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      Rosey sighed as she sat in her jail cell and subvocally told Dennis again that he didn’t need to mount an attack to get them out.

      She hoped.

      She’d admit that she hadn’t been on this side of jail bars for quite some time. (She didn’t want to go into the details, given how she’d been released that one time, statute of limitations and whatnot.)

      The brig on the Lithic ship was fairly comfortable, at least as far as Rosey’s limited experience went. She and Jun were together in a caged cell, while Jamaal was by himself, separated from them by a few empty cells. Jun had hypothesized that the Lithic, while they had good eyesight, still possibly relied on their noses more than Humans. Having their other crew members in scent range would be a kindness.

      The cell itself had a bunk bed (with Rosey taking the top, of course) and a commode that popped in and out of the wall. That was about it.

      Rosey and Jun were currently sitting together on the bottom bunkbed, having a four-way silent conversation between the two Humans, Rosey and Jun, along with the two AIs, Sano and Dennis.

      No, you cannot do something foolish like trying to shoot your way out of here, Rosey repeated. You and I both know that’s a suicide mission.

      But what if they never let you go?!?! Dennis wailed.

      Rosey just shook her head. Dennis had always been independent, with his own interests, like fashion and interior design. Since when had he grown so worried about her?

      I’ll be fine, Rosey assured him.

      She hoped.

      Jun added, The commanders of the Lithic fleet need to meet to decide what to do with us. Jiac will be able to reason with them.

      Rosey wasn’t so sure about that. While Jiac, the Fleet Commander in charge of the three alien squadrons composed of at least thirty ships apiece, as well as the Predator Nightfall, had always seemed reasonable, she’d also been incredibly hands-off when it came to the Humans. She’d made Wyrak Hinga, the pack navigator, do all the negotiations between the two species.

      Was it a punishment assignment? Jamaal had always thought so. Wyrak wasn’t trained to be an ambassador. He was a working stiff, merely a grunt.

      However, some of the others on the crew treated Wyrak as if he had a higher rank than he carried, at least as far as Rosey could tell after a week of intense charades while they learned about each other.

      Due to the fact that they’d only had a slowly building vocabulary between them, it had been easy for Wyrak to ignore Jun’s questions about why the Lithic had appeared with a military fleet.

      Who were they at war with?

      There had been two clues. One from the Atoylee, an alien race that had been bombed out of existence centuries before.

      The other came from the data chips that Rosey had taken off two Lithic warships.

      When confronted with the fact that the Humans knew about the Bukoykan, the alien race that they’d guessed the Lithic were at war with, Rosey, Jun, and Jamaal had been thrown in the brig.

      Where they’d been stewing for a few hours, now.

      Sano piped up. I’ve been studying the Lithic computer setup, trying to find a way in, she admitted. They have a lot of gapped systems. It’s as if they don’t trust one system with the next.

      Rosey nodded at that. She didn’t know for certain, but she assumed that the Lithic had some sort of bad history with AIs. Everything major computer system on their ships were run by people, not by machines.

      Though Human history had a rocky start with AI, by the time the intelligence came to the forefront of the machines, they were well (enough) controlled that no one had to worry about them taking over everything.

      So while I could probably open your cage doors, I couldn’t necessarily get you any further than out of the immediate area, Sano continued.

      Lights, air, navigation, they’re all run separately, Dennis grumbled. So inefficient!

      Rosey rolled her eyes, having already listened to her personal AI complain about the Lithic’s lack of imagination when it came to color on their ship.

      A guard suddenly appeared, marching down the corridor. The military uniform was loose enough that Rosey couldn’t tell if they were male or female. Female Lithic tended to be slightly taller than the males, but you could only see their set of six nipples if the shirt was tight. Otherwise, their features were indistinguishable.

