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"Marines don't die—they go to hell and regroup."

—old Marine Corps aphorism






1

 
The Prairie Palace, Omaha, Douglas County, Federal Zone, NAU
Doctor Julia Gaujot sat, waiting and nervous, outside the office of the North American Union President. While Gaujot had done a significant amount of work for the government, from internships while at graduate school all the way to various government projects on other worlds, she'd never actually been to the Federal Zone before. A New Yorker born and bred, she spent most of her time these days either in the lab at Stony Brook University or on other worlds studying the ruins and fossils of alien civilizations.
"You okay?" the tall, wiry dark-skinned man sitting next to her asked.
Gaujot shook her head. "Not really. I mean, I'm having a meeting with the president. It's a very strange ending to a very strange month."
"I getcha." He held out a hand. "Doctor Travis Atkins."
"Doctor Julia Gaujot." She returned the handshake.
Gaujot and Atkins were seated on a bench opposite a large desk occupied by a small woman. That woman touched her ear, then said, "Yes, sir." She looked over at the two doctors. "The president will be ready for you shortly."
"Um, okay," Gaujot said nervously.
Atkins smiled. "Deadly, t'anks."
The double doors to the Round Office opened and an unfamiliar face poked out between the doors. This was probably the Secretary of War, Richmond P. Hobson. Gaujot had been dealing exclusively with Hobson's chief of staff, Joseph Gion, up until today.
"Doctor Gaujot, Doctor Atkins, I'm Secretary Hobson," he said, confirming his identity, "come in please."
They both rose and followed Hobson into a place that was previously seen by Gaujot only on vid screens.
While the president's desk was on the far side of the room, it remained unoccupied at present, with several people seated nearby around a rectangular table. 
One of the curved walls of the room had a large screen, which included several images that Gaujot recognized, as she had forwarded them to the Prairie Palace before she left Stony Brook.
At the table itself sat seven people. On one side were four men in uniform. One woman and one man in suits faced them. Hobson moved to sit next to the man. At the foot of the table stood two empty chairs, which were obviously meant for Atkins and Gaujot.
At the head, of course, was President Albert Leopold Mills, who stood up as they entered.
Everyone around the table did likewise. 
"Mr. President," Hobson said, "this is Doctor Julie Gaujot of Stony Brook University in New York and Doctor Travis Atkins of Memorial University in St. John's."
Gaujot cast her gaze downward, frightened to look the president in the eye, equally frightened to correct Hobson's mispronunciation of her family name. He’d been saying “GAW-jot” when it was actually pronounced “GOW-joh.” But she’d already heard every conceivable pronunciation of her family name over the course of her life and had grown weary of correcting it in any event. And she certainly wasn’t going to correct one of the most powerful people on the planet.
"Welcome to the Prairie Palace, Doctors," Mills said with the congenial smile that Gaujot knew full well from the man's presidential addresses.
"Thank you, sir," Gaujot muttered.
"T'anks," Atkins said more loudly, with a broad smile. "It's an honor to be here."
Hobson then performed the introductions, starting with the three military men. "This is Admiral Ira Clinton Welborn, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General John C. Robinson, the Army Chief of Staff, General Ralph Talbot, Commandant of the Marine Corps."
All three nodded to the two doctors. Gaujot gave a quick nod back, while Atkins's smile grew even broader.
To the civilian side of the table, Hobson said, "Jose Nisperos, the President's Chief of Staff, and Secretary of State Mary Walker. I, of course, am Secretary of War Richmond Hobson."
Unlike the others, Hobson put out a hand, and first Gaujot, then Atkins shook it.
Mills took his seat, and then everyone else did likewise. Hobson took the seat next to Walker. Gaujot hesitated before taking the seat next to Atkins at the foot of the table.
"You haven't met Secretary Hobson before?" Mills asked Gaujot. There was an undertone of menace to the president's voice, as though he'd been under the impression that Hobson had been the one to bring these two in on the Duster problem.
