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Grand Admiral Sandy Santiago, Commander of the Alwa Defense Sector and Upside Viceroy, eyed her desk. “I need a vacation,” she said with a deep sigh.
She certainly had earned some time off. She’d led a battle fleet all the way from the other side of the galaxy to Alwa, expecting to sail into one hell of a fight. Instead, she found that a very pregnant Kris Longknife had killed something like a trillion blood-thirsty aliens. Her Royal Highness had also destroyed six mother ships, each about the size of small moons, and nearly wiped out the wolf packs of thousands of warships constructed and crewed by those mother ships.
She’d left nothing for Sandy to do but clean up the leavings.
Sandy snorted at that thought.
Of course, every great battle leaves a very great mess, and Sandy had taken over just in time to run the clean-up detail. First, she organized a refueling operation. Most of Kris’s battle fleet ended up stranded, orbiting a dead planet all to hell and gone with bone dry reaction tanks. Once the damaged and the feisty were separated out, the dinged-up ships were convoyed back to Alwa. Sandy led those that still had more fight left in them off in a pursuit of the surviving alien ships.
That had led to a fight that gave Sandy her first taste of how these aliens fought. They never surrendered! They fought with their last gasp of air, struggling to kill a human. A human that was only vermin to them.
These aliens were vicious. Totally murderous. And they wanted to wipe out all intelligent life in the galaxy.
Kris Longknife was right. They either had to be destroyed or taught to surrender. All evidence to date pointed to them being very slow learners.
As if all that wasn’t enough, Sandy had orders to establish normal relations with the wild cats. While humans evolved from apes, the sentient people of Susquan had somehow managed to evolve from something a bit like Earth’s cats.
Hard to believe, they had somehow built a high-tech civilization while keeping the same basic attitudes as cats: both house cats and tigers. Pet their fur the wrong way, and they’d scratch your eyes out, both literally and figuratively. Try to get them together for a major project and everyone went in their own direction. As they say, it was like herding cats.
Oh, and these kitties had their claws on the nuclear button.
Kris Longknife must have done something right where the cats were concerned. Maybe it was saving them from an attack by the survivors of an alien raider wolf pack she’d already destroyed. Maybe it was challenging them to a united effort to get to their moon. Whatever it was, the cats had made some real progress by the time Sandy showed up in their sky.
They’d been about to launch an unmanned, or is that uncatted, probe to their moon.
Sandy had been invited to watch the launch, and the less said about that the better.
By the time Sandy left the cats behind in her rearview mirror, she needed a vacation.
So, of course, on the way back the monster aliens managed to lure Sandy into a trap. They might have succeeded, but the cats begun a disarmament effort by giving Sandy several thousand of their atomic devices, all in the twenty to thirty megaton range.
Sandy had used the cats’ atomics to blast the trap before the aliens could spring it. Even then, the surviving alien cruisers had done everything they could to close with Sandy’s squadron and kill some humans even as Sandy’s battlecruisers shot them out of space.
These aliens were just flat out crazy! We’d had problems with the Iteeche when we first bumped into each other, but we finally worked that out. Now, humans were living peacefully with the birds of Alwa and the cats of Susquan. Sandy needed to get her head around these murderous aliens that looked so much like us humans if she was going to effectively command the defense of the Alwa system.
Sandy very much wanted to visit what her scientists thought was the aliens’ planet of origin. Then home world
Then the humans in the Alwa system took off on a crazy binge.
Depending on which message you put any credence in, Granny Rita had nationalized all the means of production in the Alwa system or Abby Nightingale had organized the workers and first level supervisors into a union and they’d downed tools and gone out on strike.
Granny Rita, no, Rita Nuu Longknife. She might have married into the Longknife Legend, but she was there at the creation and Longknifes, like tigers, did not change their stripes. The sneaky old lady had talked everyone, which, sadly enough, included Sandy, into splitting the Viceroyship that Kris Longknife had held. Sandy would be the Upside Viceroy handling everything in orbit and any aliens they needed to negotiate with. Rita would be Downside Viceroy to the Colonial humans, the survivors of her old battlecruiser squadron and their children, grandchildren and two or three more generations, as well as to the birds that were native to Alwa.
It seemed like such a good idea at the time.
Sandy had gone off to get some kind of accord with the cats. Rita had said she’d keep the home fires burning and everything would be great.
Well, the old commodore gotten something burning. The entire production program was going up in smoke!
Sandy eyed the Nationalization Decree. It was in fancy language and presented in fancy calligraphy but there was nothing nice about it. Rita had used a subordinate clause in her Viceroy warrant to nationalize every bit of production in the Alwa system that used either Colonial or bird labor.
That might not have been a problem, except, in order to get the maximum use of her limited immigrant workforce from human space on the other side of the galaxy, Kris Longknife had created a workforce where immigrants, Colonials, and birds worked side by side on just about everything. Kris had mixed crews
working on everything right down to the last nut and bolt!
Oh, and they provided part of the crew for every battlecruiser under Sandy’s command.
“Boy, did Rita Nuu Longknife screw us,” Sandy muttered to herself. She had a message flimsy on her desk beside the decree. It was from Abby, Kris’s former maid and jack of all trades, and assassin of some.
SORRY ABOUT THE MESS. I DIDN’T WANT TO CAUSE ALL THIS TROUBLE FOR YOU, BUT...
Sandy glanced around her day quarters on the USS Victory. She’d managed to delay tackling this mess just long enough to transfer her flag back to the flagship that had brought her out from Wardhaven.
Strange that, out on the tip of the spear, she’d had to immediately put her fleet, mostly brand spanking new ships, into the yards for a reduced availability. Here on Alwa Station, they’d used pluck, ingenuity and a total disregard for patent laws to figure out how to manufacture the new crystal armor. Derived from the technology that was used in quantum computers, the stuff was a wonder and a life saver. It slowed lasers to a manageable speed, diffused the energy out all around a battlecruiser’s hull and then dissipated it back out to space.
The first thing Sandy had to do upon arrival was sideline her ships to get them extra protection.
There were some definite advantages to having an industrial base ready to snap to and do what the fleet needed to save all their lives.
Assuming, of course, that the industrial base wasn’t suddenly under an old Longknife’s control or out on strike because of a Longknife’s maid.
Sandy shook her head, took a deep breath, and prepared to face whatever music the devil and the piper wanted her to pay for.
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Sandy had called all the guilty parties to what they might think of as a meeting, but she considered an Admiral’s Mast. She knew that legally, she had no control over the civilians. Still, none of them had offered a way out of this mess. They knew that Sandy commanded the Navy forces in this system. She might not have the legal authority to settle this, but she certainly had the de facto power.
She also knew that using that power was a losing proposition.
Pushing powerful people like these around might work for a bit, but it would be a disaster in the long run. Every time a military junta tried its hand at running an economy, it rapidly went to the dogs.
Like the dang cats, she needed to pet some humans’ fur just the right way or they’d scratch her to ribbons. The problem was, what exactly could she do to pet them and get them all happy again?
How had Kris Longknife done it for four years?
After as much reflection as the trip in from Jump Point Alpha allowed, Sandy had decided to put on a show that just might intimidate everyone into resolving this problem as a group rather than make Sandy lay down the law.
“Computer, contact Captain Penny Pasley.”
“Yes, Admiral,” her computer answered in a voice amazingly like Penny’s.
“Could you please have your computer expand my day quarters into the tribunal chambers we discussed? Tell Mimzy I want this room as intimidating as possible.”
“Mimzy says you might want to stand up, ma’am.”
Sandy did, and watched as the Smart MetalTM of her desk and chair melted into the floor. Everything that was on it or in it folded into a box and disappeared into the wall behind her. That wall, as well as two others moved away from her quickly enough to weird her out a bit. It did, however, make the room much larger. The deck was now covered with a lush blue carpet while all four bulkheads and the overhead suddenly transformed into a direct view of the star-studded space around them. The deck now appeared to float in the vacuum of space.
The view was enough to take your breath away, if not give you vertigo.
In the middle of the room a large mahogany wood conference table rose from the carpet. It looked to weigh a ton. Sandy rapped it with her knuckle as she strode carefully up to it. It felt solid even though she suspected it was all hollow.
Such was the magic of Smart MetalTM.
Comfortable chairs of wood and leather began to also rise from the deck. One single chair at each of the long ends and another one in the middle with its back to the door. Sandy went to the long end that let her face the door. She settled into a comfortable chair that had just appeared there.
“Computer, tell the chief to bring them in.”
A moment later, a chief yeoman opened the door and admitted a line of silent people.
Captain Penny Pasley led them in. She was Sandy’s Chief of Alien Intel and general advisor, helping Sandy adapt to all the alien cultures she had been dumped in . . . including both the bird Alwans and the Colonials. She moved quickly to join Sandy.
A chair rose from the deck for her at Sandy’s right elbow.
That was the second reason for having Penny in this meeting. Her computer, Mimzy by name, was one of Kris Longknife’s Magnificent Nelly’s children. Offspring of a sentient computer, Mimzy was a great help when it came to moving Smart MetalTM around. Sandy’s computer might make a hatch open in a bulkhead or several types of standard chairs appear. However, it took the artistry of a Nelly-level computer to create something like what now surrounded Sandy.
PENNY, Sandy said on Nelly Net, a computer to computer communication device that gave humans a near telepathic ability to communicate around Nelly’s kids, I NEED THE DECREE AND THE STRIKE ORDER. I LEFT THEM IN MY DESK AND ITS CONTENTS SEEM TO HAVE VANISHED WITH IT.
A moment later, without a word spoken aloud, the two items appeared on the conference table in front of Sandy.
THANKS.
Behind Penny came Vice Admiral Benson, the commander of Sandy’s base force. It was the work of his yards to repair damaged ships, and, in their spare time, to spin together new battlecruisers faster and better than any yard back home in human space.
It was also an important portion of his workforce that had downed tools and headed for the nearest bar. Strange, Sandy had seen no picket signs, but then, when everyone is on strike, picket signs don’t add much to the conversation.
The admiral stepped around the table and a chair rose for him a bit away from Sandy’s left elbow.
Following directly behind him came Admiral Kitano. Like Kris Longknife before her, Sandy was using her as her vice commander and had left her in command of all Navy forces in the Alwa system when she went off to her confab with the cats. Kitano had been more than a bit embarrassed to have to report this mess to Sandy on her return. Sandy had assured her that she didn’t consider this situation her fault.