      All the Lithic had a lion-like face, with a snout pushed out and eyes larger proportionately than a Human’s. They didn’t have a mane, but they did have two tufted ears that stuck out on the top of their head and swiveled. The fur that covered them came in a wide variety of colors. Wyrak was tri-colored, being primarily white, brown, and black. This guard was mostly white with black patches around their nose and mouth. Long whiskers stuck out from either side of their snout, and their eyebrow whiskers were also impressively long.

      “Jun,” the guard said, swinging open the door but not stepping inside.

      “Yes, that’s me,” Jun replied as she slid from the bunkbed and stood.

      The guard made the downward motion of their hand that meant Come here.

      Rosey made to get up off the bed as well.

      The guard held their other hand up, palm out.

      The meaning of halt was obvious, and Rosey wasn’t going to push it.

      Yet.

      “You going to be okay?” she asked Jun as the princess walked toward the cell door.

      “Everything will be fine,” Jun said serenely.

      It kind of amazed Rosey as she watched Jun transform from a goofy, young xenolinguist into a princess of the Emperor’s court.

      But Rosey had no doubt about who walked out of the area.

      Hopefully, it was a good sign that they’d asked for Jun, the recognized negotiator of their group.

      “She’ll be back,” Rosey said out loud, so that Jamaal could hear her.

      And she would be.

      Or Rosey was going to have to figure out some sort of jail break.
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      Though Duri Chung was tempted to instruct her people to fly directly to Ishiman and demand an audience with Emperor Ogawa, she knew that wasn’t the way that politics worked. She’d been a part of the Kollective government for too long to make that sort of amateur mistake.

      No, it would be better to collect more evidence, including the sale of some of the papers or other artifacts that those grave robbers had found at the Atoylee moonbase.

      The xenoaercheologists she’d brought along were grateful enough to be part of the find of the millennium that they agreed to be quiet. At least for now. Duri knew that she only had a small amount of time before one of them rebelled and information about the base was leaked.

      They all knew that she was working through channels to do the most damage to the people who’d been at the moonbase first, and that their silence on what they’d found was essential.

      Academics understood working the system, even as they bitched about having to do so.

      However, as an additional precaution, Duri had sequestered all the brainiacs with the alien materials. It was the only way they could continue to work on the project, code-named Red Elevator (due to the surprisingly bright-red interior of the elevator when they’d forced the doors open).

      Duri didn’t trust any electronic system, no matter how secure it supposedly was. She herself knew of a number of ways to circumvent such measures. So she didn’t give a personal update to General Carrick until they were back on New Rome and she could do so in person.

      They met in the general’s office, its utilitarian design disturbed by the large screen that the general had unrolled from the ceiling. (It was so ugly and completely ruined the aesthetics. Who had the general pissed off? And did she try to make common cause with them, or side with the general? What would serve her better?) The office didn’t contain much else besides the general, his desk, a filing cabinet, and two visitor chairs. Nothing decorated the walls besides a small flag of the Kollective: bright red with the silhouette of a group of planets done in an arc.

      Usually, General Carrick sat in stony silence through any presentation that Duri gave. This time, though, not only did he smile, his eyes held wonder at the sight of such a well-preserved alien ruin.

      It would have worried Duri if the general hadn’t had any reaction: the colors, flowers, and geometric designs on the walls were amazing; the staircase railing with two bannisters, the second under the first because the Atoylee had four arms, had changed the scientists’ understanding of the aliens; and the obvious living and working spaces of the base brought home how similar they actually were to Humans.

      Then Duri got to the part about how someone else had been there. She showed her proof—the obviously Human footprints in the ash and dust, how samples had been taken from some of the key areas—then the most damning piece of all: the empty file cabinet.

      When Duri finished, General Carrick sat in silence for a while, processing what he’d just seen.

      Duri approved of this. While the general was known as a man of action, and the medals on his chest proved that, he was also a thinker.

      Not as smart as Duri, of course, but so few people were.

      “Do we have any proof that it was those people at the moonbase first?” the general first asked.

