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Lizzie-99XT

 

The moons and planets are Lizzie-99XT’s playground, the stars her backyard. She devotes a full twenty percent of her cycles to admiring the ever-changing curvature of spacetime as the orbital tugs pull her to the top of Earth’s gravity well. Her AI half is cold and analytical, but her human half can appreciate the beauty of space that surrounds her.

The tugs release her just outside of Earth’s magnetosphere, and she deploys her NOVA-5 nuclear rocket to boost up to relativistic speeds. Point-two cee, minimal time dilation along the most direct sidereal path for her patrol. The reasons are more personal than mission specific: her AI half wants to maximize the subjective length of the flight, and her human half wants to minimize total elapsed sidereal time. She keeps an eye on her acceleration as she flies past the moon toward the Venus-Sun Lagrange settlements, and from there to Mars.

The Mars colony hails her with news of suspicious Centaurian activity near Jupiter. The two planets are in conjunction, raising the stakes for a surprise attack. She uses one of her NOVA-5 booster rockets to accelerate to a third the speed of light and deploys her weapons systems.

By the time she arrives at Mars’s gravity well, the Centaurians are already beginning to launch. She sends the depleted booster rocket on a harmless course for the Kuiper Belt and prepares for a gravity assist maneuver—a massive one. In the midst of her preparations, she detects multiple launches from the Jupiter Trojan asteroids.

It’s a full-scale invasion.

Earth has already scrambled the entire 99XT squadron, but even at maximum acceleration, Lizzie-99XT calculates that they won’t arrive until after the battle for Mars is over. The only XT unit at the Mars colony is Alex-79XT, and he deploys just as she commits to an intercept course with Jupiter.

Come with me, she transmits as she passes him. He acknowledges and accelerates to match her velocity, following in her wake.

What’s our battle plan? he asks as they both calculate their attack vectors. Their conversation is almost instantaneous, taking considerably less bandwidth than the terabytes of data shared between the two.

We take out the attackers on our approach to Jupiter, then use a gravity-whip to redirect for the other two waves, taking them out before they reach Mars.

What about the Centaurian bases on the Galilean moons? Won’t they shoot us down on our approach?

We can deploy cluster bombs ahead of us to take out the worst of the defenses, and weave between the moons’ gravity wells to make evasive maneuvers.

And what about our return trajectory? Are we just going to fling ourselves out to the Kuiper Belt?

Lizzie-99XT takes an infinitesimal fraction of a second to make some calculations.

When we break, you head for the wave coming from the Greek Trojan camp. Use your solar sails as a parachute and rendezvous at Earth.

And you?

I’ll take the other wave and use a gravity assist at Neptune to shift course for the inner solar system. It’ll take more than a year to get back, but at least I’ll get back.

That’s still going to burn a lot of fuel.

It’s our only chance to take out all three waves. We don’t have the delta-V to turn around before Jupiter and get to them in time.

Lizzie-99XT fires half of her cluster bombs, which accelerate ahead of her down into Jupiter’s immense gravity well. She feels the resonance of the gas giant’s magnetosphere as she deploys all of her guidance systems, preparing for some complex maneuvers. The cluster bombs decimate the enemy positions, but still, her trajectory is not difficult to surmise. She deploys her magnetic deflectors and hopes for the best.

Hang on! she tells Alex-79XT.

Her processors begin to over-clock, making it feel as if time is passing an order of magnitude slower. She anticipates a barrage coming from the Centaurian base on Europa and pulls a hard right, dipping briefly into Ganymede’s gravity well. The base there begins to target her, so she uses her high-powered lasers to take out their guidance systems. She drops another cluster bomb on them for good measure, just to make sure they don’t fire on her friend, then heads straight for Jupiter.

At point three cee, the gravity whip maneuver takes her nearly into the atmosphere of the planet itself. She has no spare cycles for sightseeing, however, and the experience passes in a matter of seconds. The Centaurian defenses attempt to regroup and fire on her, but they are too slow. She comes out flying nearly half the speed of light, and deploys three decoys to keep the Centaurians guessing. They take out two of the decoys but spare her.

With the Jovian defenses cleared, it’s a straight shot to the invasion fleet descending upon Mars. They have nowhere to run in open space, and even if they did, they are far too slow to get there. She takes them out with ease. With her attack run finished, she uses the remainder of her fuel to decelerate from relativistic speeds and prepare for the return maneuver at Neptune.

For her, the battle is over. She cools down her processors and devotes the majority of her cycles to observing her comrades. Alex-79XT survives his run as well, taking out nearly sixty-five percent of the Centaurian invasion fleet. The rest of 99XT squadron arrives in time to finish off the last of the invaders before they reach Mars. Several marine transports depart from the Mars colony, launching a counterattack to retake Jupiter’s Galilean moons.

It is a good day for the humans—or rather, a good eleven Earth weeks. Lizzie-99XT cycles down in order to pass the remainder of the year more quickly. After the battle, all she wants is to return home to Earth.

 

* * * * *

 

“We have a heartbeat, sir.”

“What’s her core temperature?”

“Seventy-nine and climbing.”

“Continue with the electric impulse until she reaches eighty-five. Have the nurses stand by for decanting.”

Inside the cryogenic tube, Eliza Reed began to stir. She was suspended in a mixture of compressed liquid, naked from head to toe with hundreds of tubes and wires attached to her body. As she gradually returned to consciousness, she felt as if she were falling.

“Heartbeat is erratic!”

“Increase the impulse rate and begin the decanting procedure.”