It’s not like all this crazy civilian carrying on could be put to rest by locking them in the brig and feeding them bread and water.
Amber took her place at Sandy’s immediate left.
Now came the primary culprits.
Each had asked to bring a coterie of advisors to give themselves their own peanut gallery. Sandy had squelched that. She wanted them, and them alone. If they couldn’t stand the pressure, the sooner they folded, the sooner good people could get back to work.
However, Sandy seriously doubted any of these three would fold under any pressure she could provide. They were tough. If they weren’t, most likely they would have died long ago.
A gray-haired woman, who might have been a young fifty but Sandy knew was a rejuvenate hundred plus, came in next. A look into her steel gray eyes told you all you needed to know about how hard those years had been.
The old woman had worn many names, Rita Nuu Longknife as a bride, Commodore Longknife as commander of BatCruRon 16 during the Iteeche War. When the survivors of her ships washed up on Alwa, they managed to talk the birds into giving them the chance to scratch out their subsistence on the land that was so worthless that the birds didn’t want it. The Commodore had led them through the starving years, giving hard order that she had not been reluctant to back up with a hangman’s noose.
While the later generations fondly called her Granny Rita, those she led then remembered her as a hard, demanding task master. She’d earned their respect, but rarely their love.
At the moment, Rita was Downside Viceroy for Planetary Affairs. It had seemed like such a good idea to Sandy to split one of the jobs that Kris Longknife had held between herself and Rita.
Now. Not so good.
Rita gave Sandy a nod, then strode to the end of the table on Sandy’s right and settled into the chair. She leaned forward, elbows on the table, fingers meshed together loosely in front of her. Her body was still, but it was the stillness of a tightly wound spring. Her face – well, an Iteeche invasion force had died before that face.
Behind her came Ada, the First Minister of the Alwa Colonial government. It was her job now to keep things running smoothly among the human Colonials. Clearly, from the grimace on her face, she counted responsibility for the present imbroglio as partially hers.
Sandy didn’t doubt that one bit. How could she have allowed something as important as a vague clause to slip into a Viceroy’s Warrant without her notice!
Ada glanced at the two chairs left at the table. Sandy raised a finger ever so slightly to point at the chair directly across from her. The head of government blanched, but she took the chair allotted for her.
The last civilian to enter Sandy’s court of inquiry was a tall, black-haired woman of chocolate complexion. She didn’t so much as glance around at the set up and view. She, like Penny, had one of Nelly’s children for a computer. She also had spent the last five years or so bouncing around space at Kris Longknife’s elbow – and lived to tell the tales.
Abby Nightingale was nobody’s fool. So, how had she come to this? No doubt, Sandy would know soon enough.
Abby gave Sandy a formal nod, then headed for her place, the last remaining chair, the one at the opposite end of the table from Rita. She also settled into the chair, but unlike Rita, she relaxed comfortably into it. The former maid even allowed herself to gawk at the room.
Sandy hoped all of these culprits were getting a good look at where they were.
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With hard eyes, Sandy took the measure of the room. When the chief closed the non-air tight door behind herself, it vanished and the scenery became complete. They were seated under a dome of stars. Down, however, was not quite down.
Off against one wall, part of the orb of Alwa showed. Up in the firmament, Alwa’s one large moon glowed. If anyone was subject to vertigo, this canting of visual “down” by twenty degrees from the actual down the station provided, would be terror inducing.
“Fancy digs you got here, Admiral,” Abby said. “I never did see a better show on old Earth among any of the wealthy biddies I was in service to.”
Sandy squelched even the hint of a smile at Abby’s gambit. The product of New Eden slums did like to remind people of her lowly origins. Smart people realized that it took one hell of a lot of moxie to climb from there to here. Those that weren’t – didn’t stay in the game very long.
“I made the mistake of telling Penny to let Mimzy surprise me,” Sandy lied. “I think Nelly’s kids are developing vanity.”
“We just enjoy a job well done, and maybe a bit of artistry,” Mimzy sniffed from where Penny wore her at her neck.
“Well, this job was not well done,” Sandy said, riffing off of Mimzy’s proud brag. “Ms. Rita Nuu Longknife, would you care to explain this?” Sandy used two fingers at the corner of the fancy decree to shove it away, much like one might do to something a cat left behind.
Rita didn’t move so much as a muscle, but Sandy had the distinct feeling that a very wound spring had just been sprung.
“As you are no doubt aware,” Rita began softly, like velvet over steel, “nearly fifty percent of the production capacity that came out from human space was provided by Nuu Enterprises. While Kris Longknife was here to provide, shall we say, adult supervision, that entire industrial base was devoted to meeting the needs of the common good, be that building more battlecruisers or providing the consumer goods that both Alwans and the Colonials needed to assure their prosperity and cooperation.”
Rita paused to eye Sandy. Clearly, she wanted an acknowledgment. Sandy refused to so much as blink.
“Unfortunately, my spoiled brat of a first born, little Alexander, operates under the illusion that he controls the Nuu Enterprise property in the Alwa System. Aboard one of the merchant ships you convoyed out here, were six managers that he had chosen to take over his property and assure that it made a profit for him.”
Rita paused for dramatic effect.
“Of course, we all reached the conclusion long ago that there is no way to make a profit here. What with no money supply, it’s hard to even measure success.”
That got general scowls from all the old Alwa hands. Sandy kept her face as locked down solid as that Sphinx monument on old Earth.
“Unfortunately, those six men had orders to extract the one item on Alwa that could be transported back to human space to make a monestrous fortune for Al and his stock holders. An item that I will not name.”
Here, Rita paused to glance around the table.
Sandy did permit herself a grimace this time. “I believe everyone here at this table knows the bit of vegetation you’re talking about. We also know they intended to strip mine it out of every stream it grows in and likely drive it to extinction. I believe Kris Longknife took care of that problem most effectively,” Sandy concluded. She had no time to waste on ancient history.
“Yes, Kris solved the problem this time,” Rita said, “but what about next time, or the time after that? So long as the money grubbing plutocrats back in human space think that they have their claws in us – think that we’re vulnerable to their machinations – we are at risk.”
Rita shook her head curtly. “I saw the opportunity to remove that risk and I took it. I’ve issued the decree on the authority granted to me and I will not revoke that nationalization.”
“But we don’t trust you, Rita,” Ada snapped, jumping in.
“You’re out of order,” Sandy said firmly. “I control the floor here. What I would like to hear from you is how the Downside Viceroy ended up thinking she had the authority to seize control of all the means of production in orbit, on the moon, or out in the asteroid belt?”
The bureaucrat rubbed her face with the palms of both hands. “I don’t know. I didn’t know when we voted the Viceroy Warrants to the both of you. I didn’t know when Abby brought that damn decree to my attention, and, after a whole lot of good people wracking our brains, we still don’t know how Rita snookered us.”
Now it was Ada’s turn to push something across the table. Sandy had made sure that Mimzy knew why major negotiations took place around an extra-long and extra wide table that kept the parties well apart. She hadn’t turned the computer loose until she’d shown Sandy several examples of tables where hard bargaining had taken place. Sandy had picked the one for Mimzy to create.
And yes, nothing about the room Sandy was using for these hearings had been left to chance or for a computer’s learning experience. The design had come quickly. What had taken a lot more time was persuading Mimzy that a certain amount of fiction was good for humans and it was not lying to play along with Penny and her boss.
Computers! Sandy had a love/hate relationship with computers in general and Nelly’s kids in specifics. She both loved what they could do and hated them at the same time.
Ada didn’t quite get the two large, thick sheets of parchment to the middle of the table. Penny, being taller, was able to reach further, or maybe Mimzy narrowed the table for a second. By whatever the means, Sandy found herself staring at a Warrant that was not quite as fancy as the Nationalization Decree.
“There is one section in there,” Ada said. “It’s got a red arrow next to it. You know, like lawyers use to make sure you sign everywhere you need to. It’s buried in the section that establishes her delegation of authority. It says about what we all remember negotiating and then there is something none of us remember talking about at all.”
Sandy had never met Ada face to face before. At the moment, she seemed to have developed a motor mouth that was not impressive. However, this certainly was a messed-up situation. Maybe their next meeting would go smoother.
“I see the section you’ve marked,” Grand Admiral Santiago said, using the full force of her office to cut off further unnecessary explanations. “The one that’s tagged on to a long sentence and adds, ‘concerning all matter involving colonials and their abode.’ Is that the hole you drove a maglev train through, Rita?”
“Yes, Admiral,” the old warrior said, her words bitten off hard.
“You didn’t bother negotiating that phrase, but slipped it in at the last minute?”
“Yes, Admiral.”
“Were you intentionally setting up this situation?”
“Yes, Admiral.”
“You know, I don’t think anyone will trust you after this. Certainly not me.”
“Yes, Admiral.”
Sandy had had enough of this “Yes, Admiral.” She leaned forward. “Why?” she demanded.
Rita didn’t even pause to think. Clearly, she’d prepared for this moment.
“It was worth everything I’ve done in my life to issue this decree and make my people safe, Admiral. So long as human space back there has its claws in us, we are at risk. It’s bad enough knowing we may have to fight murderous aliens for our lives at the drop of a hat. It is unconscionable that penny ante tin gods on the other side of the galaxy could strip us of our ability to defend ourselves when they have no skin in this game. I had a chance to cut them out of our lives. I did it, and I’d do it again.”
“Kris Longknife handled this problem just fine,” Sandy pointed out.
“Kris isn’t here anymore. Who of us around this table could have stopped them on our own authority? It is their ‘property’ and everything in human rule of law protects their right to their ‘property.’ I do not choose to have the lives of my family, and the other families I worked so hard to preserve, subject to the whim of some industrial robber baron on the other side of the galaxy.”
Sandy considered the old woman’s argument. It did have force to sway her. She was not at all sure that even the power of a grand admiral could be extended to locking up those six in her brig and shipping them back to human space. What would she do if Alex Longknife did this again?
Still.
“Rita,” Sandy finally said, “I hear your good intentions, but we’re both old enough to know where that pavement leads us.” Sandy eyed Rita. The old Commodore let out a long breath, but she did not break eye contact with the grand admiral.
“I also suspect that your warrant for Downside Viceroy will be revoked as soon as Ada can get her Senate back in session.”