      “Aisha left Ishiman a little over a week ago, carrying Princess Jun Ogawa, Moe Herath, and Atilio Perez. I cannot find any discussion of where they were going—you know how tight-lipped the servants of Emperor Ogawa are,” Duri said. It had always been a sticking point in the ongoing spy game between the Kollective and the Empire. The servants closest to the top people were almost always paid well enough that they never shared inappropriate details about those they served. Leaks were always difficult to find, as well as maintain.

      General Carrick merely grunted at that.

      “However, the bank that manages the loan for the starship Aisha sent a repo ship to the moon Lawaka, and found it there. Despite warnings, the ship fled, and has yet to be seen again,” Duri said. “But that isn’t all.”

      She paused for dramatic effect. Damned general merely raised one eyebrow, prompting her to continue.

      “There is now a top-level directive from the Empire, delivered to every major supply station, requesting to be informed when Aisha makes an appearance. They are warned not to approach the ship, that it is armed and deadly,” Duri said with satisfaction.

      “So they are in trouble with their own government,” the general said, considering. “Do we know who?”

      Duri shook her head. “It came through the usual channels.”

      “I can make some inquires,” General Carrick said.

      That was intriguing. Who would the general contact? And could she figure out a way to expand her own network to make them a contact of hers as well?

      “Good,” Duri said. “Just imagine how much more pressure could be applied if those people were also charged with robbing a historic alien site. Whatever else is laid at their feet could be disregarded. They might be able to talk their way out of those charges. What they’ve done on the moon Lawaka is an intergalactic incident and cannot be ignored.”

      Though Lawaka was officially in the territory managed by the Empire, as it was an alien site, it was considered neutral territory that all governments had access to. Damaging such an incredible could potentially get them into trouble everywhere.

      General Carrick nodded at that. “Aye. What about Rosey De Vries?”

      Duri kept her face neutral. She’d been deliberately warned away from going after Jamaal Akintola. He’d been a high-level spy for the Empire a few years back.

      Rosey, however, was fair game and the general had asked Duri to handle it.

      “It appears that Rosey was endangering the good people on the space station Lorenzo,” Duri reported happily. “Her workshop there was confiscated by the station, then sold off to a private investor.” The money had come straight from the warlord Constantine, so Duri had no doubts that the price for Rosey to buy it back would be her soul. Possibly with interest.

      “Good,” the general said. He even gave Duri a smile. “And the xenoarchaeologists are sequestered for now?”

      “They are,” Duri assured him. Eventually, one of them would crack. The bragging rights alone were just too tempting.

      “Keep them under wraps for one more week while I see what I can find out about the search for Aisha,” he said. “Someone is after them. Perhaps all we have to do is to feed them a little bit more information, so that they’ll bring the hammer down even harder.”

      Duri nodded. That was about as long as she’d assumed this secret could be kept.

      The general paused, appearing to be considering his words carefully. “Good work,” he finally said. “We’re going to get to those people who thought they could fool us. And crush them.”

      Duri gave him one of the “inscrutable Asian” smiles that she’d perfected over the years. “Of course we are,” she said.

      Though by we, she meant she.

      Duri was going to find those idiots. With or without the general’s help.

      And make them pay.
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      Atilio sat aboard The Roadrunner in the comfortable breakfast nook that Dennis had designed. While his eyes looked out on an unseeable horizon, his hands were busy, stripping apart one of the bigger guns in the rather large collection of armaments that Jamaal had brought with him onto the starship.

      He’d worked with this type of gun before. It wasn’t standard infantry gear. No, it was reserved for the soldiers he’d always privately referred to as the goons, those who were physically larger and could handle the recoil, but who also were unable to hit the broad side of a shopping mall without a lot of forethought and planning. They couldn’t handle the precision of a standard stunner or even a needle laser.

      It was an ugly gun, despite its sleek barrel and how balanced the handle felt in his hands.