"No, sir," Gaujot said, "I've only spoken to the secretary's chief of staff, Mr. Gion?"
Seemingly satisfied, Mills nodded. "Of course. Now I know that Mr. Hobson's office has told you all of this already, and I know that you signed non-disclosure agreements, but I'm going to repeat what you probably know from both of those—the work you have done on our behalf is classified at the highest level. You are to speak to no one of any of this outside this room, and all reports that you have made and will make will remain encrypted and eyes-only. Is that understood?"
"Yes, sir," Atkins said quickly, his smile having modulated into a more serious expression.
Gaujot simply nodded.
"Good. Now, I understand, Doctor Gaujot, that you are a xenobiologist and that you have been studying the alien bodies that were sent back from Troy?"
"Yes, sir," Gaujot said. 
"These lovely pictures on my wall are from your analyses, yes?"
Again, Gaujot said, "Yes, sir."
The screen on the wall showed one of the aliens who had invaded Troy. The so-called "Dusters" had heads that were angled down and forward, with long jaws filled with sharp teeth, sitting atop long, sinuous necks. At a resting position, the aliens' torsos tended to run parallel to the ground, bent at the neck above and the hips below, a crest of feathers running from the top of the head down to the hips. Their legs were thick and ended in taloned feet, knees bending backward. 
"What is it you have to tell us about our enemy, Doctor?"
"It's about how they reproduce, sir." Gaujot blew out a breath and started the speech she'd been mentally rehearsing since she got on the plane that took her from Long Island to Omaha this morning. "Based on the tests we've run and the autopsies we've performed on the alien bodies, we have come to the preliminary conclusion that they are hermaphrodites and that they reproduce asexually."
Welborn leaned forward. "You're saying they don't mate?"
"Yes, sir, I am saying that. They appear to be fertile instantly and can produce a plenitude of eggs. Each of the bodies had blastocysts developing, and one had an egg nearly complete."
"How many eggs in a plenitude, exactly?" Walker asked.
"It's impossible to know without observing a living specimen in their native habitat. I don't suppose any of the reports from Troy have mentioned eggs?"
Welborn shook his head. "Negative, but the Marines and soldiers on the ground haven't been looking for that in particular—nor, I might add, is there any reason for them to do so now."
"Agreed, sir, my apologies," Gaujot said quickly, "I was merely asking in the hopes of confirmation."
"So your theory," Hobson said, "is that they reproduce at will?"
"It's more of a hypothesis than a theory, Mr. Secretary, given how little data we have to go on. But I think it's a viable one. It also indicates a massive population, one far greater than humans can create, especially since they're also tool users and creators of technology, which will enable them to enhance that reproductive process. In fact, one of the corpses had a device implanted inside it that seems designed to inject hormones into the body. I saw no such device on any other alien, which leads me to think that this particular being had a need for artificial medical enhancement in order to reproduce."
"I see," Mills said. "Thank you, Doctor. There's an old saying that says you should know your enemy, and you've given us more of that knowledge. The NAU appreciates your efforts."
"Those efforts are still ongoing, sir," Gaujot said.
The President frowned, and Gaujot belatedly realized that his words were a subtle way of saying she was done talking now.
"My apologies, sir," she said quickly, "I merely wished to state that we will know more as time goes on."
"Of course, Doctor." Mills gave those three words a new undercurrent of menace. "Now then, Doctor Atkins, you're one of our foremost experts in xenopsychology, and I'm told you have a report based on Doctor Gaujot's findings."
"Yessir," Atkins said. "Based on both the doctor's findings and on the reports we've gotten back from Troy about the enemy tactics."
Welborn bridled. "Are you an expert on military tactics, Doctor Atkins?"
He grinned again. "Expert? No, but I did serve in the NAU Navy for a six-year bit. Growin' up in Newfoundland, bein' on the water was always a part'a my life." Atkins cleared his throat, as his Newfie accent had gotten thicker with that last sentence.
