bots with software to detect viruses among the crew. The company must have thought that if the bots could discover viruses quickly and treat them, it would dampen the spread and raise efficiency due to the loss of time for sickness.

A great idea to cut down on sick days, eh, fellas?

I'm the cargo engineer here on Legacy and don't know much about programming, but judging by the blood and loss of life, something went wrong. My name is Edison, and you probably know that already, although there may be holes in my file.

Something went wrong with these robots. Even I know that humans are a collective of biological functions that have evolved over the eons. Those functions, propagated by good viruses inside us, have a symbiotic relationship with their host. And they evolve.

Some programming eggheads must have forgotten to allow for those changing viruses, and when the bots sensed them within us, they went nuts. They attacked in force, stabbing, smashing, and trying to inject people with 'medicine' to kill the virus. And us. Well, they must have tested this programming out, you may say, probably in a closed environment where changes were minimal and maybe you rushed it a bit. Viruses are an evolving paradigm of life, just like us. But I'm just guessing because I'm nothing more than a cargo rat and an idiot.

When this all started, I passed a bot in the passageway when it started glowing red and said, "Infection detected.” I remember saying, “Stupid machine.” It took a quick swipe at me. I fell back right into the med room and slammed the door shut; nobody else was near enough when the bots went rockers.

Most would say to sit tight and wait for someone to help, but that was not an option. The problem was the course the ship was on. The Legacy never turned to do a retro burn and was coming into Luna station with enough force to crack the Moon. Perhaps it wouldn't crack it, but there'd be a helluva crater afterward. So, someone had to make it to the cockpit and slow us down. And one thing I left out: I'm an idiot. No, maybe I mentioned that already. I had a year of med school but didn't know much about flying these things other than what I’ve picked up over the last twenty-five years.

I sat in the Med Bay for a good long time, trying my best to communicate with anyone else on the ship, just trying to breathe. As the minutes went by and then hours, I knew either no one made it to a safe place, or they were in no condition to do anything. I had no desire to be a bug on Luna Station's windshield, so it fell to me.

How was I going to get past these bots? The good news was that once out the med bay door, it was a straight shot to the bridge. I'd have to mask my internals to get past them.

I walked around the medical bay, taking inventory, and found a med suit. It was one of those poly-kron suits doctors wear around infected people. The suit might help keep my scent down, but it wouldn't do much for the stabbing. I dragged one of the beds over and climbed up. I loosened one of the ceiling panels, stuck my head up, and pulled out some of the air ducting for the lab. The pieces connecting the duct were long and flexible of varying sizes, so I yanked a few pieces out and stuck one of my arms in it. I tried stabbing one with forceps, and they seemed resilient. Why the bots thought that stabbing us was helping control viruses was as baffling to me as it probably is to you.

The last thing I needed was the gold standard on any ship, that miracle repair stuff woven of legends, a roll of duct tape. I put on the suit and found a jar of foul-smelling paste that I thought might be burn cream. I slathered it over the suit. If that stuff helped burns, I'd rather suffer. God, it was rank, like a bucket of fish heads on a summer day. I looked forward to turning on my oxygen supply.

I pulled the tubes onto my legs and arms and wrapped them with duct tape. The burn cream stopped some of the duct tape from sticking, but I made do. I put on thick gloves, presumably manufactured for handling something toxic, and looked in the mirror. I looked like the tin man of the dumpster.

I had forgotten the most essential part of this ensemble: my head. I looked around and saw a bedpan. I'd be damned if I met my maker with a goddamned bedpan on my head, so I settled for a deep bowl (God knows what they used it for) and, using the duct tape, strapped it down over the med suit hood. Finally, as one last extra precaution, I took the pillows from the beds, put one on my back and chest, and wrapped my torso with duct tape.

I walked to the door and turned on the external oxygen feed to the suit.

I took a deep breath and hit the button.

The door slid back silently. I looked right and left and then started walking towards the bridge. A bot rolled out of the alcove. "Attention, crew member. You must submit to a viral scan."

It was one of the short squat robots that had almost human arms. The crew used them for multiple purposes, and about twenty were on the ship. With rollers for feet and bodies that were pretty much boxes with weird arms sticking out of them, these things always creeped me out. Sometimes it sucks when you're proven right.

"Yes, I'm quite aware. There's been a problem reported on the bridge, and I have to investigate, shithead." I kept walking. Another bot rolled out of the hallway. This bot was covered in blood, holding something sharp, leaving a dotted red wheel trail behind it. "Attention, crew member. You must submit to a viral scan," it said.

"Yes, I just told the other bot." And another appeared and another, coming out of all the alcoves. I kept walking, not picking up my pace. 

"There has been a viral outbreak on this ship, and according to regulations 2-26, all crew members must submit to viral scan."

"Oh, I already had one. Unit 223 cleared me."

"There is no record of that scan. Submit, please."

Ten feet from the bridge hatch, the bots became more aggressive, moving up and poking as they trailed behind. One of them finally got the courage up and stabbed me in the calf. The metal conduit and suit helped, but it still hurt.

"Unable to get an accurate reading. Contaminants exist. Please remove outer layers."

I limped on. "As soon as I get to the bridge, emergency override!"

Another one hopped up to the wall and, while hanging down, got me right in the back of the shoulder blade through the pillow. That was deep, and I involuntarily yelped. The pain was searing (I'm sure the burn cream didn't help) and shot through my back.

"Unable to get an accurate reading."

"I told you."

That was when one of those little bastards got me right through the hand. The knife went right through the thick glove like butter. I mean through and through. I ain't going to lie. That hurt like a sonofabitch. 

"You little shit," I said while reaching for the bridge hatch.

"Sample taken. Running scan. Virus present. Administer antibody."

I jumped through the door and hit the button. It crashed down with a satisfying crunch. It was safe to say I got one by the robotic arm on the floor. Or a piece of one, anyway. I engaged the mechanical locks and surveyed my surroundings. The bridge was an unmitigated mess. Wires were hanging from the consoles, panels were torn open, and little flashy lights were dead or flashing occasionally. I wasn't much better, but Captain M'gundi, who lay dead in the corner, looked worse. There must have been one hell of a donnybrook on the bridge.