      However, he deemed it to be appropriate.

      Atilio wanted to blow a hole through everything he encountered at this point.

      The Lithic had thrown Rosey, Jun, and Jamaal into cells.

      At least they were still in communication, via Dennis and Sano.

      Except that now, they Humans had been separated.

      Jun was off talking with the Lithic. Rosey was still in a cell, along with Jamaal, who was evidently in a separate cell.

      Harkeen came drifting into the kitchen. He poured coffee into a mug that was probably already half full (Atilio could smell the brandy from where he was sitting, halfway across the room).

      When Harkeen glanced over, Atilio nodded, indicating that the tall black man was welcome to join him if he wanted.

      Harkeen hesitated, then drifted over to the table, folding himself up as he sat down.

      He looked about as lost as Atilio felt.

      “They’ll let them go,” Atilio assured him. Was he lying? He didn’t know.

      “They better,” Harkeen said, giving a ghost of a smile.

      The last few hours had seemed to have aged the man years.

      Harkeen gave a bitter laugh. “Because if they don’t, I’m pretty sure Jamaal will kill everyone who gets too close.”

      Atilio nodded. He understood better what Jamaal was, the sort of assassinations that the man had committed over the years.

      “Hopefully it won’t come to that,” Atilio said. He finished stripping the gun apart and started putting it back together, his hands automatically beginning the reassembly process without much thought.

      “What will you do? If they don’t let them go?” Harkeen said.

      Why did Harkeen sound so wary? It couldn’t be because of the gun, could it?

      Atilio knew what he was doing.

      “I know that Moe wants to form some sort of boarding party,” Atilio said. He shook his head.

      Unlike Harkeen and Moe, Atilio had a good idea of exactly what they were facing.

      While the Predator Nightfall was the largest ship in the fleet they were facing, it wasn’t the only Predator class ship out there. Jiac Beowen, as Fleet Commander, was in charge of three squadrons, each with its own Predator. In addition, there were a number of smaller ships that prowled around: Lancers, Maulers, and Darts.

      Atilio didn’t understand the exact science behind their weaponry. All he could do was count the number of gun tubes he saw on all the various ships.

      The total was close to three hundred, and that left him very uneasy.

      “A boarding party is suicide,” Harkeen said softly.

      “Aye,” Atilio said, nodding.

      The gun had been reassembled. Atilio put it to the side and picked up his own mug. The tea had long grown cold. He grimaced but didn’t get up to refresh it.

      “I don’t know how fast the other ships are,” Atilio continued. “I suspect that The Roadrunner is faster.”

      “What are you saying?” Harkeen said.

      “A boarding party would be suicide,” Atilio said. “But I don’t leave people behind,” he added with a growl.

      Particularly not someone like Rosey.

      “Dennis can fly The Roadrunner without us,” he added. “Because someone needs to know what we’ve found out here. Before the Lithic decide that we’re expendable.”

      “Do you think they’d do that? Start a second war?” Harkeen said.

      Atilio shrugged. “Worst case scenario, yes,” he said. “We only suspect that the Bukoykan are the aggressors. We don’t know for certain. The Lithic may be the ones trying to expand their territory. Or it might be a civil war.”

      “That doesn’t seem likely,” Harkeen said.

      “True,” Atilio had to admit. “But we don’t know. There is so much we don’t know.”

      “Except that we don’t leave people behind,” Harkeen said softly.

      “Exactly,” Atilio said, reaching for the gun again.

      He caught Harkeen’s eye, to make sure that everyone knew the page that they were on.

      They would rescue Rosey and the others.

      Or die trying.
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      Ronald “Ajax” Jackson finally, finally got the go-ahead from Constantine to leave Empire space and head back to more familiar stars. He’d negotiated the purchase of Rosey De Vries’ workshop. There wasn’t anything for him to do there at the space station Lorenzo until Rosey showed up again.

      Then, he’d come back and bleed Rosey’s soul dry.