Welborn was placated by knowing that Atkins had served. "Carry on."
"One common theme in the reports we've gotten so far is that the Dusters have been attacking without any regard to their personal safety. They've sacrificed hundreds in order to achieve their goals in combat. And I think that Doctor Gaujot's hypothesis indicates a cultural bias. See, us humans, we try to live. Even sailors, soldiers, airmen, and Marines do their best to stay alive. We're willin' to sacrifice ourselves if we have to, but it's a last resort for us, even people who're servin'.
"I don't think that's the case for the Dusters. They don't have the same self-preservation instinct that we got. An' I think that the fact that they breed like bunnies is part of it. They're not the type to care much about individual lives, long as the greater good's achieved."
Nisperos folded his hands on the table. "So what you're saying is that the Dusters have a much different notion of acceptable losses in terms of casualties than we do?"
"Pretty much, b'y. Uhm, sir," he added quickly. "The Dusters'll die in the hundreds, even thousands, just to achieve an objective. Their attitude is prob'ly that they can just make a whole lot more."
"Obviously," Nisperos said slowly, "this is not a tactic that we can adapt. And it does go some way toward explaining how the other seventeen races we've found got wiped out by these guys."
"Perhaps, Jose," Welborn said, "but they also never had to face the NAU Navy, Army, and Marines before. We've held our own against them, and even they can't reproduce forever."
"For all we know," Gaujot said, "they have people selected specifically for breeding back on their homeworld to birth more soldiers. Without any idea of their population—"
Hobson held up a hand. "It doesn't matter. This is useful information, but I don't see how it changes anything. Hell, it's information that the people on site already have. We know how they fight—we just have to fight back."
"They'll know they were in a fight, that's for damn sure," Welborn said.
Mills stood up, and so did everyone else a second later. "Doctor Atkins, Doctor Gaujot, thank you both."
“It’s our honor, Mr. President,” Gaujot said quietly, while Atkins just smiled.
~*~
Hobson led the two of them to the door and then left them in the care of the president’s secretary.
Mills sat back down, and everyone else took their seats. Hobson did so once he was sure that the two scientists were taken care of.
“Is there any other business?” Mills asked the question in a manner that indicated that he didn’t want there to be any other business.
Which explained why Admiral Welborn sounded pained when he replied with: “I’m sorry to say there is, Mr. President. I’ve got a reporter from the Omaha World-Herald cooling her heels in my office.”
The president sighed. “Which one?”
“Florence Groberg.”
Another sigh, but it was less resigned. “That’s something. She generally knows her ass from her elbow. Didn’t she serve?”
Welborn nodded. “Yes, Mr. President, she captained a SEAL boat for two tours before she took her honorable discharge and became a reporter. She’s always been savvy to the military POV, which puts her one up on most World-Herald word jockeys.”
That impressed Mills. She may not have been a SEAL, but she still would have had to go through the training to qualify to run a boat for the SEALs.
Which was good, because the World-Herald was mostly a pain in his ass. He had always respected the paper—which had become the premier source for political reporting ever since the NAU formed and established its capital in Omaha—right up until he was elected.
Welborn said, “Unfortunately, she knows everything.”
“We have a leak?” Nisperos asked. The chief of staff sounded more than a little concerned.
Sounding much less concerned, Welborn replied, “I’d say we’ve got several. Groberg’s got a lot of good sources.”
“Honestly,” Walker said, “I’m stunned we’ve kept a lid on for this long. An operation the size of this is incredibly difficult to keep secret, especially out in space. I figured if it did get out, it would be from some kid with a telescope.”
Mills gave the secretary of state a derisive look, but then General Talbot said, “She’s right. There’s no cover out in space—it’s why we call it ‘space.’ And we had to take the most direct route to the wormhole terminus, and you know there are civilians out there who look at that route regularly from their back yards. Even a cheap store-bought telescope might see something, and most of these hobbyists have the fancy ones. We could hardly stop them. We were very lucky that it didn’t leak that way.”