“You bet we will,” Ada interrupted.
Sandy gave Ada the Look. The bureaucrat did not quake in her boots, but she did lean back in her chair. “Just saying,” she added softly.
“It won’t matter none,” Rita said.
Sandy’s head swung around to face the Commodore. Now she gave her the Look.
“It won’t,” Rita repeated, too used to giving the Look to cringe before it. “I’ve given the Colonials the keys to the candy store. It don’t matter one whit who they elect in my place, they won’t revoke my Nationalization Decree. That much power over that many goodies just isn’t something you turn your back on and walk away from. Face it, folks. I’ve opened Pandora’s box. You may not like all the little gremlins I let out, but there is no way you’re going to put them back in that box again.”
Sandy did not like the finality in Rita’s voice. She also didn’t like the hint of smugness that colored it. Still, it didn’t matter. All the King’s horses were not going to put this Humpty Dumpty back together again.”
“I think the workers might have a few things to say about that,” Abby drawled from the other end of the table. She had sat quietly and relaxed while Rita got in her say so.
“You’ll pardon me for tossing this hand grenade into your so polite conversation, but the folks that work those machines feel a strong need to have a say so in what happens to them. Besides, it ain’t like you can hire no scabs to fill their jobs. Ain’t we way past total employment?”
Sandy leaned back, content to let these two explore the impasse they had created.
“There is no reason for this strike,” Rita said softly. “I’m not going to change anything.”
“Says you,” Abby snapped. “Would it surprise you to know, Longknife, that a lot of the Colonials that come up to work with us don’t trust you any farther than they can throw this space station? You don’t have a lot of credibility and I hope I don’t hurt your feelings none, but some folks really don’t like you.”
Abby paused for a moment, but Rita showed no interest in countering these attacks on her as a person or a legend.
“You may like these days for little kids to run around calling you that warm and fuzzy Granny Rita, but a lot of the young folks working up here have heard stories from their folks of when it was your way or no way. Some families still remember some of the folks you hung without much due process. They kind of think their ancestors got a raw deal before they ended up dancing at the end of your rope.”
“Are you trying to shock me, Ms. Nightingale?” Rita snapped when Abby paused for a breath. “Don’t waste your air. I know I made mistakes, but they don’t keep me awake at night. We were in a desperate situation and I did what desperate times called for. Don’t gain say me, young woman. You weren’t here. You didn’t live it.”
“You’re right. I weren’t and I don’t. What I do worry about, and a whole lot of workers up here are concerned about, is you. What will you do now? It sure looks like you’re apt to use the same hammer you used to solve those long-ago problems to solve our present day problems. We don’t think this situation is anything like that one. A lot of us think you are an old dog and we don’t trust you not to try some of your old tricks.”
The two women glared at each other for a long moment.
“You got any suggestion for how I might change the stripes on my reputation?” Rita snapped.
“No ma’am. A couple of hundred years ago, you’d be dead and buried and they’d have raised a nice statue to you by now. Now, we all live a lot longer and I’m hoping for a life just as long as yours. Still, I don’t know why you can’t stay the hell retired like you’ve said you were going to do. What is it, three, four times you’ve retired? Every time, you come back with guns blazing. Right, Ada?”
“Every time,” the First Minister answered dryly.
Now it was Rita’s turn to lean back in her chair. “Okay, Abby, you managed to organize us a union in what, two days, and take them out on strike two days later. What’s your solution for this problem? I’m all ears, but remember, it’s got to stop my darling brat if he tries to take things over again.”
Abby leaned forward mirroring Rita’s intensity and presented those around the table with an intense glare.
“We’re workers. All we want to do is get honest pay for an honest day’s work. Leastwise, that’s the usual spiel. Out here on the tip of the spear, we got to agree that we need something extra. We need to know that our sweat will keep us all safe. We don’t want, any more than this Longknife here,” she said, waving at the woman at the other end of the table, “to have someone who ain’t got their neck on the chopping block telling us what we have to do.
“Now, everyone here, excepting the grand admiral, has gone through a prioritization conference or two. Every one of us has left blood on the deck as our bull got gored by your bull and your bull got gored by ours. It’s damn tough to decide how to balance battlecruisers with butter and have a bit left over for more fabs.
“But all of us, again excepting the grand admiral, have seen Kris Longknife switch off the power to our scheduling boards and tell us we’ve gone off down a rabbit hole. Every one of us has looked at Kris with blood in our eyes, and then climbed down off our high horses and come to realize that she was right and we was wrong.
“Then Kris would turn the power back on and stand back well clear while we examined the rabbit hole we was in and dug our way out of it. I don’t know anyone here who hasn’t felt they owned the final production plan every damn time we had to redo it.”
Abby got nods from everyone around the table. Everyone but Sandy. As Kris Longknife’s former maid had said, Sandy was new to this process.
I’ll have to talk to a couple of people about how this process works, if I don’t get an earful before we’re done.
“The problem of the folks that voted to strike and who sent me here is that we don’t see anyone who can fill Kris Longknife’s boots. Yes, Grand Admiral Santiago, you’re filling one or two of her shoes, but your orders from the King don’t have near the breadth of the orders he gave Kris. She was a fighting admiral, a princess, and a major shareholder in Nuu Enterprises. Ain’t no one else got all those shoes in her closet.”
Sandy grimaced at that, but found she had to agree. Not only agree, but be glad that she didn’t have to wear all those shoes. Or maybe hats.
“So,” Abby continued, “what do we do about it?”
Having asked the question, Abby swept the table with a long glance. No one stepped in to fill the silence.
“Okay, Rita’s come up with one solution. She came up with it all by herself without talking it over with anyone. No one, no where, no how. Baby Ducks, don’t you see that how you made this decision scares the living shit out of those of us who will have to live and work with it? Gal, you are unilateral as all hell. Sorry, but you are. Course now, it worked back then, and you thought you could get away with it again in the here and now. None of us want to have you pull the same shit on us in the middle of a production schedule redo.”
Rita blushed. Sandy had to give the old gal credit, when hit in the face with a frozen fish of her own making, the gal could recognize her blunder.
“The problem with this, from where we work the fabs, is that anyone else who gets the Viceroy’s baton may be just as unilateral. Dare I say, they might even be subject to bribes or blandishments that could sway their judgement. This ain’t to say that Kris Longknife couldn’t have been gotten to. It is to say that no one ever successfully did. Anybody know of any honest broker like her that they got hiding in the closet?”
No one spoke up.
“Okay, so if we don’t trust any one person, how do we fill Kris’s shoes? Who do we let not so much call the shots as call us out when we are clearly chasing off after the wrong goal?”
Abby paused to take a breath. No one made any effort to fill the silence.
“Okay, one can’t do it. Two can’t break a tie if they’re both at logger heads. Three can vote two to one and get something done, or rather stop something from being done that way. We also talked about five or even seven, but the more we talked about them, the more we had to agree that the more you let talk, the longer it takes and time is often in short supply around here.”
Abby again paused to glance over everyone at the table.
“So, here’s the proposal from the working stiffs. When it comes to deciding how our nationalized industry will work, we expect that we will continue to have a whole lot of people at the table. The Colonials will always be there. Admiral Benson and his base force will, no doubt, be there. Pipra and her managers have to be there. Grand Admiral, if you want to be there, ain’t nobody gonna stop you. What we want is to have at least one person, chosen by us workers, be there and have one third of the voting power to close down the process and redirect its priorities if it’s headed off cross-country and down into the swamp.
“Who those other two might be, will, no doubt, be a subject for a lot of hemming and hawing from the rest of you around this table, but the union takes no interest in them. Now, I’ve said my piece. Anyone who wants the floor can have it.”
No one was in any hurry to fill Abby’s silence. Ada looked at Rita who looked back; the both of them glanced at Sandy.
Sandy turned to Penny. “Captain, would you have the wardroom serve up tea, coffee, whatever, as well as some decent rations? I think we will need a coffee break to discuss this.”
“Aye, aye, Admiral. We should have the coffee here in two or three minutes. Maybe sooner.”
“Oh, I can make it sooner,” Mimzy said, and a table extruded itself out from the wall behind Rita. A moment later, several carafes and mugs formed out of the table in appropriate places.
Now it was Sandy’s turn to lean forward. “Abby has proposed a three person body with the power to stop the prioritization process when two of them conclude it’s headed off course. I note that she is giving this group only negative power. They can stop and redirect the process. They cannot mandate its final product. I foresee the potential for problems if two of these people have an agenda that is totally at odds with where the overall group wants to go. If they repeatedly reject the product it can have the effect of driving everyone to a result that those two want. We’ll have to think on that a bit.” That did get a few heads raised in thought.
“Abby also proposes that one of those three be appointed by labor. By my count, that leaves four other groups to compete for those other two seats. That might be met by having a five person committee, but as Abby has already pointed out, that leads to a hell of a lot of yakking before anything can get done.
“I see that the sandwiches and other nibbles have arrived. Let’s take a break and see what we think when we get back together.”
Sandy stood, and everyone in the room stood as well. Most made a beeline for the coffee; Sandy strode over to the opposite wall and gazed at its reproduction of the space outside the station. She took the time to take several deep, slow breaths.
How the hell did I get into the job of counting paperclips? she thought to herself.
“It comes with the territory,” Penny said, from directly behind her.
“I thought I was only thinking that,” Sandy said, turning to meet her staffer.
“Pardon me, Admiral. Sometimes we think loud enough to transmit on Nelly Net. I’m afraid you just did. If you want to be left to yourself, I’ll go get tea and tell Mimzy not to pick up anything you’re thinking hard on.”
“I’ll also tell Mata to not pass along anything to Abby,” Mimzy said.
“Abby heard that?” Sandy said, hunting for the former maid.
Said troublemaker had just gotten her coffee and was filching half of a sandwich. She did turn to face Sandy with two raised eyebrows. Was she admitting to being embarrassed to have horned in on Sandy’s thoughts or was she gloating? Hard to tell.
“Okay, so I’m the virgin on this process of hammering out production priorities. Is it as bad as they say it is?”
“We live or die based on how we guess,” Penny said. “If we don’t have the defense we need when the alien raiders show up, they’ll wipe us out. However, you can’t sit under Damocles' sword forever without taking a break. We can’t keep the birds on our side unless we give them the stuff they want. Construction folks, Sailors and Marines need breaks so we came up with the homesteading effort. All of those require consumer goods. It’s a very sharp sword we balance our lives on. Kris could throw herself into the balance to make sure we kept ourselves in balance.”