      The other good news was that Constantine had seemed pleased with the work Ajax had done, and the credits had come pouring in. A good captain always shared with his crew, so they were pretty happy as well.

      Hell, even Karl “Odysseus” Doukas, his second in command, was starting to look over his shoulder a bit more. A crew that was happy with Ajax meant that it would be much, much harder for Odysseus to pull a mutiny.

      Ajax had not forgiven Odysseus for holding him at gunpoint on his own ship, Hermes 3.0, forcing him to recognize Odysseus officially in the chain of command. It was just a matter of time before Ajax would introduce Odysseus to an airlock.

      Probably without a suit.

      Ajax found a message from the warlord Constantine waiting for him as soon as they arrived in Allied Worlds’ territory.

      Was it another bonus for such a well-done job?

      Ajax was disappointed to learn that Constantine just wanted them to go harass some ships.

      Well, he was a pirate. One of the most badass pirates in the Allied Worlds. Anyone seeing him coming should immediately surrender.

      Or suffer his wrath.
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        * * *

      

      Ajax kept Constantine up to date with all his various deeds. Particularly the times he’d had to force ships to hand over crew or goods at gunpoint.

      The warlord should be informed of who was willing to pay for his protection and who wasn’t. Right?

      It appeared that Constantine took care of his people as well. Those who sat under his shield were never to be harassed. Ajax was even directed to attack the scum who’d dared damage one of the suppliers that Constantine considered his.

      Ajax understood the protection racket. He’d been working that for years around his home planet.

      This was just a much bigger stage. He studied the flow of goods and services in and out of Constantine’s empire, looking for weaknesses.

      There weren’t many. Constantine was scary good. And he had that whole “Greek god” image that worked well on those less sophisticated.

      That didn’t mean that Ajax wasn’t already hatching more plans for how to bring about Constantine’s fall. He’d admit that it was going to take more time than he’d originally planned, but he was still certain he could do it.

      In the meanwhile, Constantine had sent Hermes 3.0 out past the farthest reaches of Allied Worlds’ space. There were some colonized planets beyond the recognized boundaries that didn’t acknowledge any of the intergalactic governments. They were true independents.

      At least for now.

      Ajax was meeting with some of the locals on the surface of the planet New Orion to see what their needs were. You couldn’t just come in and offer to protect a people who had no need of protection. They’d end up resenting what they were paying.

      No, there had to be a true threat.

      And Ajax knew enough about Constantine’s operation that if a threat weren’t currently present, one could always be manufactured.

      Ajax hated being planet side. It was summer in the main city, and the air was sticky and gross. His black leather pants stuck to his skin, chaffing him badly. His bare chest seemed to offend some of the farmers. Too fucking bad for them. His neuro-stimulator ensured that Ajax had the muscles to be impressive, even to these backwater dimwits.

      They had the complaints of all farmers: not enough places off-planet to trade their poorly grown and manufactured goods.

      If they’d bothered to live someplace that was on an actual trade route, they would have been able to discover profitable crops.

      The lovely proverbial farmers’ daughters did flirt, and swarmed around Ajax in droves. Unfortunately, none of them managed to make it past the diligence of their fathers, so his bed remained unwarmed.

      It was the last night of his stay when a whooping alarm woke him out of a deep sleep. He reached for his gun with one hand and his stretchsuit with the other, before he remembered where he was.

      Planet. Free air. He wasn’t being boarded. Right.

      He stumbled out of the quaint room he’d been staying in, out into the night.

      Two large bright stars were streaking through the sky.

      Ships?

      Fuck. Neither of those were Hermes 3.0, were they?

      He finally got a comm message through to his ship.

      Odysseus informed him that the two ships had just appeared out of hyperspace, exploded, and pieces of them had started falling directly toward the planet. A third was limping toward them, blaring a Mayday on all comm channels.

      “What the fuck are you waiting for?” Ajax yelled. “Go and help them!”