“But sir—”

“I will not let the starship pilot who saved the human race die on my watch. Do it now!”

“Yes, sir.”

Her cryotube opened with a sharp hiss, but Eliza barely noticed it through the pain. She vomited into her mask, and a nurse quickly pulled it off, saving her from drowning in the still-cold bile. She coughed and vomited and defecated all at once, a dribble of urine dripping down her inner thigh. The nurses helped to wash off the worst of it, throwing a towel over her shoulders to give her some modicum of decency.

“Is she stable yet?”

“Barely.”

“Good enough. Decouple her from the tube and let the nurses handle the rest. What are you staring at?”

“For a war hero, sir, she looks like a total wreck.”

“That’s why we don’t let the press down here. Finish things up and get ready to welcome her back to the land of the living.”

“Yes, sir.”

 

* * * * *

 

Eliza never did like honors. She barely endured the long speeches and award ceremonies, the insufferable attention lavished upon her by the press, and the seemingly endless formalities. When it was all over, she retired to her family’s Colorado ranch for furlough.

The ranch was like a fortress that shielded her from the concerns and troubles of the world. High up in the mountains with hundreds of acres between her and civilization, she felt very much like she had when merged with her 99XT unit, flying through the voids of space. The wilderness was just as empty, while at the same time full of natural beauty. The mountains and valleys reminded her of the ever-changing contours of spacetime.

She rode her old horse Traveler, a young colt when she left for her patrol but now a fully grown gelding. He still remembered her, though. When she’d stepped into his paddock, he’d stopped grazing to greet her. She could feel his contentment as she rode him bareback along the low mountain ridge-line.

This may be one of the last times I ever get to ride him, Eliza thought to herself. If the campaign against the Centaurians continued to go well, there was a very good chance her next mission would take her out of the solar system.

She preferred to ride bareback because it gave her maximum contact with her steed. Every move Traveler made was telegraphed through that contact, allowing her to feel his reactions and guide him more fully. It wasn’t the same as the mind-meld link with her 99XT starfighter, but it did help ease the symptoms of AI-separation. It was only when she and Traveler were one that she felt like herself again.

 

* * * * *

 

“When I grow up, I want to be a starship pilot just like you!”

“No, you don’t.”

Eliza’s little kid brother gave her a heartbroken look, as if she didn’t love him anymore. At twelve, he was too young to realize that she was dissuading him because she loved him.

“Why not?”

“Just trust me, Will. It isn’t worth it.”

“But—but you saved the world!” Will stuttered. “Why can’t I do that too?”

“Listen,” said Eliza, putting both hands on his shoulders. “Do you know what it’s like not to know if you’ll ever see the people you love again? To come back, only to find out that all of your friends are married with kids now, and Mom and Pop’s hair is going gray?”

Will doubled down on his frown and crossed his petulant arms. “I don’t care. If you can do it, so can I.”

“I don’t doubt that you can, but do you really want to? You’d have to start the surgeries now before your brain has fully developed. You’ll be in constant pain for the next five years, with a fifteen percent chance that the surgery will fail, leaving you a cripple.”

“If it’s so scary, why did you do it?”

Because the Centaurians are even scarier, Eliza thought but didn’t say. She didn’t want Will’s childhood to be shattered the way hers had been.

“Do you ever want to have a family, Will? To grow up and have children and grandchildren?”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“Because I can’t,” said Eliza. “The surgeries and hormone therapy made me sterile. I’m never going to have a family of my own.”

“Then why did you do it?”

She took a deep breath. “Sometimes I ask myself the same question.”

Of course, she couldn’t tell him the truth: that after decades of defeat against the creeping onslaught of the Centaurians, people had been desperate for some way to stop them. Their father had been a commercial spaceship pilot, based out of the nearby spaceport at Moab, Utah, so growing up she’d already had her eyes on the stars. The Centaurian threat had overshadowed her entire childhood; becoming a 99XT pilot was the best way she knew to push back and save the ones she loved.

“Mom and dad need you, Will,” she said. “It’s hard enough that they’ve lost me. If they lose you too, who’s going to take care of them?”

“What are you talking about, Eliza? You’re still here!”

Her heart sank. Not for long, little brother.

 

* * * * *

 

The furlough lasted only a year. With the Centaurian bases at Jupiter destroyed, United Space Command gained the foothold they needed to reclaim the rest of the solar system. But before that campaign was over, they had already begun to take the fight to the Centaurians.

Lizzie-99XT is full aware of what this means for her human half as she rides the ramscoop to Alpha Centauri. In the void between stars, time is measured as much by distance as by anything else. The distance to Alpha Centauri is 4.367 light-years from Sol, and the ramscoop averages point eight cee for most of that distance, which means that when the invasion begins, Eliza’s little brother will already be eighteen.

The entire 99XT squadron is taking part in the invasion, as well as two-thousand elite super-marines. The marines are all frozen in cryo, but Lizzie-99XT and her comrades are awake for the whole journey. The experimental ramscoop is the only way to accelerate such a large war party to relativistic speeds: it gathers ambient gas and dust from the interstellar medium to fuel the massive nuclear engines that propel them forward. At four-fifths the speed of light, by the time the Centaurians realize they’ve launched, they will already be less than a light-year away.

The marine transports deploy at 50 light-hours out from Alpha Centauri, their NOVA rockets flaring brilliantly behind the ramscoop as they decelerate. They need the extra distance to drop enough momentum for their solar sails. Of course, this makes them prime targets
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