I silently prayed for him and covered the good captain with a jacket.

And then one of those fucking machines was just outside the door knocking ever so politely to come in. Yeah, right. I'm gonna open the door so you can turn me into hamburger.

Tap-tap-tap. Tap-tap-tap.

"Fuck you!" I yelled

"Attention, crew member. You must submit to a viral scan," comes in over the speakers.

"Yeah, I'm taking a shit. You'll have to wait."

"Very well. Notify when evacuation is complete."

Yeah, right, shithead. At least the bolt bucket stopped knocking.

Bleeding from my shoulder blade and calf, I peeled the duct tape off so I could move freely. The cut to my shoulder was deep and using some of the old duct tape as a bandage, I wrapped the wound as best I could. The calf, I tied an old rag around. Then I sat down in the captain's chair. My hand hurt like a bastard. That burn creme felt like kerosene in my open wounds. I wrapped my hand to stop the dripping.

"Computer, initiate retro burn," I said.

"Unauthorized command." Well, at least it was working.

"Command delta-delta-delta. Crewman Edison Alvarez, last survivor," I said.

"Scanning the ship for life signs. Crewman Edison Alvarez confirmed. Command delta-delta-delta accepted," The computer replied.

"Initiate retro burn."

"Unable to comply," said the computer.

"Computer, why are you unable to comply?"

"Connections to the drive are severed," said the computer.

"Computer, can you show me a video of the drive room?"

The video feed, scratchy at first, cleared to show Hillsboro dead on the floor. I could tell from the tattoo of the eagle on the back of her neck. She had dismantled the panel for the drive, and now the cables were dangling like shitty Christmas lights. She may have been trying to bypass the bridge and got caught by the bots. There were pieces of bots all over the floor, but they must have finally got her. She was still clutching an oversized wrench in her hand. Nice try, Hillsboro. Semper fi.

Many of the newer model starships have an auxiliary bridge, not this one. Maybe I could change the trajectory.

"Computer, are maneuvering jets operative?"

"Negative."

Well, there goes that.

"Computer, how long until you have an impact with Luna." 

"At current speed, impact with Lunar colony will be in eight minutes."

"Computer, can you open long-range communications?"

"Comm board has been disabled."

"Computer, can you terminate the virus protocol?"

"Unable to terminate. The ship's doctor or central command are the only personnel authorized to terminate."

One is dead, and the other unreachable, great thinking, guys.

That was that. There was no way to turn her, no way to stop her, and no way to get help. That left one sucky choice, but it was the only chance for Luna.

"Computer, can you bring up the Sagan cell to one hundred percent power?"

"Commencing."

The Sagan cell usually ran about forty percent power. One hundred made it very unstable. Once I shut down the Larson field, blammo. There may be another way out of this, but I'm an imbecile, and it's the only thing I can think of.

I'll finish this recording with a story. My family and I went hiking in Vermont when a storm roiled through. We got stuck for hours in a cave, telling stories and waiting for the weather to break.

The storm was one of those late autumn whirlwinds they get up there. The rain was so thick it looked like we were under a waterfall. The cold, clear water bespoke of winter's beard, stubble then but soon to become full and white in the coming months.

I can't remember the story I told. I think it was about school days and car racing, which seem so trivial now. 

My wife, Ana, told one about her time on the farm up in these parts. This bull moose came down from the hills and kept trying to eat the chicken feed. Ana and the moose battled all summer, her laying obstacles and fencing and the moose breaking them down. The picture of a short, blonde-headed girl fighting against a colossal moose was funny. She was fresh out of ideas when an old timer told her to make pinwheels. He said that it disorients moose and scares them away. She made them out of old tin cans, added a clicker, and put them all over the farm. They did the trick. That was where her love for mechanical engineering began. Ana was always as good at listening as she was at talking. I'd give anything to hear her voice again.

And then it was my son Dag's turn. Dag told the story he heard about the Flying Dutchman.

There was a Captain of a ship that was battling the ocean around the Cape of Good Hope.

The captain swore that he would never stop, that the tides and storm wouldn't beat him and his men. And that if he had to fight until judgment day, so be it.

The Devil heard this captain's oath and doomed the ship and its crew to spend eternity at sea.

It was about then that the sun came burning through the scattered rain clouds, and we walked, as a family, hand in hand, because it was so slippery as we went down the mountain. We kept slipping and sliding in the mud and laughing all the way down. We must have been a sight walking into the hotel lobby covered in mud.

Why am I telling you this story? I don’t want it to get lost. I think about them both often. And I guess for the last few years, I’ve been that Dutchman. Death was just outside these thin alloy ship hulls and brought strange comfort to me.

Crewman Edison Alverez is signing off.

"Computer, eject the recorder device.”

“Recorder ejected,” said the computer.

“Computer, turn off the Larson field. Override delta-delta-delta.”

I wonder if I'll find those I love at the end or if I'm doomed to wander space as a lonely clump of particles until the universe collapses. Perhaps I'll find myself back on that mountain, walking into the valley with them or on a ghost ship damned to wander forever. It's not for me to say. We’ll see.

This sacrifice is my gift for those on Luna. I love you all.
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Under Attack

Tom Easton
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“I'M IN A RUSH TODAY.” Finn McBride was almost running as he entered the café two blocks from the office. “Can't linger.” He looked at Tina Morano. She had been his very special friend for years. “Though I'd rather.”

“I'd rather, too,” she said. Her frizzy dark brown hair bobbed with her nod. His hair was sandy. “Something at Contingency Planning?”

“Yeah.” They each grabbed an egg-and-sausage burrito and juice from the buffet counter. “You know we consider possible war scenarios, among other things.”

“Not that we’ve really had to worry about that for centuries.” She pointed at a table near the door and they sat, though he was on the edge of his seat.

“Yeah, but this isn’t home-grown.” He took a bite and managed to say around the mouthful, “Ish the Lupines. They say they're getting attacked by aliens. So are other Allies. Maybe others too.” The Allies were those worlds linked by the teleportation Portals.

“Alien aliens.” As far as humans were concerned, all the Allies were aliens. These had to be something different.

“They should be able to handle it,” said Finn. The Lupines were the most aggressive of the many Allies. “But they're furious. They even seem to be scared.”