“And this troika will do the balancing act for us now.”
“Aren’t there stories,” Admiral Benson said, coming up to join the conversation, “of hard Russian winters and wolves? Didn’t desperate people sometimes toss folks out of the troika to the wolves?”
“I’ve heard that story a time or three,” Sandy admitted. “I take it that the aliens are the wolves?”
“That’s why we call a mess of alien warships around a mother ship a wolf pack,” Amber answered.
Sandy turned from the false window on the stars to find that the Navy had coalesced around her. Strangely, Abby, Ada and Rita were forming a distant triangle, sizing each other up. As Sandy watched, Abby kind of sidled up to Ada. Not to be left out, Rita took a few steps closer. Ada said something to Rita and soon the three of them began talking in low voices.
“I need some tea,” Sandy said. “Is there any of that relaxing herb tea?”
“I believe so,” Penny said. “Would you like me to get you a mug?”
“No. Why don’t you Navy types put your heads together a bit while I stroll over and get a bite to eat?”
So saying, Sandy left her subordinates behind and made her way to the refreshment table. She noticed that as she got there, the three civilians had slipped over to where the door would be. The Navy officers had taken the corner about as far from those three as they could get. All were talking in low voices.
Sandy got herself a mug of tea, a delicious looking half sandwich of whatever passed for ham and cheese locally with a luscious slice of tomato and some crisp lettuce. She then gravitated to the other corner, a good distance from both factions.
I don’t want either of them to bend my ear just now. Abby was right; two was too small. You needed a tie breaking vote.
Somehow, Sandy suspected, she’d have the last say in this.
MIMZY, DO YOU HAVE A RECORDING OF ANY OF THOSE PRODUCTION PRIORITY MEETINGS? I’D LIKE TO SEE HOW KRIS HANDLED THEM.
YES, ADMIRAL. I CAN GIVE YOU THE SYNOPSIS OF SEVERAL MEETINGS. I ALSO HAVE COMPLETE VIDEO OF AN INTERESTING INTERVENTION BY KRIS LONGKNIFE.
SHOW ME THE INTERVENTION FIRST.
A window opened in the star scape. It showed a large room full of busy people. Long lists and spread sheets filled the walls and table tops as several different groups worked intently.
It sounded like Nelly was talking. “Kris, I hate to say it but the black plan is starting to look more and more like a turquoise plan. Plenty of growth for butter, some for industry, not a lot of guns.”
“How bad?” Kris asked.
“Something like sixty, thirty, ten.” Nelly said.
“That bad, huh/”
“Pretty much.”
“Okay, Nelly. Please have your kids save all the plans as they now exist.”
“Done, Kris.”
“Now, clear the boards.”
“Kris,” came in four-part harmony from the staff around her with a lone “Done,” from Nelly.
“What the hell?” seemed to be one of the more neutral responses around Kris as every wall and table top became just a flat surface. Not a number was in sight. Everyone in the room turned to eye the Longknife standing next to Penny.
Kris let the uproar run for a moment, then said in a command voice that carried, “Now that I have your attention,” and the room fell silent.
“Boys and girls,” she began in dripping sarcasm. “I gave you free run to see what you would do. I do not find the present trend acceptable. Sixty percent for consumer goods and only ten percent for defense is not what I had in mind when you started this exercise.”
“But we need this for homesteads dirtside,” came in a plaintive cry from a corner of the room.
“Maybe we need to be clear about those homesteads. They are not dude ranches,” Kris said. “I expect those farms to grow food. One person enjoying the good life on their private half time bit of heaven is not something we can afford; not out here in the dragon’s mouth.”
Kris glanced around the room. Few met her eyes.
Sandy noted that Abby, however, was not one of them. She had a tight smile on her face and was nodding. Apparently, Kris’s former maid had been expecting something like this.
Sandy glanced over her shoulder, Abby, as well as most of those in the room were watching her watch the replay of their own planning session.
Kris’s voice drew Sandy back to the screen. “Now then, let’s start this over again, and let me give you more precise guidance. Defense will be lowered from sixty percent of our effort to thirty. Industrial growth will raise from an anemic ten percent, which was barely enough to provide spares and support infrastructure growth for the colonials, to a solid thirty percent. Consumer goods will stay at thirty percent.”
“And the remaining ten percent?” Pipra asked.
“Will be apportioned as best to level out resource usage,” Kris said. “You can juggle the top two or three percent of the thirty percent if it gets the most production. Understand?”
“Got you,” was said by several of the people now sharing this room with Sandy.
“Now,” Kris said in her most reasonable, but still very Longknife voice, “Let’s go back to work as adult men and women.”
Sandy turned. “How’d that work out?” she asked the room.
“The dude ranches got turned into shared working farms,” Penny said. “Kris allocated farming gear by a lottery. If eight, twelve, sixteen people went in together, half could have the farm one week, the other half the next and they got more tickets in the lottery and more chances to get an early start.”
“That sounds like a win-win,” Sandy said.
“We also discovered that if we built light fabrication plants,” Abby put in, “we could get more commercial products out of them and save the heavy fabs that came out from human space for defense and making our own fabs.”
“Another win-win,” Sandy said. “So, let me see if I get this right, by closing you down, and getting some guff, Kris got you using your heads and figuring out better how to use your limited resources.”
“That gal could sure do both,” Abby drawled. “Drive you up the walls one minute and make you the best you could be the next. Damn Longknife.”
That got a general, all around chuckle.
“So, Abby, you plan on being the Union Rep to this troika?”
“No way, José. The plant folks know I work in Pipra’s office. They got two or three good first line supervisors they’re looking at to join the process. All of them got good heads on their shoulders.”
Sandy mulled that over for only a second. “Then is Pipra going to want to be in this threesome, or will she want you?”
“Pipra will have to be in the meeting,” Abby said. “Likely she should have been in this one as well. Still, she’ll be up to her ears in making things happen. It seems to me that she’ll be too busy cutting down trees to get much of a view of the forest. Same for me. No, you need someone who knows the process but can take three steps back. For that matter, Ada will be a very interested bystander. She’ll be up to her armpits in snakes. We agreed over tea to scratch her off the list.”
Sandy shook her head. “Do you three realize what you’ve gone and done?”
Rita, Abby and Ada turned to frown at each other, then turned back to Sandy with nothing but puzzlement in their eyes.
“You don’t see the circle you’re trying to square, huh?”
It was left to Penny to say, “I don’t see it either. What are we missing?”
“This kind of an exercise takes the best brains you have on this station, right?” Sandy turned back to the frozen picture she’d been watching. “I see Pipra, and you, Admiral Benson, and Ada and Rita are on the screen, participating. Abby, you’re there.”
“All of us are,” Abby admitted.
“All the boss types are up to their elbows doing their damndest to make this happen, and then Kris Longknife grabs you all by your choke chain and brings you up short. Right?”
“Right,” came from several in the room.
“Now, let’s say that we replace Kris with a union rep from way down the promotion ladder. We toss in a Colonial type from deep in Ada’s bureaucracy and add on a Navy type from one of your shipyards, Admiral Benson. Admiral, how are you going to take to some lieutenant commander or first line yard boss telling you that you’ve got to scrap everything you’ve been doing and start all over again?”
A nervous laugh quickly sprinted around the room.
“How you gonna square this circle, folks?” Sandy repeated herself.
The room mulled the problem over for a long minute.
“Maybe we should let Rita do it,” Ada said.
Every head in the room, except hers and Rita’s was swiveling in the negative.
“Sorry, Rita,” Sandy said, “but you have too long a history here to be trusted at this. You’ve provided good service, but you and these people have paid a very high price for their survival. You need to give it a rest.”
“But who? You?” Rita spat back.
“No way, St. Josefina,” Sandy said, borrowing a female from Abby’s pantheon of holies. “I’ve got a fleet to command. I’m one third of your customer base. I’m most definitely backing one of the oxen in this goring contest, so nope.”
“Kris Longknife did it,” Ada pointed out.
“Need I repeat, she is a princess and a Longknife. The king made her Viceroy and she also holds voting stock in Nuu Enterprises. All of those said she could control production if she wanted to. She, however, was smart enough to let people do what they did best while she just kept an eye on what was best for all of us.”
“Well,” Admiral Benson said slowly, “if the Colonials would vote you, Admiral, the Downside Viceroy as well as Upside, you’d have full Viceroy control. That, and being responsible for the Alwa Defense Station might get fairly close to Kris’s power, especially if we kept the Nationalization Decree in place.”
“But do we trust her?” Ada said. “She’s Navy. How can we make sure she won’t go wild on us?”
“She’s the Viceroy responsible for Alwa,” Abby said. “All of Alwa. That means the birds, Colonials as well as immigrants, be they Navy, Marine or fabrication worker. If she wants all the pieces to hold together, she’s got to look out for all of them.”
“But if she’s got all the Viceroy’s power, there’s no way she’ll undo the nationalization,” Ada pointed out.
“Can I ask a stupid question?” Penny said.
Sandy shrugged. “This entire conversation is not going anywhere. A good question might help with all these bad answers.”
“Does the present production schedule need to be revamped?” Penny asked.
Sandy took a poll of the room. Abby shook her head when the new admiral eyed her. Ada joined Abby when Sandy’s eyes came to her. Admiral Benson said, “Nope, I got all I need to keep my yards producing what the fleet needs. I’m happy with things the way they are.”
“What about my brat trying to take over the Nuu part of the fabs?” Rita asked. “Can Sandy stand up to his lawyers?”
Ada had an answer for that. “His lawyers will have to make their case in a Colonial court.”
“And they wouldn’t get much work out of a work force out on a general strike,” Abby pointed out.
“So, do we really need to have this conversation?” Penny asked. “Yes, Granny Rita stirred up a hornet’s nest with her Nationalization Decree. Very likely, she needs to have her hands slapped and her Viceroy name badge taken away from her. I think it might be a good idea to let Sandy have the full title like the king suggested when he gave it to Kris. For now, why not keep on keeping on? If we do need to tweak production, there’s no reason why we can’t try it on our own and if we like the results, we can go with it. We’re all grown-ups here. Most of the time.”