“Is she running the story?” Hobson asked.
“She’s playing her cards pretty close to the vest,” Welborn said. “I got called into this meeting before we could really get into it. She’s a smart cookie. I’m willing to bet dollars to donuts that she’s gonna make a very compelling constitutional argument as to why she should run the story.”
With another sigh, Mills asked, “I don’t suppose we can muzzle her?”
Nisperos shook his head. “Not legally. And truly, not sensibly, either. All we’ll do is make an enemy of one of the best and friendliest reporters who cover the Prairie Palace beat. There’s no upside, and if Groberg has the story now, the lesser reporters will have it in three or four days, and they won’t be considerate enough to check in with Admiral Welborn first.”
Walker nodded in agreement. “We should get out in front of this. Do a press conference, tell the public everything we can.”
Talbot said, “We knew this day was going to come eventually, and Secretary Walker is right, it’ll be disastrous if the press tells the public before we do.”
“Agreed.” Mills turned to Welborn. “Admiral, give her whatever she needs to hold off on the story until after that press conference.”
“Yes, Mr. President.”
 “I assume our esteemed communications director and press secretary have a strategy?” he asked, referring to, respectively, David Bellavia and Clinton Romesha.
“David’s had a speech ready for a month now,” Nisperos said. “He’s been updating it, but it’s ready to go, just needs your okay to lock it. And Clint can have the press room ready to go in a matter of minutes.”
“Good. Have David send me the speech, and we’ll do the press conference first thing tomorrow.”
“Mr. President,” Walker said hesitantly. 
“Yes, Mary?”
“We should inform the families of the citizens of Troy tonight. They shouldn’t find out their loved ones are dead from a press conference.”
Mills nodded. “Agreed. Let’s get it done.”
~*~
Admiral Welborn entered his office to see the tall, athletic form of Florence Groberg. She may not have been with the SEALs any longer, but she still looked like she kept herself in shape. Welborn respected that—most journalists lived sedentary lives and were significantly rounder around the middle by the time they reached Groberg’s age.
She was staring at the east wall of Welborn’s office, covered with images of warships from the eighteenth century forward. The wall included drawings, photographs, lithographs, paintings, and holograms from colonial frigates to the latest spaceships and everything in between. 
At present, Groberg was studying a black-and-white photograph of two submarine chasers from the early twentieth century.
“SC-43 and SC-44,” she said. “Commissioned during the war to end all wars, and then used extensively in the war after that one.”
Welborn snorted. He also was not that impressed. The boats were clearly labeled with their designations in large white characters, and the quality of the photograph indicated that it was the early twentieth century.
Groberg went on. “Submarine chasers, designed to go after German U-boats in both wars, and Japanese ones, too, in the latter war. Based on British designs, but significantly improved on them.” She finally turned to face Welborn. “They didn’t look like much, certainly not something that could take on a behemoth like a German sub, but they were fast, and they were efficient, and they got the job done.”
Now Welborn was impressed—both with her knowledge of military history and her not-so-subtle metaphor. “Sorry to keep you waiting, Ms. Groberg. Have a seat.”
Even as Groberg sat back down in the guest chair, Welborn sat in the plush leather chair behind his large desk.
“So, before you were called away, you were about to give me the national security speech, right?” Groberg said with a grin.
“You do understand that this mission is classified, yes?”
“The Semi-Autonomous World of Troy has been wiped out by an alien invasion force, and the NAU has responded with a massive tactical response the likes of which has not been seen since SC-43 and SC-44 up there were decommissioned.” Groberg waved a hand at the photograph she’d been admiring. “Do the families of the people killed even know what has happened?”
“It’s being dealt with,” Welborn said neutrally.
Groberg’s face hardened. “That would be no, then.”