“Most of the Allies don't have any ships besides comet-fighters.”

“There's them, and us, and the Rockers. The Ranans don’t have much.”

While Finn took the last bite of his burrito and emptied his coffee cup, he grinned and waved. “Gotta run.”
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JUST BEFORE LUNCH, Miriam Davany, Finn's boss, called him into her office. It had no window, but the floor bore an oval rose-patterned carpet and a carved wooden desk. She once told him the desk was a family heirloom, dating back centuries.

“You've heard what the Lupines are saying?” She gestured him to one of the three padded chairs facing the desk. Unlike most people, she wore a shirt and slacks, both black. Her braided chestnut hair stretched down her back.

“As of last night. Then the desk woke me up this morning.”

“It seems to be real.”

“They wouldn't be hollering if it weren't.”

“Yeah.” She shook her head. The braid swayed. “The Lupines are upset, and they are probably the best prepared of any of the Allies. Even us.”

“They like to fight. Or they act like it.”

“What the heck is scaring them, then? We need a lot more information.”

Finn made a rueful face. He could see where this was going.

“That's right. Your job now. You and your crew. Get on top of this, pull the data together, and I want a report on how bad this is going to get. By tonight. If you can figure out who they are, where they're from, and what they want, we need that too.”

Finn couldn't help but squeak. “Tonight?”

She laughed and rolled her eyes. “I know. The data won't come in that fast, right. But definitely ASAP. I'll need it for meetings. The Federation Senate is already assembling a War Committee. They want to know if we have any contingency plans for this. They want to know if our hundred mothballed battleships will be enough. They want to know if SpaceOps can get crews for them. And they want to know if we need to build more ships, in which case thank goodness for nanobots.” Nanobots made almost everything, from clothing and furniture to food-fabbers and spaceships. They just needed design files and raw materials.

He nodded. “One report. Constantly updated. Coming up.”

Once he was in the hall, he muttered to himself, “I'd rather be back on a Comet-Killer ship. Even looking for aliens.” He smiled at the thought of what a Comet-Killer's weapons might do to an attacker. “They're not warships, though. Probably out-gunned. Have to get lucky.”

He stopped smiling when he got to his own office. A red light on his desk was strobing, a sure sign of urgent reports. There was also a stack of paper on the side of his desk. He sighed.

He was not senior enough to rate an office of his own. Tam Liang had a desk to his right, and her long black hair generally swung to hide her face as she worked. Indigo Savage had the desk across the room, his hair dyed to match his name. Both were younger than he. He walked behind them, glancing at their screens. Nothing.

As he sat down and called up his own holo screen to see what was happening, Tam said, “We have the summary.”

Finn grunted, not taking his eyes off the screen. “Give.”

“Courier packets are dropping through the Portals from the Lupines, the Rockers, and the Ranans.”

“Alien ships appearing out of nowhere,” said Indigo. “Hundreds of them.”

“Attacking small moons and planetoids,” said Tam.

“Destroying nearby ships and stations.”

“But they're not invulnerable. Everyone seems to be able to destroy them.”

“But numerous,” said Tam. “More than even the Lupines are ready for. Not ships, but whole fleets.”

“Who are they?” Finn remembered Miriam's last questions. “Where do they come from? What do they want?”

“Not a clue,” said Indigo.

“Not yet.” Finn shook his head. “Maybe in time for the next report? We do have our reserve fleet. But do we have crews?”

“What?” asked Indigo.

“I heard of those,” said Tam. “A hundred battleships. Just in case. AI-controlled.”

“Yeah,” said Finn. “But there's a problem with that.”

“What?”

“They need people on board to give kill orders.”
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JAIME GUZMAN GLARED at the screens in front of him. Programming robots was boring. He’d rather... But he’d been near the top of the comet-fighter waiting list for so long... Sometimes he wondered if coming from Brazil and speaking with an accent held him back.

From the next desk, Nadya Vekhov grinned at him. She was shorter than Jaime, blonde instead of dark-haired, and Ukrainian-accented. She too was on the list. Neither of them had ever left Earth, despite the availability of the Portals to the Moon and Mars.

Sometimes, she talked about going bird-watching. Her father, she had once said, built birdhouses. “I wish I could fly too,” she’d said more than once.

“Lunch?” she asked. “Maybe even take the afternoon off?” They did that occasionally, taking the time to look at furniture and other domestic things. They weren’t quite ready to move in together, but...

Before he could respond, his com buzzed. When he answered, they both were astonished. “Battleships?” said Jaime. “What do I know about battleships?”

The voice on the com laughed. “We’ll train you, just as we’d have to do for the comet-fighters.”

Flying a battleship wouldn’t be boring. Flying it into a war could be exciting. And fatal. “What do you need battleship crews for?”

“You’ll find out at the briefing. Are you in?”

Nadya almost shouted, “Sign me up!”

“I’m in,” said Jaime.

When they showed up at SpaceOps, they were led to a small auditorium. Jaime and Nadya could see that the tiers of seats facing the dais held over a hundred young men and women. They found a pair of empty seats on the end of a row and sat down.

On the dais, a woman in a white jumpsuit held a microphone. Behind her stood three men and another woman in black. The woman at the mike nodded. “I am Dr. Gwendolyn Carter.” Then she pointed at the man in shorts and singlet. “Simeon Landt, training.” Then the man in the pale grey jumpsuit. “Benito di Milano. He is in charge of Portal Development.”

The third man, also in grey, stepped forward. His voice seemed the same as Jaime had heard on the com. “Albert Dumas. Our need is great. Now we must tell you why.”

Dr. Carter then said, “We fear that we will soon be attacked by aliens.”

The wall behind the dais lit up to display a spaceship quite unlike anything familiar to humans. It was, said a chyron—a banner across the bottom of the screen—one kilometer long, with a pair of powerful railguns on its flanks. Its belly bore landing skids. On its back, turret-mounted beam weapons fired at a trio of domes on a small moon. The beams were invisible in the vacuum of space, but glowing metal on the targets betrayed their presence.

The other woman now stepped forward. “I am Dr. Henrietta Gilman. Our Allies report that alien fleets are attacking them. Most Allies have few defenses, except small ships for dealing with comets and asteroids that threaten to hit the inner worlds.”