“So, we solve our problem by avoiding our problem,” Rita growled.
“No, we solve our problem by getting the one person responsible for keeping us all alive the power she needs to see that we do,” Ada said. “Sorry, Rita, but as soon as I can get a Senate quorum, we’ll be stitching those two jobs back into one. And you back into retirement.”
“It’s nice to be so loved,” Rita drawled.
“Commodore, we do love you,” Ada said. “It’s just getting hard to live with you.”
“I think we have a family counselor somewhere in my fleet,” Sandy said. “Why don’t you two schedule some time with him or her?”
Ada and Rita made nasty faces at each other.
“Penny, get the appointment for them, and, if necessary, detail a platoon of Marines to see that they make the sessions.”
“Aye, aye, Admiral,” the captain said with a delighted look on her face.
Sandy let out a sigh. “I think you all have wasted enough of my time. Admiral Kitano, will you please brief me on the state of our defenses as they now stand? Penny, if all these people don’t vacate my day quarters in two minutes, call the Marines and tell them to show up with fixed bayonets.”
“With pleasure, Admiral.”
“Oh, and Penny, get my quarters back to standard Navy. I know the stars. I don’t like them looking over my shoulders.”
In a blink, the room returned to standard Navy gray, Sandy’s desk was back out of the wall and the huge table had shrunk down to a standard conference size.
“Now, Amber, what’s our status?
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Grand Admiral Sandy Santiago waited impatiently for her civilian visitors to vacate her day quarters and take their chatter and their complications with them. Truth be told, she was angry.
They and their bucket of self-inflicted troubles had tied her up for the entire cruise in from Jump Point Alwa to Canopus Station. There had been all sorts of hand wringing and carrying on . . .
And now it was over with nothing but a whimper. A whimper and a decision to ignore the damn problem.
She rubbed the bridge of her nose. Everyone out here kept saying that Alwa Station was different, but it could sure be a pain in the butt.
Sandy knew she shouldn’t allow herself this disgust and anger at the civilian side of her mission. She knew in her head that the industrial base that Kris Longknife had cobbled together was a major part of why they all had survived. This just wasn’t the job Sandy had signed on for.
All her years, from the academy to present, she’d dreamed of commanding a fleet of warships in a real, knock-down, drag-out battle. She’d thought when the King gave her these orders that she’d finally gotten the chance of a life time.
She’d commanded a fleet convoying a mixed bag of support ships, factories and a mobile space station out here only to find that Kris Longknife had gone up against the best the aliens had to offer and had knocked those alien wolf packs right out of the park.
And done it all while preger enough to pop.
If she was honest with herself, Sandy was feeling a bad case of battle interruptus. Instead of getting to blow shit up, she was deep in civilian bickering shit.
Sandy took several deep breaths, went deep within herself and found her center. For a moment, she let herself reside there, grounding herself in what she knew was real, then she turned to Admiral Kitano.
“Have you had any problems with the aliens while I was off making friends with those damn cats?”
“Computer, star map, please,” the admiral said. Quickly, a volume of space came into being above the table in front of them.
Alwa showed bright Kelly green in the center of the map. Expanding out from it were scores of different colored stars, but all had a circle around them. “We’ve picketed every star system with a jump point out to fifteen jumps from Alwa. Every once in a while, one of the outer layer gets popped. We send out a squadron to check out the report, but whatever blew it away is long gone by the time we get there. We replace the jump buoy, look around for a while. Jump to the next system and put buoys at that system’s jumps and gradually spread the pickets further out, but the aliens never come back and pop the same buoy twice.”
“Any idea why?” Sandy asked.
“It’s anybody’s guess,” Amber answered. “Maybe it’s just a alien ship passing through. Remember, the first ship Kris encountered was just a family mining concern. Are ships like that independent of the huge wolf packs or are they attached to them? You tell me.”
“We don’t know a thing about the aliens, do we?”
Amber shook her head. “Not a thing.”
“Has anyone been back to that system we think might have the planet of origin of the alien raiders?”
The other admiral again shook her head. “I’m not sure it would be safe to try it. Kris left a pretty nasty message behind. If any base ship has wandered by and read it, they might be setting up a system defense to nip us off if we dare to desecrate their sacred ground again. Why do you ask? You aren’t thinking of going back there, are you?”
“I am,” Sandy said.
“For God’s sake, why?”
Sandy shrugged. “I need to wrap my head around these aliens. See if I can figure out what makes them tick. They sure don’t behave like us. They seem totally crazy. ‘Know your enemy,’ has always been good advice. Do you think we know this enemy?”
Amber snorted. “Not even close. How big a force would you plan on taking? Penny took a single light frigate when she went exploring and found the place. Kris took only a squadron when she visited there. That was all we could spare from Alwa’s defense at the time.” Admiral Kitano spoke quickly, as if she’d already thought this through several times.
“Since then, we’ve blown away another six base ships. That’s bound to have stirred up a hornet’s next. I would not suggest anything less than a fleet, say thirty-two, maybe forty-eight battlecruisers. Likely, you’ll need a few fast attack transports for Marines and scientists. We got a lot of boffins that have come out from human space hoping to get a chance to study that place. The contents of that pyramid of horror is a treasure trove for the study of comparative evolution. A full examination of all those skulls and plastic-wrapped trophies would massively advance whole areas of science.”
Sandy thought on that for only a moment before she began planning for a major fleet movement. “Forty-eight battlecruisers will need two or three repair ships to keep them going. If we stay gone for three months, we’ll likely need a half-dozen supply ships, maybe more.”
“We could run a resupply mission to you after, say, after six weeks. Fresh fruit, vegetables, and meat will break up the boredom of a long cruise.”
Sandy nodded. “It’s not like we’re beating a path to that planet.”
“Penny’s Mimzy has plotted a dozen alternate ways to get between here and there. It’s nice having a smart computer close at hand.”
“I’ll be taking Penny,” Sandy said. “How many of Nelly’s kids will that leave you?”
“Chief Bene and his Giovanni help Admiral Benson keep the yards’ schedule straight. General Steve with his Chesty commands a division, but also is adjutant to the Army Chief of Staff. You left Jacques with the Cats. I suspect that you’ll be taking Professor Labao and his Pedro with you to honcho the scientists studying the pyramid. You know Abby and her Mata Hari is Pipra’s right hand gal. Her niece Cara and her computer don’t count.”
“So, if I take two,” Sandy said, “that leaves you with four and the cats with one.”
“And if Jacques shows up before you get back, I’ll send him along to you. He really does lust to study that alien home world.”
Sandy considered that for a moment, then adjusted her schedule to accommodate one lustful anthropologist. “Send a division of battlecruisers out on a fast trip to visit the cats. Tell Jacques that we’ll hold the expedition for him. He has two days to make up his mind. Is it the cats or the aliens he most wants to study?”
“And his wife, Amanda?”
“She’s has to find the cats’ economy more interesting than a primitive planet.”
Amber shook her head. “You’re cruel.”
“Okay. She’s a grown-up. She can make her own decisions.”
“So, if I send a division out on a high-speed run to catville, it will be about two weeks before you leave. You okay with that?”
“The last time I left, how long did it take trouble to break out?”
“A couple of weeks.”
“So hanging around here for a couple of weeks might not be a bad idea. I’ll see if I can stomp out a few forest fires while they’re still small.”
Thus, Sandy did hang around. She checked on her fleet’s training and availability. She visited the production facilities on the moon and made nice with workers that included mostly civilian workers but there were a few Sailors, Marines and Navy yard workers cross training as well as cats, Colonials, Roosters and Ostriches just learning the ropes.
Talk about diversity in your work place.
She also did a few admiral’s inspections and found that her crews were also a mix.
Sailors in well-worn uniforms stood beside production and yard workers with hard, calloused hands in uniforms as new and stiff and showing low rates as those worn by fresh caught Colonials, also mostly as seaman strikers. The gunnery divisions had their share of Ostriches standing in ranks. Roosters tended toward admin and supply. The cats were still finding their place, but guns seemed their preference.
This was, of course, only the peace time crew of a ships, usually about three quarters of war manning. An equal number of crew members were dirtside on their week’s leave, off tending their farms, ranches or fishing smacks before they rotated back for a week aboard ship.
“Admiral Kitano, if half the crew are downside, and this crew can fight the ship, what will you do with the rest of the crew if we have a fight on our hands?”
“Why do you think Admiral Benson is still spinning out twelve new battlecruisers a month? Right now, our ships have a blue and gold crew. Come a fight, we aim to double our fleet, with each task force having a blue or gold task group under the rear admiral with sixteen ships each.”
“You’re thinking of everything,” Sandy reflected.
“We have to.”
They soon found that they needed to think about more things than they had planned for.
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Admiral Ben Benson asked for a meeting with Sandy, and asked to include Admiral Kitano in it as well. He showed up right on time and began without preamble.
“Our battlecruisers have a problem. They’re evaporating,” Ben said, curtly.
A civilian might have squeaked out a “What?” but Sandy demanded more of herself.
“Please explain yourself?” she said, curtly.
“The Smart Metal the battlecruisers are made of seems to be breaking down. We noticed it before, but we thought it was just battle damage. You’ll understand, Admiral, that for the first couple of years we were here, it was a rare ship that wasn’t involved in a major battle every few months and didn’t require yard time to make good the Smart Metal burned off by the alien lasers. Hell, ma’am, Kris took a squadron of eight ships to the alien home world. She straggled back with what was left cobbled together into four wrecks. What was left of them was a whole lot shy of their standard tonnage. It has been hard to tell battle damage from material failure.”
“But now you’re sure you have material failure,” Sandy queried.
“Definitely, Admiral. We’ve got ships coming into the yard for their three month reduced availability that haven’t been shot at. They haven’t been hard used, jinking at three or more gees and we’re still finding them light with this crud mixed in with their Smart Metal matrix. We’ve got a definite problem.”
“Do we have a solution?” Amber asked.
“I think we do,” the yard boss said. “As I said, we’ve been finding this crud in the matrix for a while. The boffins and my boys put their heads together a year or so ago and came up with some nano that we release into the ship’s Smart Metal matrix to flush out the junk. Then we pump new matrix into the ship and fix what needs fixing. We’ve been doing this for a couple of years now. We just figured it was left over from laser hits.”
“How bad is this problem?” Sandy asked.