“I can’t divulge—"
“Admiral, before you dig yourself deeper, I’ve spoken to several relatives of people who live on Troy—don’t worry, I didn’t give anything away. I spoke to them on the pretense of a story about having family living on other worlds. Every single one of them thinks their family member is alive and well and living on Troy. Now I understand why you kept a lid on this to start—you didn’t know what was going on, and you didn’t want to tell people that a colony world was wiped out without knowing who or what did it.
“But we’re past the point where that even makes sense anymore. I know we’ve engaged an alien species on Troy and that the fighting has been brutal. And I know how easy it is to fall into the cycle of secrecy.”
“Excuse me?” Welborn said angrily, not liking the way the conversation was going.
“It starts with keeping it a secret because we don’t know anything and don’t want people to speculate. But that feeds on itself, and you keep it a secret because you’ve already kept mum about it so long and people will ask why you’ve kept it quiet, and on and on and on. It has to stop sometime.”
“Can the palaver, Ms. Groberg, and kindly tell me what you want in exchange for sitting on this story until the president’s press conference tomorrow morning.”
Groberg grinned. “Oh, so there will be a press conference?”
“Yes. And the families will be notified before that, rest assured. So—what do you want?”
“Ten minutes with the president.”
Welborn snorted. “No chance. I can give you the first question tomorrow morning, and I’ll even talk on the record about the operation after the conference, but—"
“I’ll take both those things, but I still want ten minutes with the president. I’ll send my questions ahead of time, and you’ll have full veto power over them, but this is not negotiable. If my editor knows I sat on this for a week—"
“You’ve had it for a week?” Welborn sputtered.
“Bits of it—it didn’t come completely together until yesterday, and I spent last night drinking a significant amount of bourbon while trying to figure out whether or not to run it or come to you first.”
For the first time since he came into the office, Welborn smiled. “Always admired the magical properties of a good glass of bourbon.”
Groberg snorted. “Five good glasses, but yes. In either case, the only way I keep my job after not telling my boss about this is if I get an exclusive with President Mills. So that’s my price, and it’s not negotiable.”
Welborn sighed. The president did say to give her whatever she needed.
He stood up and held out a hand. “Done.”
Groberg also rose and returned the handshake. “Excellent.” Her face softened. “I understand that you lost Task Force 7. I’m sorry.”
“Thank you, but you can rest assured that all our losses will be avenged. Troy will be ours again, you can count on that.”
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Admiral's Bridge, Battleship NAUS Durango, in geosync orbit around Semi-Autonomous World Troy
 
Rear Admiral James Avery, commander of the North American Union Navy's Task Force 8, studied the big board, which covered most of the bridge's forward bulkhead and displayed all the elements on both sides. He watched the tiny flecks that indicated the SF 6 Meteor space-fighters as they launched from the carrier Rear Admiral Norman Scott, formed up, then headed for their targets: the leading ships of the approaching alien fleet, forty enemy vessels to TF 8's eight warships.
When the Meteors were a third of the way to the enemy, Avery said, "Laser batteries, fire on my mark."
Avery didn't see Captain Harry M.P. Huse standing behind him as he replied, "Laser batteries, stand by." The admiral was completely focused on the tactical display on the big board.
Lieutenant Commander George F. Davis spoke sotto voce into his headset, transmitting Avery's orders to the three destroyers in TF 8. 
"Laser batteries standing by," said the voice of Chief Petty Officer Henry Finkenbiner.
When the Meteors were halfway to their destination, Avery said, simply, "Fire."
"Laser batteries, fire," Huse said much louder, enough to echo off the bulkheads.
Finkenbiner said, "Laser batteries firing."
Beams of coherent light burst forth from the Durango. A moment later, TF 8's three destroyers fired their lasers as well, carrying out the same fire order, relayed by Davis.
Lasers lanced out from the second rank of the enemy fleet, the alien equivalent of battleships and cruisers.
Avery ordered his three frigates, stationed above and to the left of the enemy, to attack the second rank.
TF 8 achieved several hits on the bogeys, which appeared on the board as glowing red splotches.
Avery looked on stoically as enemy lasers converged on the destroyer First Lieutenant George H. Cannon, and she erupted, her spine split through and her missile magazine exploded. Debris scattered everywhere.