Much smaller ships attacked the alien ship with beams and missiles. One ship accelerated and struck the larger ship at the base of one of its half-dozen turrets. The ship exploded. Debris formed an expanding cloud around what was left of the alien ship. 

Dr. Carter added, “They are doing well, inflicting damage as you see, but they are vastly outnumbered.”

“We have no idea where they are from,” said Benito di Milano. “Or what they want.”

“They have not yet reached our Solar System,” said Dumas. “But we expect them within months. Perhaps even weeks.”

“Not days?” murmured Dr. Carter softly.

“I hope not.” Dr. Gilman was just as quiet. The screen view changed, showing only scattered lights. Planets, space habitats, research stations. “We gave up war here on Earth, but some of us have always known it could happen again. Even here. Or from further out. We therefore built battleships, a hundred of them. They wait against need, out there.”

“Artificial Intelligences maintain them,” said Benito di Milano. “They have Portals, so humans can teleport to them.” 

“We will send you out in pairs,” said Dr. Carter. “With a captain, to crew these ships. We will reserve some of the ships as replacements, if needed.”

Jaime and Nadya both raised their hands. Several more recruits did the same. Dr. Carter swept her gaze across her audience, but she did not call on anyone. Instead, she said, “Can't the AIs do the job? They're capable enough, but their programming prohibits them from killing—even enemy aliens—except when a human gives the order. Humans also have more initiative. So the ships need crews.”

Dumas added, “We dare not take the chance of turning a fleet of killer robots loose. Yet the attacking fleets may be just such ships. The Rockers report that they have examined wreckage and found no trace of organic remains.”
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THE IMAGES WERE CLEAR. Ships, a kilometer long, with railguns and beam turrets, on every rock they could see. Robots digging in. Mining raw materials. Building more ships. In every system, Lupines, Rockers, Ranans.

“Replacements,” said Tam.

“We've killed a few,” said Indigo. “We” had to mean the Allies as a whole. The alien ships had not yet reached Earth's Solar System. “Not enough.”

The screen filled with wreckage. Four-armed Lupines in armored suits were disassembling it, opening passages to the interior, pulling out mysterious objects.

“They're not saying much,” said Tam. “But the Ranans...”

An image from deep inside a wreck. Indigo pointed at a corrugated cylinder two meters across and three long. “That looks like a Casimir collector, just like the ones we use.” Casimir collectors were key components of vacuum energy systems.

Finn indicated the massive power cables leading into oblong metal boxes perhaps twice the size of a Sol-System robot. “They say that looks like the drive system. Something new. Maybe even faster than light.”

“We could use FTL,” said Tam. It had long been thought impossible. Nothing could break Einstein's speed limit.

“So could everybody.”

#

[image: ]


TODAY, MIRIAM DAVANY'S shirt and slacks were light green with black pinstripes. Three holo screens displaying reports and images hovered over her carved wooden desk. “What do you think of the possibility of a faster-than-light drive?” she asked Finn.

“And we've been trying?”

She nodded. “Not a bit of progress. Not even a theory. But these aliens have a new drive system. New to us, anyway.”

“And we'd love to copy it.” Finn understood. It could change everything. “But it could be dangerous.”

“The Lupines?”

“There are others, too.”

She nodded. “Just as well that doesn't get in writing. Good reports, though.”

“It's my staff, boss,” Finn shrugged dramatically from his seat on the other side of the desk. “They hardly need me.”

“Don't downplay your efforts.”

“It's true. I show up in the morning and they just tell me everything I put in those reports. When that's done, I send it to you.”

“You're angling for something.” Suddenly she grinned, as if she could read his mind. “Tell me.”

“A battleship.” Finn grinned back at her. “I want to be on one.”

“As captain?”

He shook his head. “That doesn't matter, though I do have experience on a Comet-Killer.”

She studied him for a long moment. “I don't make those assignments.” Then she nodded. “But I know who to talk to. We'll see.”
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BEFORE JAIME AND NADYA could port to their ship, they had to endure one more briefing. A woman in an olive-drab jumpsuit faced the new battleship crews from the front of a large room. She began by saying, 

“Since we couldn't know where an attack might come from, the battleships are spaced around the Solar System.” She swept an arm horizontally in front of her chest. “Perhaps half are in the plane of the ecliptic. The rest are scattered above and below that plane. They can move, quite rapidly if necessary.” More gestures sketched a rough picture.

“Now, your job has become more urgent. We have new reports. The aliens land on rocky bodies. Moons and dwarf planets. Has to be bigger than they are. Then they start building both ships and large railguns, at least three times as long as those on the ships. We wondered what they were for. Now we know. The Lupines recorded this at one of their colony worlds.”

A screen lit up with an image of a world as blue and white as Earth. The continents were larger and shaped differently, and on them puffs of smoke were erupting.

“Cities,” said the woman at the front of the room. “You're not seeing explosions. Not bombs. But high-speed impacts by rocks launched by those big railguns.”

“They're so far out,” said someone.

The woman nodded. “Not so far they can't see what to aim at. The rest is just math.”

“But... Rocks?”

“If they're moving fast enough, they can do a lot of damage. A thousand-kilogram round hitting at ten thousand kilometers per sec is roughly the equivalent of a ten-kilotonne nuclear explosion.” After a pause, she added, “The railguns on the ships fire smaller rounds at much lower speeds.”

The screen displayed more puffs of smoke. She paused while her audience variously gasped or cursed. Jaime worked his suddenly dry mouth and said simply, “That could be Earth.”

“Yes,” said the woman. “It will be, if you can't stop them when they arrive.”

“We'll do it,” said Nadya grimly. “Or die trying.”

After a pause, the woman said, “Well. Then let's get organized.” She began to call out names.

A moment later, a tall youth tapped Jaime on the shoulder. “You and Nadya, with me. I’m Captain Finn McBride.”

“We have crews for sixty-three of the battleships,” said the woman standing in front of the crowd. “As the first batch, you get the first twenty-five. The next batches get the rest. The remaining ships will be our reserve.”

“Won't you need more crews for them?” asked Jaime. “They're just going to be targets, aren't they?”