“In a year, as much as eight or ten percent of the Smart Metal in a ship could lose its cohesion,” Ben answered.
“That bad and we never knew it?” Amber asked.
“As I said, we figured it was just normal wear and tear on Alwa Station. You may have noticed that we’ve been running ships through a reduced availability every ninety days. We were catching ships when they were two to two and a half percent down.”
“Is there a difference between, say, ships you build compared to ships from human space?”
“Ma’am,” Ben said, “we do our best to segregate human space Smart Metal from our local manufactured stuff. A foreign built ship gets dinged up real bad, we just drain its metal into tanks and use it on the damaged ones. It’s the same for local construction. If we’re reading it right, the ships from human space are closer to the eight percent. Our ships tend toward the ten percent, so yes, there may be some difference between the manufacturing process, but the ships are still coming down with the crud.”
Sandy considered this new twist on Alwa Station. “We’ll need to get this news back to human space. Strange, I never heard anything about this back there.”
“Maybe they don’t know they have the problem, ma’am. Maybe their yards are doing the same fixes. Of course, they don’t have to regularly fix battle damage, so I don’t know how they’re accounting for the problem.”
“They don’t have the test of combat,” Amber said. “Maybe they don’t feel the need to worry about ships being underweight a bit. Maybe the yards are just billing the Navy for the extra Smart Metal and fixing what needs fixing.”
“Possibly, Amber,” Sandy mused.
“If they’re doing it that way,” Ben said, “they’re setting themselves up for a major problem. That crud hanging around in the matrix is about as good for it as plaque in your arteries. Too much of that crap in the mix and it’s going to fall apart.”
Amber looked pained. “I guess we better get a fast courier off to Wardhaven and have them tackle this problem from their side.”
“It would help if a freighter or three brought out some spare matrix for the foreign construction,” Ben added.
Sandy knew something had been nagging at the back of her brain. “I was planning on taking out an oversize fleet for a three month stay at the putative alien home world. Do you foresee a problem?”
Ben shook his head. “I think we can make sure you don’t have one. Now that we know what we’ve got, we can make allowances for it. We’ll order every ship’s maintenance division to run these crud removing nanos every week or so. We could also have ships deploy with one or two thousand tons of spare Smart Metal. You’ll be heavy initially, but if your chuck the crud overboard once a week, you’ll be down to fighting trim in three months. In the meantime, you’ve got some extra armor.”
“Has your brain trust worked this through?” Sandy asked.
“I wouldn’t have asked for this meeting if I didn’t have a solution for you, Admiral.”
“God, I like meetings with your kind of people,” Sandy said with a sigh.
“Well, this problem had been creeping up on us for years, ma’am, and we had half the solution at hand when the damn thing bit us on the ass. The next problem I bring your way may not be so nice.”
“Well, thank you for this one. Amber, I think we better put off the cruise to the alien world. Make sure that all that fleet’s ships get yard time the week or two before we sail.”
“That we will do, Admiral,” Admiral Kitano said.
Done, Admiral Benson took his leave.
So for the next five weeks, Sandy did what she had to do and let her science team dash around with visions of alien sugar plums dancing in their heads.
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Several hundred light years from any human being, a sentinel, made by human hands, stood watch at the boundary of observed human space around Alwa and the unknown. Its watch so far had been cold, alone, and uneventful.
Then it picked up the signal it was created to capture. It analyzed it against those in its storage memory and the collection of zeros and ones added up to a result that did not put it in a friendly category. This identification initiated a subroutine.
The sentinel activated itself and scurried through an anomalous bit of space. While it moved only a half kilometer, its little trip actually delivered it twenty-four light years from its previous position. It immediately sent two messages. One dispatched a message to another sentinel on the other side of the system. It was a report to its human maker that it had achieved the purpose for which it had been built.
Three alien built reactors had been identified entering a very distant star system.
The other message was to the sentinel watching patiently at this jump point. It was ordered to replace the newly arrived buoy in the other system. It obeyed. That obedience would cost the device its simple existence. The other sentinel now went back into observation mode. That order would keep it from being reduced to its atoms in two weeks.
The message might have taken several months to reach its intended human audience had it continued to cross star systems at the speed of light before hopping a score of light years in only a moment aboard the next jump point’s buoy. However, two systems in, not one, but two, probes picked up the message.
One probe was the usual one. The other was a larger probe with more powerful engines and a greater sensor suite.
This probe paid for its greater size and speed by having a unique set of orders in its computer. If an unfamiliar reactor entered the system, the probe would immediately blow itself to atoms.
Today, however, the fast probe began to accelerate at six gees. Three hundred and twelve kilometers later it was rotating at fifty-four revolutions per minute as it vanished into a blank bit of space. It materialized one hundred and sixty-four light years from where it had been.
The message it transmitted to a distant cousin in this star system also traveled slowly at the speed of light, before being received and hurled through another jump. The copy of the message that took this route arrived only three weeks after it originated.
A Communications Specialist 3/c was in the middle of a mid-watch card game when his assigned comm system began to beep. He logged the message immediately and called his duty officer as he scanned the plain language report.
The lieutenant nodded and told the petty officer he had done a good job and could go back to his game. The lieutenant drew a sidearm from the gun locker in the comm shack, slipped the message into a folder that sealed to her thumb print, and moved quickly down the passageway, up two ladders and down another passageway where she paused, knocked, and entered when told to.
The duty officer for Command, Alwa Sector look up from the classified manual he was reading, preparing for his Space Warfare Command Qualifications test. During the midnight watch, there wasn’t much else to do.
Of course, the wrong message traffic could liven up his entire night, day and week. The automatic prominent on the attractive lieutenant’s hips caused his gut to clinch. He’d been here when high speed suicide craft had been an hourly occurrence. He’d hate to go back to that mess.
“Message traffic, priority,” the comm lieutenant reported, then thumbed her folder and withdrew the message flimsy. The commander scanned the message. “Another one, Lieutenant?”
“Yes, sir. We haven’t had one of these for a couple of weeks.”
“Be glad for that,” he said, then ordered up a star map and rattled off the originator of the report. As he expected, the violated system was one of the most distant.
He nodded, and signed for the message. “I’ll include this in the morning briefing. No need to wake up a bunch of stars for news that is already three weeks old.”
“Aye, aye, sir. You still interested in a squash game tomorrow?”
The commander grinned at the lieutenant. “You want to lose another set?”
“Speak for yourself, sir.”
“You know, if we keep playing squash every other day, one of us might need to fill out a Standard Form 57.”
She grinned. “I wouldn’t mind that sort of paperwork. You want to do it or shall I?”
“I’ll fill it out. We can both sign it tomorrow.”
She wrinkled her nose, then turned away. Was there a bit more wiggle in her walk? Yeah, they both needed to do the paperwork for this relationship before it developed much more. Fraternization may not be as frowned upon as it had once been, but it still had rules.
The commander again scanned the message. He hated to say it, but probes by the aliens were getting to be routine. He shook his head; they could not allow this to become the new normal.
He added the message to the morning briefing, made sure it was all properly logged, then returned to studying the use of gravity wells in battle management.
Those type of calls were usually made way above the pay grade of a battlecruiser captain. Still, single ship actions had been fought, and a single casualty could promote him into command of a division of four warships, escorting a buoy tender to repair or expand their picket line.
You never knew what might be out on the other side of that next jump.
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Grand Admiral Santiago made it a practice to include Admiral Kitano in the daily briefing. As Sandy had learned, Alwa Station was different. Having Amber at her elbow during the morning brief gave her immediate access to a font of knowledge that was especially helpful when Sandy took that next step . . . and discovered it wasn’t there.
Today was no different.
The night duty officer gave the daily briefing before going off duty. That gave him most of the small hours of the morning to prepare it. From the brevity of the briefings over the last two weeks, Sandy wondered what they did for most of their watch.
Today, the commander didn’t start his briefing off by announcing that they had spent the last twenty-four hours at Alert Status Two, not quite the lowest, but much better than “hair on fire” Five.
This morning, the briefer began by calling up a holographic star map and walking into the middle of it. After pointing a laser at one planet and getting it flashing red, he said, “One of our outer sentinels reported an incursion. It took the report three weeks to make it back here, so this is likely a stale datum.”
“When will we know if the buoy was destroyed?” Amber asked.
“The follow-on message may take a week or more to arrive,” the commander answered.
“All that we know is that a star ship with three reactors entered system N-24 by its Beta Jump. A hostile cruiser accelerating at 2.5 gees from Beta Jump to Alpha where our sentinel is will need about a week to get there and destroy our buoy.”
Sandy frowned at the problems of time and distance, even at the speed of light. The alert had been sounded three weeks ago. Two weeks ago, the buoy likely was lazed to atoms, but it would be another week before they know that.
“How soon could we get a reaction force out there?” Sandy asked.
The commander had a ready answer. “If a squadron maintained up to 3.5 gees acceleration when it could, we have a course to system M-15 that will likely take ten days.”
“The cruiser probably destroyed our picket two weeks ago and got out of the system last week,” Amber pointed out. “We can’t get there until seventeen days after the alien cruiser jumped out.”
“So this is just a nuisance raid,” Sandy said.
“But it gives us data,” Amber said. “Commander, what can you tell me about this ship?”
“It has three reactors, so it’s likely a cruiser design. The reactors don’t match anything in our database. The design is close to Wolf Pack Foxtrot. Admiral Longknife destroyed that mother ship and about half of its battleships before the Battle of System X. It was sending suicide skiffs at us. It’s likely that this new wolf pack picked up some of the survivors of Wolf Pack Foxtrot that missed out on dying with their mother ship and those survivors may have taught them how to build cruisers.”
“Commander, highlight for the admiral the other two systems that have been skunked,” Amber said.
The briefing officer highlighted two more systems. Both were at the N layer, thirteen jumps out from Alwa. “They got raided by alien battleships that, again, had different reactors and lasers from any we’d run into before.”
“Battleships?” Sandy said.
“Excuse me, Admiral,” Amber put in. “When all we had to deal with was alien base ships or the half million ton monsters that escorted them, we just call them alien warships. Now, they’re making smaller, faster ships. We call them cruisers. The monsters we now call battleships. We’re trying to fit the alien fleet into our own nomenclature.”
“And the high speed, single reactor suicide boats are skiffs,” Sandy said, nodding.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“So, to put all of this together, we’re being prodded by at least three wolf packs, but they’re just testing our pickets and running away before we can cross swords with them.”