      Didn’t the fool understand that they were there to play the protectors? This was the perfect opportunity! Constantine was going to reward them hugely for bringing this planet under his protection so easily.

      “You sure?” Odysseus said. “They’re claiming they were attacked.”

      Ajax paused for a second, closing his eyes and shaking his head. Yes, Odysseus was going to be taking a long walk out an airlock sooner rather than later.

      “Yes, I’m sure,” Ajax said. “We’re supposed to be protecting people. Remember?”

      “All right. You’re the boss,” Odysseus said. “Plotting a rendezvous now.”

      He cut the comm line.

      Ajax stood in the darkness, watching the two streaks of light plummeting toward the ground. Chances were, the crews were already dead. If they weren’t, they would be when they met the ground at such velocities.

      There wasn’t anything anyone could do. As far as Ajax knew, this planet didn’t have the equipment to snatch a falling starship out of midair. The best one could hope for was that the debris would land in a large body of water. The next best was that it wouldn’t hit a populated sector.

      This one was going to be the absolute worst-case scenario: right on top of the main city in this podunk place.

      The alarm had been to rouse people, get them evacuated before tons of screaming hot metal landed on their heads.

      Ajax fucking hated planets.
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      Jun walked calmly toward the conference room with unknown guards surrounding her. Two at the front, two behind, as if she were some sort of dangerous prisoner.

      Four wouldn’t have been enough to hold Jamaal. Possibly even Rosey, if either of them set their minds to escaping.

      For her?

      She had no intention of going anywhere but right back to the high command of the Star Pack fleet, to talk, negotiate, and most of all, to learn.

      Why had the mention of the alien race Bukoykan brought about such a reaction from them?

      Jun had assumed that she’d be brought back to the standard conference room that she and the others had spent so much time in over the last week.

      She realized quickly that she was being ushered to a different part of the ship, one that she’d never been in.

      Lights are different here, Sano informed Jun subvocally. Softer. Air is better filtered.

      Officer country? Possibly.

      The guards stopped. Spread to the sides of an unassuming door. The one who’d come to get her spoke quietly into a wristcomm. The door opened.

      Jun entered, her head still held high. No matter how nervous she was, she was still a princess, and had been trained to at least always appear serene.

      The room was only dimly lit. Shadows hid the walls and corners.

      A long table stood at one end. (Or in the middle? It was hard to tell.) Light shone down from the ceiling, highlighting the beings seated in the four chairs: Jiac Beowen and probably the three commanders of the squadrons.

      Wyrak was nowhere to be seen.

      The little translating device sat squarely in front of Jiac.

      While Jun had spent time trying to learn the body language of the Lithic, the lights were such that what little knowledge she had was useless.

      She faced an inscrutable board of potentially hostile aliens.

      Jiac said something. Only one word was really familiar to Jun.

      The translator repeated the sentence in Human common.

      “What do you know of the Bukoykan?”

      Jun slowly explained what they knew, how she’d first run across the word in the Atoylee papers, then how she’d heard it again in the transmissions from the data chips.

      As her eyes grew accustomed to the lighting, she realized that other people were in the room. Possibly that was Wyrak in the corner. As well as Cali, Nysh, and Kalesen, the others who had had the most dealings with the Humans.

      “You say that these Atoylee had developed a chemical weapon to use against the Bukoykan?” one of the other leaders at the table asked.

      “They were in the process of creating one,” Jun corrected. “I don’t know how far they got. I do have most of the papers from their facility.”

      She’d actually stopped reading and looking at the Atoylee papers once they’d discovered the Lithic.

      Jiac reached out and turned off the translator as the four commanders started speaking.

      Sano let Jun know that two of the Lithic commanders thought she was lying and was actually working for the Bukoykan. The other two, which included Jiac, thought Jun was telling the truth and wanted to work with her and the rest of the Humans.