“We'll try to keep them out of the way. As for crews, think of what happens when a ship rams. It's only the ship that dies. The crew gets out via Portal. Then they get another ship.”

Both the recruits and their captains looked relieved.

“Any questions?” Her lips tightened as if she were suppressing questions of her own. “Then it’s time to port to your ship.”

“Our ship is the Ranger Eleidin,” said Finn.
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SECONDS AFTER THEY stepped onto the bridge of the Ranger Eleidin, the ship said “Alien fleet on scan.”

“Caralho!” swore Jaime in his native Portuguese. “How many?”

“Show us!” cried Finn.

The screen lit up to show the Solar System as a schematic of concentric circles surrounding the Sun. Blinking red lights crowded one section of the System's edge. A few more were scattered around the rest of the System. Each one was elongated like an arrowhead to show its direction of travel. “Five hundred and seventy two ships,” said Ranger Eleidin. “Most are in the Oort Cloud. Some are in the Kuiper Belt.”

A much sparser scatter of blinking green lights showed that that was where the Ranger Eleidin and all the rest of humanity's battleships were too. Because they were in orbit around the Sun, not traveling toward some destination, they were not elongated. “We are so outnumbered!” said Nadya.

“Most are too far away to be of concern,” said Ranger Eleidin. “It will be days before battle can be joined. There will be only individual encounters until then.”

“What are the blue ones?” asked Nadya. Small blue blinkers outnumbered the alien ships. There were perhaps twice as many.

“Our Comet-Killer fleet,” said the ship. “They are armed, but they are much smaller than we are. They are also much smaller than the aliens.”

Several of the red icons were closing on yellow ones, located above and below the plane of the ecliptic. “Research stations,” said Ranger Eleidin. “Converted obsolete freighters. They have no defenses. They do have portals.”

One by one, the yellow icons expanded and dissipated. Jaime swore again. “Is that what's going to happen to us?”

“We have weapons,” said the ship. “As well as much more ability to move. I will tell you when to use the Portal.”

The screen opened another window to show a bright spark against the star-studded black of space. “It is within visual range,” said Ranger Eleidin. The spark enlarged to show details of the alien ship. One kilometer long, twin railguns along its sides, beam turrets studding the hull. And the whole thing was shifting, swiveling to bring the railguns into line with the Ranger Eleidin.

“Send a missile,” said Jaime.

“Send two,” said Nadya.

The first one exploded midway between the two ships. “It intercepted a railgun round,” said their ship.

“Good shot,” said Finn. “I do not want one of those rounds to hit us.”

“Lucky shot,” said Nadya.

The second one struck the side of the alien ship midway between two beam turrets. The explosion left a large hole in the hull.

“Beams now,” said Finn, pointing. The edges of the hole began to glow. In a moment, another explosion broke the ship in two.

“Yay!” said Nadya. “We can do it!”

“Not always,” said Finn. He pointed at the scan to show where a blinking green icon was now expanding and growing dim to show destruction. “We lost one too.”

“I hope it was one of the reserve ships,” said Jaime. “Or they got out through the Portal.”

Finn pointed at the scan, where several more red blinkers were swelling and fading.

“We're ahead on points?” said Nadya.

“Still outnumbered,” said Jaime.

“But nothing close to us now,” said Finn. “I want coffee before that changes.”

The red lights were moving rapidly toward the green ones, intent on battle. The greens were moving just as rapidly toward them. When one of the red lights vanished, Finn pointed and said, “Highlight that, please, Ranger Eleidin.” A golden circle surrounded an expanding cloud of red. Next to it was a blinking blue icon.

The ship said, “A Comet-Killer used its missiles.”

“Hah!” said Finn. “I used to fly one of those.”

A blinking green light expanded. “The Ranger Aragorn,” said their ship.

“I want to shoot something,” said Jaime.

“I wish we had shields,” said Nadya.

Finn said, “No one's ever figured out anything better than ablative honeycomb armor. Though we do mount electromagnetic fields that deflect cosmic rays. Not nearly strong enough for charged-particle beams.”

The minutes passed. A blue blinker died. Another. A green blinker. Two more red icons. When they finally returned to the bridge, the scan showed that the alien ships were forming clusters of three ships. The clusters were changing course, heading toward... what?

“They are heading toward a number of rocky bodies in the Oort Cloud and Kuiper Belt,” said Ranger Eleidin.

“Cocky, aren't they?” said Jaime. “Before they did this, we had far too many targets for our battleships. Now, there's just a few more. With our missiles, we could pick them off cluster by cluster.”

“We'd have to get to them first,” said Nadya. “Before they start making those big railguns. And we're spread out far too much.”

“The more distant battleships are on their way,” said Ranger Eleidin. “But it will be hours or days before they can help.”

“If we had some way to predict where their fleets would arrive...” Finn shook his head. “We could be there waiting for them.”

“What are they trying to do?” asked Nadya.

“Yes,” said Jaime. “What's their strategy? If we knew their goals, we might have a chance.”

Finn stared at him as if he had forgotten something crucial. “You saw the reports. They get to a rock and start building stuff. Railguns and more ships.”

“So making ships is their goal. Everything else is just so they can do that.”

“But why do they do that?” said Nadya.

“Why do people make babies?”

“Some people think they're supposed to fill up the world.”

“So what can we do about it? I mean, we can't change their minds about making babies. But we're just sitting here while everybody else is killing aliens.”

“Too far away.” Finn pointed to where the alien ships were thickest. “It would take forever to get there.”

“How much are we outnumbered?”

“We are not,” said the ship. “They arrived with five hundred and seventy two ships. They now have five hundred and forty eight.”

“And we have—or had—a hundred battleships,” said Nadya.

“And a thousand Comet-Killers,” said Finn. “Though they're smaller.”

“Eight hundred and two, now,” said Ranger Eleidin.

“We're too far away. We need to get closer.” The ship obligingly drew a circle around the nearest cluster of alien ships. “How long?”

“Ninety-two minutes.”

“Do it!”

Their seats pressed against their backs as the Ranger Eleidin accelerated. On the screen, its icon elongated. Two more blinking green battleship icons turned into clouds of what had to be dissipating rubble. Several more blinking blue Comet-Killer icons did likewise. Fortunately, the dying red icons were more numerous.