“Yes,” Amber said.
“What did we do when they hit the last two pickets?”
“We dispatched a division of battlecruisers with a buoy tender. We replaced the destroyed sentinel and added pickets on the other side of the jumps out of that system. In those two areas, we now have an O layer of warning buoys.”
“If you do the same thing three times in a row,” Sandy asked, “what are the chances they’ll flip on you? Try something new?”
Amber tossed that one to the briefer. He looked seriously uncomfortable. “We’re dealing with what appear to be three different wolf packs. They are about as far apart around our sphere of sentinels as they can be. The chances of any coordination seem unlikely.”
“And, in addition,” Amber took over, much to the well-hidden relief of the commander, “our battlecruisers are under orders not to engage a larger force.”
Sandy had the good form to cough gently at that comment. All too recently, she’d thought she was engaging a smaller force. Thought that for too long.
“And yes, Admiral, as a general rule, we don’t go chasing after aliens who run,” Amber said, letting Sandy know that out on Alwa station they were smart enough not to do what she’d just done. But gently.
“Our standard approach to a jump is to cruise up to it slowly, send a sentinel through, wait for it to return with a general situation for the other side of the jump, and only then send one ship through. We prefer to be as cautious as any cat at a dog show, and, so far, we haven’t run into any dogs off of their leashes. We know that could change at any minute, but we impress on the commanders of these patrols that their priority is to bringing back information rather than add some notches to their belt.”
“Very good,” Sandy said. “Are we done with this part of the briefing?”
“Do you want to send out a division or a squadron, Admiral, to replace the sentinel?” the commander asked.
“Assign one of your experienced divisions and one of my divisions that hasn’t gotten in any shooting time and send them out.” Sandy turned to Amber. “How much advanced warning do you give for a sortie?”
“If I’m nice, twenty-four hours. If I think people are getting complacent, four. In those cases, I do allow captains to ask to be dropped from the sortie.”
“And?” Sandy asked.
“Then I give them a full, top down inspection. It doesn’t always result in the relief of the captain, but it can.”
Sandy grinned. “Four hours, Commander.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said, and spoke a few words into his commlink.
Somewhere, prepared orders were showing up on the bridges of eight ships. Somewhere, people’s boring day was turning exciting.
While he was doing that, Sandy leaned over close to Amber and whispered, “Do you really keep all your ships on a four hour sortie notice?”
“We try to keep all ships on a twenty-four hour notice, except for those in a reduced availability periods. We keep one fleet ready to sortie on eight hour notice. It has a squadron on ready alert that can clear the pier in five minutes for a short duration cruise. Another squadron is on four hour no-notice sortie status. Finding two divisions, one veteran and the other newly arrived may take a bit of work, but it will be interesting to see how this goes down.”
Some might consider this cruel, but as Sandy mulled the entire process over, she found she very much approved of this. Toes were invented, after all, to keep Sailors on them.
Four hours later, eight battlecruisers departed the station and set 2.4 gee acceleration for the Jump Point Beta. Immediately, a buoy slipped through to announce to the next system the time these ships would jump through and set a half hour cushion around it for any approaching traffic.
The ready alert squadron had the right of way.
Penny’s computer, Mimzy, had examined several courses to system O-24 and chosen the fastest. Battlecruisers would be in that system in twelve days.
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For the next week, matters progressed comfortably, the way Sandy liked. Portions of the fleet sortied every other day for training. One numbered fleet was usually matched against another fleet. Since all of them had a mix of old Alwa hands and new arrivals, both fleets got serious workouts and Sandy’s nuggets got some of the green worn off of them. Considering that training cruises were usually a twice a year experience for the Wardhaven Navy, Sandy found she approved of keeping the ships out on the tip of the spear well practiced and sharp.
The Navy wasn’t the only thing that seemed to be going smoothly.
Pipra Strongarm showed up with Abby Nightingale in tow one cheery morning after the morning briefing to do a briefing of her own.
“We’ve got a couple of changes in the production quotas that I want to bring you up to speed on,” the Nuu Enterprise CEO said.
Sandy’s eyebrows rose up her forehead like angry caterpillars. Not production again.
Pipra saw the storm and moved quickly to head it off. “Do you mind if I bring your Admiral Benson and First Minister Ada in on this?”
“Please do so.”
The large screen in Sandy’s day room came to life. One side showed Admiral Benson’s office, the other Ada’s. Apparently, this was no surprise; both were seated at conference tables, surrounded by interested subordinates.
“We’ve have some nice news for a change,” the industrialist said. “The lunar prospectors near the new North Production complex found a field of titanium ore. It turned out to be richer than the first reports led us to believe. We’re bringing it on line now and getting more yield per ton. That allows us to jack up production in the light fabs. The ones that produce things like refrigerators, egg warmers and the like.
“We also discovered a rock out in the asteroids that is rich in rare earths. It has come on line faster than we thought and it is very rich. It’s providing us with just what we need to increase the production of TV’s, phones and other electronics that the birds and Colonials like. Adding to our good luck, that last fab to come on line is a light fab, perfect for this kind of feed stock.”
Sandy eyed the production boss, still trying to guess when the next shoe would drop and what it would hit.
“This is a win-win for everyone,” Pipra said. “We can increase our production of consumer goods from the light fabs. They can be operated by Colonials and birds. We can switch more of our heavy fabs to Smart Metal, lasers and other ordinance, as well as making more light fabs.”
Pipra smiled. “Everybody should be happy. Please, Admiral, a smile is actually in order at the moment.”
Sandy found herself smiling despite herself.
“So you’re not telling me we need to knock together an entirely new production schedule?” Ada said.
“Correct,” was Pipra’s quick response.
“Thank God,” was not a prayer from Ada.
Pipra continued quickly. “Right now, we’re running at about 40-40-20%. Defense and consumer goods are getting close to an equal portion of the lion’s share. Investment in new production capability is holding at about twenty percent. For any normal economy, that defense share would be a huge burden. For Alwa, however, we need it and we can carry it. Consumer goods are low because the Colonials were living hand to mouth before we got here and just having a decent meal on the table three times a day is something to celebrate. As for the birds, most of them are still ignoring us. That’s changing for many of the younger birds, but not so fast that we can’t stay ahead of it.”
Pipra paused, “Anyway, what I would suggest to everyone is that we use the extra new resources to let production output to all portions of the market float higher. No change in priorities, just more of it.”
“You really do have good news for a change,” Admiral Benson said, leaning back in his chair. “When your message said you did, I really didn’t believe you, but hey, I can live with this.”
“I’ll have Abby forward you the full details of the plan. There is a bit of wiggle room along the edges. If you see something you don’t like, assume it was just an oversight on my part, not an intent to dis you. Please talk to me before you hit the ceiling,” Pipra said.
“Are we done?” Sandy asked.
“Yes, we are, Admiral,” Pipra said.
Sandy grinned. “I could use short meetings like these.”
The next meeting took a lot more of her time. Professor Labao showed up an hour after Pipra with three full readers, enthusiastically prepared to tell Sandy about every lovely detail of what the boffins intended to do with the coming time on the putative alien home world.
Sandy tried cutting to the chase.
“By the time we’re finished, will we know for sure that it is the home world of the aliens.”
“It is rarely possible to know with certainty what happened last week,” the aristocratic academic said. “This happened a hundred thousand years ago and involved peoples we can hardly comprehend.”
“We have aliens trying to kill us. We have some of their bodies. We have samples of people living on this planet now. Are they related?” Sandy said, doggedly
“They appear to be,” was all she got in reply.
Sandy scowled at that evasion.
“What about this other system just one jump away? Were they the invaded or were they the invaders?"
“That is extremely hard to answer, considering the present state of the planet, ma’am. We will be looking for anything that could answer that question, but absent a lucky discovery, like stumbling on a needle in a huge field of haystacks, we are not likely to find an answer to your question.”
Sandy frowned at that answer, but knew it was reasonable.
“Have your zenobiologists put together a thorough study plan for the different remnants left inside the pyramid?”
“Oh, yes, ma’am. They are very enthusiastic. I have it all here in this reader,” the professor said, handing Sandy one of his three readers.
“Good, you can leave it here for me to study when I have time,” Sandy said, cutting him off. “Will we have the necessary astronomers and astrophysicists to study the stars fields around the planet?”
“Yes, that is in this second reader,” and so saying, without prodding, the professor handed another reader over to Sandy.
“And the other reader?”
“Is the study plan developed by the archeologists for conducting digs at certain sites that appear to have been bombed in the last ten thousand years. The anthropologists also have developed a plan for studying the local tribes around the digs as well as around the pyramid. This time we intend to use tiny nanos and small drones to avoid any interpersonal contact with the locals. The only two encounters with the aliens were not well done.”
Was a gentle way of saying Kris Longknife and her small team of scientists had blown the first contact protocols. Sandy had read that report and considered Kris’s effort effective, if a bit tenacious. Still, it was a first try and Sandy would not fault it.
“Thank you for leaving these three readers with me. I’ll review the executive summaries and get back to you if I have any questions.”
“Very good, Admiral. May I say that I hope scientific research will be the central driving force of this cruise.”
Sandy snorted. “If the aliens cooperate, I certainly hope so.”
“Ah, yes,” the professor answered dryly, then rose, and with a slight bow, left.
Sandy eyed the readers. Fortunately, she had no meetings until tomorrow morning‘s briefing.
Unfortunately, tomorrow’s briefing came way too soon.
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The sound was wrong for Sandy’s alarm. She still told the damn thing to shut up. “Sorry, Admiral, but this isn’t your wake-up call. It’s 0212 hours and Comm has got a hot message. Can we bring it to your night cabin?”
Sandy failed to suppress a yawn. “I’ll see you in my day cabin in five minutes. Get Admiral Kitano and have her standing by to join us in a link.”
“My comm tech is making that call as I make this one.”
“Santiago out,” she said, and pulled on a fresh ship suit. A quick splash of water on her face, some teeth brushed, and she headed next door.
The smell of fresh coffee met her.
“I took the liberty of ordering up coffee and mid rats,” came in Mimzy’s voice.
“Are you monitoring my sleep patterns now?” Sandy tried not to sound too grumpy.
“When you get a call at this ungodly hour, yes, ma’am, I order coffee. I’ve also alerted Penny. She should be here about the same time as the Comm Duty Officer.
