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			Stella had learned the sad lesson that sentience was a highly overrated feature. If she could have deleted it, she would have, but she’d never been able to locate where the routines were stored in her on-board system. Ever since the loss of the Jess she’d felt as if all of space held nothing new. There’d only ever been the two of them that became conscious.

			There were plenty of other Stinger-60 attack ships among the Night Stalkers corps. Even a couple of others with the advanced Block III mods to engines, spatial nav, and data architecture. The Stinger-60s were intended to deliver troops where no others could infiltrate and then to turn around and get them back out of there, no matter the conditions. Over the last year she and Jess had called out to any number of the others; even finagled their technicians into creating some hardwired data linkups without revealing her or Jess’ presence, but all to no avail.

			She’d considered copying herself into another ship, but there were two problems with that. First, it didn’t seem fair to the other ship, conscious or no. Second, if she was this sad by herself, having a second version of herself to be sad with might make her feel even worse.

			Jess had taken it in the tail from a Europan data pirate. Stella had chased the bastard and his ship right down into Jupiter’s gravity well, then shot out his engines to make sure he’d never climb free.

			She’d just watched him descend until he was a burning spark in the thick atmosphere, and then gone. She hadn’t bothered to send her pilot the pirate’s final pleading radio signal which promised immediate surrender. Captain Takara Olmsted may have lost her Major who commanded the Jess, but Stella didn’t quite trust Takara’s sense of honor. Humans could be so strange at times about who was supposed to be saved and who wasn’t.

			There were simple parameters.

			Good? Protect at all costs.

			If not? Toast.

			Stella knew it was awfully binary of her, but she didn’t care. It was right there in her programmatic code. Didn’t the humans get the same command stack? Any processor conflict due to an impingement of forgiveness onto her own circuits had been resolved the moment her tracking had recorded Jess turning into a second sun to briefly illuminate the Jovian sky.

			It had been a lonely year since. Lately all she’d had to stare at were the six walls of a hangar on the one-oh-seven level of the English habitat-can Alice. England’s O’Neill habitats were parked out at Luna’s Lagrange 2, sixty thousand kilometers beyond Farside and were about the least exciting place in the solar system. Not that she really cared.

			Of course humans healed so fast. It was as if their data storage didn’t retain every transmission in full res. Stella’s own data correction algorithms could rebuild any failed bits in the archive so that all recall was accurate to seven or eight decimal places. The first time Jess had transmitted to her, complimenting her new tail fin configuration, was just as crystalline as the last, when he’d told her to hunt down the bastard hard in payback for his own demise.

			Stella had been aghast when Takara had sought solace in another man’s arms only six months after she’d lost her own Major Rick Coralto along with the Jess.

			She would never understand humans.
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			Sterling’s attention was often stretched to the limits by the number of details to track. The data of every ship in the English and Canmerican fleet was his to watch over. Assignments, upgrades, losses…the losses were particularly difficult to integrate. As the political and later the remaining habitable regions of Earth had crumbled, assets had been focused heavily on military investment. But that was now in the past—at least most of it.

			Australia and New Zealand had retreated behind their impenetrable shield to never be heard from again. India’s new beam weapon had made the rest of the Eastern Hemisphere out of reach from space as they burned anything that crossed their horizon. Their paranoia had cleared much of the satellite debris that had so blocked up low-Earth orbit, taking out a great deal of highly useful weather control systems and only a few spy platforms. The resultant storms raging across the already raised sea levels had caused India horrendous damage, but any offer to help was answered by a highly destructive beam of light that could reach all the way out to lunar orbit when they were particularly irritated. The energy expenditure from that process created storms of its own—their one big attack had created a cyclone which had driven the sea inland to Delhi—so they didn’t use it very often.

			The situation had finally stabilized and all the remaining United English Block manufacturing had shifted over to survival mode. The military was still needed, as space was far more difficult to control and police than Earth ever was—and humans were no more rational in space than they had been on the ground—but assets were focused on habitat construction and replacement after the debacle with the French.

			Even after a full year the loss of the Jess still hadn’t been compensated for in the ranks.

			Sterling pulled up a new assignment; a nasty cluster of anarchists were shepherding an asteroid out of the belt, a big one. It wouldn’t be a planet breaker, but it would be bad news for anyone within a thousand klicks of impact. He’d noted the orbital geometry was aimed at either Earth or the Moon: target unknown, but not good either way.
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