“Should we be encouraged?” asked Jaime.

“We can't keep this up.” Nadya shook her head furiously. “Even if we win, a second wave would destroy us.”

Finn said, “There has got to be a better way! Isn't anyone trying to talk to these guys?”

“There's nobody there,” said Jaime. “No one's found any sign of crews. And we have no idea who sent them.”

“If there are no crews, then why are we here? The AIs could do it all.”

“They didn't know that when they recruited us. They still don't know they're all like that.”
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THEY WERE STILL WATCHING the screen when something went Thump! behind them.

“What's that?” said Jaime.

Finn swiveled his seat. “Looks like a courier packet. They just tossed it through the Portal.”

“Efficient,” said Nadya as she got up. She handed it to their captain.

Finn wasted no time extracting the report the packet held. He put the accompanying—and redundant—data chip in his pocket. After a few minutes, he said, “They told you folks were analyzing the alien wreckage?”

Both Nadya and Jaime nodded. “The Rockers, was it? No sign of crews.”

“No organic traces,” said Nadya.

“Well, the Lupines have found some. Deep inside the control system, a little piece of nervous tissue, bathed in nutrient fluids.” He held up an image.

“Huh,” said Jaime. “Maybe a brain? From some small animal?”

“Looks sort of like a bird's brain,” said Nadya.

“Maybe,” said Finn. He pointed at the page. “Says here biologists don't recognize it.”

“Why should they?” said Jaime. “It's alien. But Nadya's a birdwatcher.”

“That doesn't make me an ornithologist. Or an anatomist.”

“Think this means the AIs could shoot without us?”

“We cannot attempt to kill intelligent beings,” said Ranger Eleidin. “I do not know whether this tiny brain is intelligent. Or if it makes the ship an intelligent being. But we must err on the side of caution.”

“Then we're still needed,” said Jaime. The screen now displayed dozens of dying ships, of all three colors, at each moment. “Though home sounds pretty good, right now

While they waited to get closer to the alien ships, Nadya considered the report they received. “My uncle said something once. A long time ago, researchers wired chips into rat and cockroach brains to control them.”

“Rat-sized,” said Finn. “But it has to be something different. It's alien!”

“Bird-sized, too,” said Nadya.
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“KA-BOOM!” SAID FINN with a grin when the Ranger Eleidin's missiles and beams took out the first of the three alien ships.

An instant later, the remaining pair died as well. “Ka-Boom,” said Jaime.

“And Ka-Boom,” added Nadya. “I could get used to this. But is that all there is to it?”

“What do you mean?” asked Finn.

“It feels too easy.”

Finn pointed at the screen. “What's the score now, Ranger Eleidin?”

“One hundred and forty two alien ships remain,” said the ship. “We have lost twenty eight battleships and six hundred and eleven Comet-Killers.”

As they watched, a dozen Comet-Killers dived on enemy ships and collided. So did three battleships. Others only got close and fired missiles and beams.

Icons expanded into clouds of debris, leaving inert hulks behind.

“We're going to win,” said Nadya.

“This time,” said Finn. “If another fleet shows up, we're dead.”

“You're repeating yourself,” said Jaime.

“Captain's privilege.”

“Anyway, it's true,” said Nadya. “Space war has to be a game of numbers. As long as the sides have at least roughly similar weaponry, whoever has the most ships wins.”

“Send them in waves,” said Finn. “First wave softens us up. The second wave...”

“The time between waves could be crucial. Do we get enough time to replace the ships?”

“Have the other recruit crews survived?” asked Jaime.

“Most of them,” said Ranger Eleidin. 

The number of blinking red icons was shrinking, and green and blue icons were hunting down the rest. Three red icons seemed stationary, next to a dot that represented one of the many small bodies orbiting the Sun beyond the orbit of Neptune. The dot was not so far out as the Oort Cloud. Three more red icons were bending their courses toward the same destination.

“What are they doing?” asked Finn.

“They appear to be preparing to land on Haumea,” said Ranger Eleidin. “Haumea is large enough to be called a minor planet. A massive crater exposes its rocky core. That is their probable landing site.”

“We should go see,” said Nadya.

“Do it, Ranger Eleidin.” Captain Finn's tone was commanding.

Acceleration pressed them into their seats.
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WHILE THEY WAITED TO cover the necessary distance, conversation returned to the latest report and the scraps of nervous tissue in the alien control systems.

“Why would they use some small animal brain to control a warship?” asked Finn.

“Birds,” said Nadya. “Can you imagine what the ground around a birdfeeder would look like if sparrows were armed?”

Jaime laughed. He wasn’t a birdwatcher, but he’d seen birds squabbling over food in the park.

Finn just shook his head as a Thump! marked the arrival of another courier packet. “I'll get it,” he said.

A moment later, they were looking at pictures of ship-controlling wads of nervous tissue. Each one was growing several small nodes on its surface.

“They think these brains are budding,” said Finn. He put the accompanying data chip in a slot on the console. The images were larger on the bridge's wall screen. They were also animated. They could see the nodes enlarging.

“Huh,” said Nadya. “Well, that would explain how new ships get their brains. They just need some way to install them.”

“Robots.”
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THE DWARF PLANET HAUMEA was 2,300 kilometers long, 1,700 wide, and 1,100 thick. It was covered with ice except where an ancient impact crater—the Dark Red Spot—exposed its dense, rocky core.

By the time Ranger Eleidin could see details, the three alien ships were in the crater, settling onto the edges of a wide triangle. As soon as they touched down on their belly landing skids, they emitted a powerful radio signal.

After several repetitions of the signal, the three ships following them to Haumea stopped accelerating. A few moments later, they started accelerating again, this time toward the Ranger Eleidin.

“Do we have enough missiles?” asked Finn.

“We do,” replied the ship.

“Send two at each ship as soon as they're in range.”

“Ready beamers,” said Nadya.

“Ready,” said the ship.

The alien ships twitched in reaction as the railguns sent their rounds toward Ranger Eleidin. Four missiles exploded before ever they reached their targets. Two were more successful, carving gaping holes in one alien hull. The beamers finished the job.