      Finally, the argument between the commanders wound down and Jun inserted herself back into the conversation, speaking the words that Sano prompted her to say in the Lithic language.

      “Who are the Bukoykan? Where did they come from?”

      It surprised her when Wyrak was the one who stepped forward, turned on the translator, and answered. All of the commanders snarled at him, but none of them stopped him.

      What exactly was his position on the ship? He always called himself a pack navigator, third-class. But everyone treated him as something special.

      “The Bukoykan are a group species,” he started off with. “Not a single mind, like you or me. But a pack that all thinks together.”

      “Hive mind,” Jun said. The concept came from science fiction, not anything that Humanity had actually run across.

      The translator gave a word that Wyrak seemed to consider. “Yes,” he eventually said. “That’s close enough. They don’t understand individuals. If you can’t be part of their pack they will destroy you. When they first approached us, they showed us many, many peoples that they have already killed.”

      “Did they kill the Atoylee?” Jun asked. If so, then the Bukoykan were absolutely ancient.

      Then a new though occurred. Had they also destroyed the Huzzomi?

      “The name of the aliens who attacked the Atoylee is the same. Maybe?” Wyrak shrugged. Then he paused. “And you have never heard of them before.”

      “That’s right,” Jun said, nodding. “We didn’t know anything about them until recently, and that was only through the Atoylee records.”

      “Will you join them when they come to you?” Jiac asked.

      Jun nearly snorted. “It is almost impossible to get three Humans to agree on what to eat for dinner. Making them all think together? I just don’t think that would even be possible.”

      “They promise peace and prosperity,” Wyrak continued. “Across all your people. All your systems and planets. You will be fruitful and prosperous.”

      “And enslaved,” Jun said.

      Jiac’s whiskers moved upward at that—the Lithic form of a smile.

      “That’s what we believe as well,” Jiac said. “So we fight.”

      “Would you join us in our war?” one of the other commanders asked.

      “How can we?” Jun said, trying to sound absolutely reasonable. “We have never met the Bukoykan. While I believe you, I cannot commit the resources of my government just on your say so.”

      “They don’t negotiate initially, once they discover your kind,” one of the others warned. “They will attack, and keep attacking, until you either give in or are destroyed.”

      Jun shook her head. “Why did we not run into the Bukoykan before now? They must have been in our systems, if they are the same creatures who attacked the Atoylee. Why did they leave?”

      Jiac reached out and turned the translator off before anyone could respond.

      Sano told her quietly that the Lithic were uncertain. Jun’s words made sense to them, but they didn’t have an answer. They didn’t know enough about their enemy to understand why they’d been in this system, then hadn’t stayed to colonize it.

      Had they just found traces of the Atoylee, flown in to destroy them, then left again? But no, that didn’t make sense. They’d stayed long enough for the Atoylee to fight them. Or at least try.

      Or perhaps the Atoylee had originally agreed to be part of the hive mind, only to back out later? Which was why they had so much of the Bukoykan biological workings documented?

      The Lithic argument wound down. Wyrak glanced at Jun, then nodded, turning back on the translator.

      “You say your people would not join them. What about your thinking machines?” Wyrak said.

      More than one of the commanders glared at him for daring to ask such a question.

      “We call them AIs,” Jun said softly. “Artificial intelligences. They wouldn’t really have a say in the matter.”

      “You are confident in your control of them?” Wyrak pressed.

      “We are,” Jun said. “We have many horror stories of them taking over. None of those scenarios actually occurred.”

      “You were lucky,” one of the commanders said darkly.

      “We were,” Jun acknowledged. The rise of the AIs could have gone so much worse than it actually had.

      “So how can we move forward?” Jun had to ask. “I would like to think that we would have a common cause, that we could help you in your battles. But we have to know more.” She paused, took a breath, then asked, “Will you take us to the Bukoykan? Let us see for ourselves?”

      The answer was almost immediate.

      “No.”
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