Multiple laser hits struck the Durango's hull. Horns sounded, signaling damage control teams into action.
The Scott's four Meteor squadrons closed to range and opened fire on the leading rank of alien warships, their version of frigates and destroyers.
The enemy fleet opened fire on the fighters, killing many of them. The only evident damage the Meteors had done was one warship in the leading rank lost weight.
Another of TF 8's destroyers was killed, as was one of the frigates.
"Sir," Davis said, "the bogey fleet seems to be accelerating."
 
 
The fast attack carrier Rear Admiral Isaac C. Kidd, 
approaching the flank of the alien fleet
 
"This shouldn't be any more difficult than when we acted as a screen for ARG 17," Captain John P. Cromwell, the Kidd's Commander Air Group, said at the end of his mission briefing. "Now get out there and kick some alien ass. Catfish first, followed by Lionfish." 
He strode from the briefing room, trying very hard not to think about how few of his pilots remained after the fight to save Amphibious Ready Group 17. They had what they had, and they would fight to the end, regardless.
"Catfish, let's go!" Lieutenant Adolphus Staton, the commander of VSF 114 Catfish squadron snapped. He led his pilots to the launch bay. Only twelve of the squadron’s original sixteen pilots remained, and only ten of them had usable fighter craft.
In the launch bay, the pilots, heading out on what they feared might be a suicide mission, quickly ran pre-flight checks on their SF 6 Meteors and mounted up. By the time the Meteors of VSF 114 began trundling to the launch tube, the remaining pilots of VSF 218 Lionfish were engaged in their pre-flights.
In minutes the two truncated squadrons were linked together in echelon left formation, with Catfish in the lead. They blasted toward the flank of the rear rank of alien warcraft.
"They're dropping back," Lieutenant Abraham DeSomer, Lionfish's commander, said into the joint squadron freq.
"Stand by for new vector," Staton replied, his fingers dancing over his tac-comp's controls. In seconds, he transmitted a course adjustment to the two dozen Meteors, putting them on a firing line for the closest ships in the enemy's rear rank. He watched his tactical display as the two squadrons closed on their targets.
"On my mark," he said when the comp showed the space closing to effective range, "Lionfish, lead the nearer ship with Beanbags. Catfish, fire Zappers at the second." 
He began a countdown.
"Ten."
Staton found his mind going back to when he first signed up.
"Nine."
In particular, he remembered something Sergeant Frank Fratanellico told him during training.
"Eight."
"You're not you anymore," Sergeant Fratanellico had said back then. 
"Seven."
"Once you climb into the cockpit, you're not Adolphus Staton, you're the fighter."
"Six."
"You're the brain, and the fighter's the body that does what you tell it to do."
"Five."
Fratanellico had pointed a thick finger right at Staton's face at the next part. 
"Four."
"You'll know you're a real pilot the moment you and the fighter react as fast as your body does to your brain's commands."
"Three."
Staton had found that Fratanellico was right—by the time he had become CAG, the Meteor and he were in perfect sync.
"Two."
He hoped that was enough today against the Dusters.
"One. Mark!" 
Staton's Meteor lurched when a missile shot out from its bay on its underside. He effortlessly keyed in commands for his tac-comp to calculate a vector to a different target, and the Meteor responded instantly, just like Sergeant Fratanellico said it would.
A moment later, glittering puffs appeared in front of the nearest alien ship. The vessel staggered and began tumbling when it slammed into the sand and gravel the Beanbags scattered in its path. The particulates blocked visual and also got into the machinery, causing the Dusters' craft to seize up and crash. Seconds later, another ship shuddered and spun out of formation when the Zappers from Lionfish squadron blasted out powerful bursts of electromagnetic energy, frying its electronics.
"Two down," Staton murmured to himself. "Twenty to go?" He thought the starships next in line, which appeared to be dropping into planetfall trajectories, must be transports.
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