But two of the alien ships were still coming toward them.

When the debris cloud cleared, they could see a swarm of machines spreading out from the ships in the Haumean crater. The ones on the periphery were already digging into Haumea's rocky core. The ones in the center of the triangle were pushing boulders aside and smoothing the ground.

“What are they doing?” asked Jaime. “Mining?”

Finn grunted and pointed at the center of the triangle. “This must be where they start building those giant railguns to aim at Earth. More ships too.”

Nadya pointed at the two enemy ships still approaching them. “Can we stop them?”

“Not enough missiles left,” said Finn. “Have to save a couple for emergencies.”

“The beamers could fry the robots,” said Jaime. “Until we run out of juice.”

“My particle beams are powered by the energy of the vacuum itself,” said Ranger Eleidin. “We cannot run out of power, although we can use only a limited amount per second.”

“We can try. Slow them down anyway.” Finn looked to one side of the screen, as if he were looking for the ship's ear. “Let's do this, Ranger Eleidin.”

The beamers may have been limited in how much power they could deliver per second, but they were strong enough to do a great deal of damage to a ship once its hull was broken. The robots digging into Haumea began to glow as metal melted. Soon the mining stopped except where a few of the robots were already dug deep enough to be sheltered.

“That should slow them down,” said Finn.

Both Jaime and Nadya sighed with relief. Nadya asked, “Have any others managed to land like that?”

“All other alien ships have been destroyed,” said Ranger Eleidin.

“All the ones in this wave,” said Finn. “Earth is safe. For now.”

“Yes.” Nadya shook her head. “But there's something familiar here.”

“That radio signal,” said Jaime. “They land, they blast it out, and then any other aliens in the neighborhood leave.”

“Or go for us,” said Finn.

Nadya nodded. “That blast must mean something like 'GO AWAY!'“

Jaime pointed at the screen. “They’ve fired.”

“Too darned close,” said Finn. “Use those last two missiles, Ranger Eleidin.”

When only one of the approaching ships died, he added, “Prepare to ram. And then we get outta here.”
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THE FIRST THING JAIME saw when he opened his eyes was an IV stanchion. The tubing from the transparent bag led to the back of his left hand, which ached. A rack beside the stanchion held a box with digital read-outs and blinking lights.

He groaned and turned his head. There was another bed beside his. Finn was in it. Others beyond that. Strangers occupied them. Further away, he thought he recognized a couple of recruits he had seen in the line for the Portal to the moon.

“You'll be okay,” said a voice. He turned the other way, groaned, and blinked. A nurse, in a pink jumpsuit instead of scrubs. “You guys were slow hitting the Portal. Shrapnel wounds,” the man said.

“How long?”

“The battle's over. We won. You'll be out of here in a few days.” His gaze swept across the room as if to indicate that everyone here, like him, was a survivor. “And then they'll give all of you new ships, just in case they come back.”

His stomach lurched. He clenched his jaw and swallowed. He managed to say, “Nadya?”

“In the women's ward.”

Thank goodness. A knot inside him eased, though he wished she could trade places with Finn. The nurse bent beside the bed. “Need to change this bag.” He felt something tugging at his groin. “Then I'll bring you some juice. Nothing solid yet.”
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NADYA WAS NO BETTER off, though when her stomach lurched, her nurse had to hold a basin for her. “Sorry,” she said. “Lot of this going on.”

“How many...,” Nadya tried. “How many... we lose?”

“We've been flooded. Almost everyone managed to hit their Portals.”

“Jaime?”

“Men's ward. Finn too.”

She exhaled in relief. “We’re better off than the ship, then. We rammed.”

“We figured.”
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IT TOOK DAYS TO GET back to Haumea. The nanofactories had upgraded the battleship design. Ranger Eleidin II had more missiles, a score of explosive mines, and more power. Now the screen on the bridge wall showed the Haumean crater below them. The three alien ships still sat there, showing no inclination to leave. Cowering like nesting birds while predators wheeled in the air above. The wreckage of their robots littered the ground around them. The ships themselves were surely space-worthy, but tiny as their brains were, they knew better than to launch. It would only doom them.

“It is hard to believe the rest are all gone,” said Jaime.

“All but these three,” said Finn. “Until the next fleet arrives.”

“We did well.”

“We did outnumber them, with all the Comet-Killers.”

Finn moved toward the console on one side of the bridge. “I was in Contingency Planning before this. When we started hearing about the aliens, I had to write the reports. They were scary.”

“And now we’re supposed to find a way inside so we can disable them,” said Nadya.

“What do we gain?” asked Jaime.

“Intel,” said Finn. “Maybe even replacement ships.”

#
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THE FIRST STEP WAS to use their beamers to destroy the alien ships’ beam turrets. Then they could land inside the triangular formation and destroy the few remaining robots as they emerged from hatches in the sides of the ships and from holes in the ground. 

The hatches that let the robots out let Nadya and Jaime in just as easily. The tunnels inside the alien ships were dark. “How do those bots see? Headlights?” asked Nadya as she activated her suit's headlamp.

They quickly made their way past mysterious boxes and panels, none of them labeled. Whatever they saw was mirrored for Finn on Ranger Eleidin II’s screen.

“Spooky,” said Jaime.

“You've watched too many horror movies,” said Nadya. “But yeah. We're in the haunted house. We heard weird noises, so we went down in the cellar.”

“Whoooo-wooo,” moaned Jaime, just as something moved and Nadya shrieked.

“Playing silly games,” said Finn. “Just a repair bot there.”

Jaime’s hand-held weapon flashed. “Not anymore.”

Eventually, Nadya pointed at an oblong unit the size of a human body. Cables ran into it, or from it. Finn said, “I think the brain is in there.”

Nadya cut the cables. “Can't do a thing now,” she said. “Unless there's something in the computer. Just plain code.”

Jaime pointed. “Power cable. Cut that.”

The second and third ships were soon disabled as well.
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“THREE CAPTIVES,” FINN said once they were back on their own ship. “Now someone just has to figure out how to control them.”

“No place for crews,” said Jaime. “We trashed their turrets. Replace one with a Comet-Killer. Wire it in. Or just install an AI.”

“Can you do that before the next wave?” asked Nadya.

“Probably not.”

“An AI would need some time to learn the new system,” said Ranger Eleidin II. “If we had spares on board, they could serve as prize crews.”

“At least we know the alien ships can be disabled.”

#
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NOW THAT THE BATTLE was over, Ranger Eleidin II’s bridge screen showed a stream of green and blue icons moving from the asteroidal nanofactories toward the periphery of the Solar System. A cloud of ships was forming on one side of the System. Jaime indicated it with a finger.

The ship obligingly drew a golden circle around the cluster. “This is the region where the last alien fleet appeared.”

“Risky bet,” said Jaime. Concentrating forces in such an ambush could work only if the enemy cooperated.

“They're numerous, not smart,” said Nadya.

“You hope,” answered Finn.

A golden line extended across the Solar System, past the sun, ending near a smaller cluster of green icons. “That is the direction they were moving on arrival. They could of course arrive on the other side of the system,” said the ship. “We are prepared.”

“Hedging the bet,” said Jaime. “Good idea. But you are presuming that they travel in a line from wherever they come. Then they appear somewhere along the line.”

“What else could they do?” Nadya looked offended at the way he was challenging logic.

“They have arrived in or near the same relative location in all the Allies' systems,” said Ranger Eleiden II. The view on the screen changed to show a portion of the Milky Way galaxy. A gold spot was flashing. “We are here,” said the ship. The scatter of systems occupied by the Allies appeared on the screen as well, and then a starburst resembling a dandelion clock. A few of the rays of the starburst ended on Allied systems. “Human experts think they travel, attack, make more ships, and travel again. We do not know how many fleets leave a system, or in how many directions they depart. We do not know how far they travel between attacks. This is illustrative only.” Pink spots flickered at the ends of other starburst rays. “They could be hitting many other systems too.”

“Experts?” asked Finn. “This is all so new, how can we have any?”

“The reports use the term,” said the ship.

Nadya began to say, “That travel distance is not...,” but Finn interrupted with, “Already!”

A dozen blinking red icons were suddenly scattered in space much closer to the Ranger Eleidin II than to the waiting human fleet. Yet there were two ships even closer.

“Only a dozen?”

“Advance scouts?” asked Nadya. “Or stragglers?”

“Scouts would be leaving already,” said Finn. “As soon as they saw what's waiting for them.”

The red icons elongated, aiming toward a small, unnamed planetoid.

The other battleships elongated as they began to pursue.

“Ranger Halbarth,” said their ship. “And Ranger JuneWar.”

They watched as the two battleships drew nearer to the alien flotilla. When the first red icons flared into debris, Finn grinned fiercely. 

The nine alien ships were now just five. Three were already down, landed on the rock. Two stood off, facing the human battleships. Jaime pointed. “No radio blast. And we’re close enough to pick it up.”

Nadya shook her head. Her hair bounced a little. “Remember when I said there was something familiar about all this? They're like birds.”

“The brains?”

“They can't come from birds,” said Jaime. “They're alien.”

“The ships. Something like,” said Nadya. “Look at this. They came in late, like a late brood. And some birds, the youngsters help protect the nest. There's no radio blast because the parents don't want to chase the kids away.”

“Hmm,” Finn mused. “You're stretching something awful.”

“Maybe not.” Jaime asked the ship to display an image of the Haumea crater. “Is that a nest? Is that what these aliens are doing? Looking for systems with lots of places where they can make nests and hatch more ships?”

“And when they use up all the raw material...” Finn looked thoughtful. “Then they move on. Find another system.”

“Like migratory birds,” said Nadya. 

“They leave only when they use up a whole system? We must stop them!”

Nadya nodded, as Jaime said, “I bet their makers made a bad mistake. They got a great idea, to make ships with biological control systems, and then the brains' instincts kicked in, they started nesting, and they turned their maker's system into more and more ships. And blasted their worlds into ruins.”

“I wonder if anyone survived? And what they did then?”

“That is a bad picture,” said Finn. “You're guessing as much as Nadya. But I have to admit it makes sense. I read something about self-replicating interstellar probes once. Von Neumann probes. They get someplace, make a bunch more probes, and send them off. Someone said they could turn the entire universe into probes. Eventually.”

“They must take a long time to eat an entire world. Or an entire solar system.”

“Like locusts,” said Jaime. “Swarms of locusts.”

“They do act like that,” said Finn. “Eating everything in sight and making more of themselves.”

The screen filled with an image of locusts swarming over a field of grain. There were so many that the sun was dimmed.

“So how long have they been doing this?” said Nadya. “If they spread out in all directions from a system, they'll destroy everyone, all over the galaxy! They said we needed to save humanity. Do we need to save the whole galaxy?” A rush of adrenaline flooded through her. Yes, she was guessing like mad, as Finn said. But this could be a mission!

“The whole galaxy? How could we do that?” asked Jaime.

Finn shrugged. “If these aliens really have an FTL drive, if we can figure it out, then we might be able to do something. But we have our own problems right now.”

“Those radio blasts,” said Nadya. “Birds do it too. They find a good spot to make a nest, and the male sits on a branch singing like mad. Telling everyone else, 'Get out of here! This is MINE! Go find your own!'“

“So we should just replay that signal? I should put it in the next report?”

“Yes! It can't possibly hurt!” She pointed at the battleships facing the aliens. “Tell them to try it.”

“Sending message,” said Ranger Eleidin II. “With a copy of the signal.”

No one knew what the signal really said to the aliens, but everyone hoped it meant, “MINE! MY NEST! GO FIND YOUR OWN!” Minutes later, once the message had time to arrive, it seemed their hope was justified. The two alien ships facing the Rangers turned to flee. Unfortunately for them, the Rangers still had a few missiles left. Their beamers were even able to destroy the three aliens on the rock.

Finn sighed with relief. “You were right. Yelling MINE! helped.”

“Maybe we should yell even louder?” asked Jaime. “We want to sound like the biggest, baddest birds around.”

Finn laughed. “I'll put that in the report. Then they can tell everyone else.”

“And drones,” said Nadya. “Little ones to park on every rock we can reach. Ready to yell MINE! if the aliens come anywhere near.”
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