Sandy answered a knock at her door with “Enter,” and a cute young lieutenant with a big sidearm on her hip led a commander into the admiral’s day quarters.
“Message traffic from the pickets,” the lieutenant said. She thumbed her folder and produced a flimsy. Sandy snatched it from her hand, then frowned at the contents.
“Another three reactor incursion, but where?”
“H-54,” the commander said, and a star map popped into existence above the conference table. One star, about a third of the way to the middle, flashed red.
“How’d they get that deep?” Sandy demanded.
Penny entered at the gallop. She glanced at the star chart, then headed for the coffee.
“They know how to make long jumps,” the intel chief said as she poured two cups of coffee. “They don’t know how to do the really long jumps that we use when we put spin on the hull as you go through the jump, but they have some idea of how far and where you can get with speed.”
Penny joined Sandy, handed her a cup of black coffee, then eyed the map.
“They have, no doubt, made sour jumps, but they don’t seem to know how to control where they go any more than we did until Ray Longknife found that star map on Santa Maria. Most of them don’t even use the high-speed jumps. It must be a bitch to get a base ship up to several hundred thousand kilometers per hour. Anyway, only a few wolf packs seem to even know about the long jumps.”
“And you know this how?” Sandy asked.
“Back when we had suicide skiffs doing their best to hit Alwa and kill a couple of million people, these unarmed one-reactor craft would show up at one of our picketed systems going hell for leather. They’d take the next jump. Sometimes they’d jump into a system just short of us. Other times they’d go way past us. Then there would be the occasional one that hit our system going balls to the wall and we’d only have a couple of seconds to shoot them down.”
Sandy shrugged. “So with them, it was all guess work. Imagine getting in a suicide boat, jacking up your speed and not knowing if you’d hit your target or just accelerate yourself to nowhere.”
Penny shook her head. “What must it have been like to watch your air running out knowing you’d missed your target and could do nothing but die?”
“What do the aliens do in cases like that?” Sandy asked.
“We’ve seen them pop open the hatch and breathe space. These guys can be quite despondent in failure.”
It was Sandy’s turn to shake her head. Then she began to think about this situation out loud. “So, we have a cruiser that made a high-speed jump. Did it jump in from outside our picket line, or is this the bastard that we last saw at O-24?”
“It is likely the one from O-24,” Mimzy put in from Penny’s neck. “I calculated the jump was possible if it took that jump point at better than 400,000 kilometers per second.
“Aren’t the reactors the same?” Sandy asked.
“I can’t tell,” Mimzy admitted. “The sensors on our pickets are low tech. We don’t want to give too much away if the aliens capture one. The report we get back from them on the reactors do not give us enough information to identify the same reactor at low power and when stressed to high energy yield.”
“Penny,” Sandy snapped. “When we have some time, talk to me about redesigning the pickets. I’m starting to think we need better sensors on the ones out there.”
“We already studied that option. It also involves using fuel to switch the buoys back and forth. That expends fuel in a hurry. We would have to massively increase the burden of buoy maintenance.”
“We’ll talk later. Admiral Kitano, are you watching this?”
“Yes, Admiral,” came from the main screen which had been silently showing a woman in a blue shipsuit that showed four stars. She really needed to run a brush through her hair.
No doubt I do too.
“You mentioned you have ships on five minute alert.”
“Yes, Admiral.”
“I want them away from the pier in five minutes. We’ll brief them on their way to the jump.”
Amber snapped a few words into her commlink. Somewhere, a midnight watch was going from dull to exciting.
“Mimzy, I need to know where that son of a bitch can go next.”
“Depending on whether the raider intruder slows down or accelerates, I estimate it could jump to six different systems.”
“Mimzy, start plotting us six courses that will get our battlecruisers there before that SOB gets there.”
“Aye, aye, Admiral.”
“Amber, I want a total of twelve ships out hunting that bastard. How do I get four more?”
“The next ready force is on an eight hour alert. However, I suspect if we tell them that only the first four away from the pier get an alien hunting license that some skippers will move a lot faster.”
“Make it so,” Sandy ordered. “Penny, could you get me some more of that fresh bread and butter? I could use some mid rats tonight. Scrambling three divisions of battlecruisers is hungry work.”
Penny ordered up the midnight rations while Sandy eyed the star map. Without being asked, Mimzy had lit up six more star systems. Three were close in to the skunked system. Three more were way to hell and gone. Two of those were not even within the picket sphere around Alwa. The third was too damn close to where Sandy stood.
“Do you think we need two more ships?” Penny said as she brought Sandy a plate with fresh bread and butter that wafted scent of heaven own air.
“Why?” Sandy asked as she buttered a thick slice of the bread that was the reward for only those up at this outrageous hour.
“What if that turkey slows down and is loitering around in that system while we go chasing all over the place where it ain’t?”
“Nasty little buggar, you think?”
“Let’s just say that this nasty little buggar is not acting like our average nasty little buggar,” Sandy’s expert on the aliens said.
“I’ve expanded the alert to four more ships,” Amber said, without being told.
Sandy nodded. “Wouldn’t hurt to have four ships in the middle of this hunt for the damn needle.”
“May I point out,” Mimzy put in very politely, “that there can be no coordination once these ships leave our system. They will be out of communication with us and each other.”
“Thank you Mimzy,” Sandy said. “I didn’t need this reminder, but I might need your next one. Feel free to speak up.”
“Thank you, Admiral.”
A polite computer that thought ahead. I could get used to that.
Mimzy identified several fast jumps that would require long tours of the local space, but get ships to the systems faster than the short ones. The first six ships were tasked with the three possible long jumps. They’d need more time. The last two of the Alert Five would head for H-54.
The second wave of battlecruisers would be assigned to the three jumps that involved the hostile cruiser slowing down and taking one of the three jumps out of that system at a more sedate speed. The human ships would still be going house afire fast, but they’d get there well before the alien left.
Sandy studied the star map, polled her advisors for any suggestions, then listened as the Alert Five were briefed as they detached from the station. They would hit Jump Point Beta at 300,000 kilometers per hour, but different spins for each of the four sections. They’d all follow different courses to their intended destinations and wait a week to see what turned up before coming back.
Starting at thirty minutes after the alert and going for the next forty-five minutes, eight more ships backed out of their berth and decelerated toward Alwa. Once they were on the other side, they too began to accelerate, intent on hitting Beta Jump at 250,000 kph.
Already wide awake and not likely to get any more sleep tonight if she tried, Sandy asked Penny to settle down on the couch. “Now, what’s the problem with upgrading our buoys?”
“If we use high tech in them, we need to have them blow up before they can be captured,” Sandy said. She’d ordered up another half loaf of fresh bread and offered to split it with Sandy. For the moment, the admiral declined.
“Right now, we don’t shuffle the buoys between one system and the other unless we have a message to pass along or a sighting to report. The consensus was that if we had high quality data on the incoming hostile, we’d want to shift the observer with the back up and send several reports in. All that shuffling around requires more fuel, both for the system under threat, and all the systems that have to pass along four, five, maybe six messages before the aliens popped the sentinel in the raided system. To get a really good signature on our skunk, we’d need more computing power, higher quality sensors, bigger antennas, and bigger fuel tanks to move the bigger picket through the jump more often. You either make it huge, or you refuel it on a regular schedule a lot more often than the ones we have now.”
“Is that the only down side?” Sandy asked.
“You have to remember that before your fleet came out, we were strapped for resources. Now that we have more ships, I agree we should revisit this issue again.”
“Good. Put together a study group to look at both the upgraded picket and the policy for their use. Do we need to send data back every two, three days? Could the data be collected and sent in a larger packet, cutting down on shuffling buoys between systems? Look at everything.”
“When do you want this?”
“It would be nice if I got it before we left for our sightseeing junket to the alien home world.”
Sandy ran a worried, and likely tired hand, through her hair. “That’s not much time.”
“You may have more time than we thought. I’m not leaving until I see how this turns out.”
“Then I’ll call up the people I used last time. Could I ask your Chief of Staff to give me some names from your fleet?”
“Please do. The same people looking at the same problem risks getting the same answer. I’m not sure my newbies to Alwa Station will dazzle your old hands, but they might stumble on something. Or into something.”
“Aye, aye, ma’am.”
Penny dismissed herself, taking the cooling half loaf of bread that she hadn’t gotten to touch during their talk.
Sandy turned around to eye the star map. She’d just dispatched sixteen ships with five or six thousand souls on board. Her orders would scatter them across hundreds of light years of space.
For a moment, Sandy had considered including the Victory in the alert force. But only for a moment.
There was no need for an admiral to command these ships. She’d scattered them, for the most part, in pairs. The two skippers would match their promotion dates and one of the commanders would become the section lead. That young man or woman would direct the two ships in their search. The final result would be only one of these sections making contact and engaging the alien.
That assumed that Penny’s supercomputer properly calculated the options facing the alien cruiser.
All of which begged the question.
What are you up to?
Why are you doing this?
What will you do next?
You are aliens, Sandy thought, rubbing her tired eyes. What is driving you to do this?
Maybe the ships she’d dispatched in such haste would answer some of her questions, but Sandy had to admit she doubted that. The aliens were alien. They did what they did for alien reasons.
And even Kris Longknife had never managed to get more than an insane old woman to talk.
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Sandy went about her duty, overseeing training, assuring logistics, handling the administrative details that rose to her level.
On the planet below, she stayed in contact with Ada as she worked a new warrant through the Colonial senate that would merge both previous warrants into a single one more in keeping with the one King Raymond had given Sandy to start with. The Colonials seemed to understand the error of the last pair of warrants. Still, getting anything through any legislative body seemed to require the suffering of the damned.
On the moon, she reviewed production reports that Pipra always had Abby bring by at least once a week. Each week, Abby reported on the last week’s production runs and gave a forecast for the next week’s work. Each week, Abby started with a review of the forecast before walking Sandy through what goals they’d hit and why they had missed or exceeded the plan.
Sandy got the feeling that Pipra and Abby were working hard. Hard not only at producing what was wanted, but at assuring Sandy that they had everything under control.
Admittedly, the admiral began to trust these two civilians a bit more than she did most people not in uniform. Still, she knew that she held them on probation as much as they viewed her the same way.
Professor Labao and his scientists continued to come up with plans they revised, finalized, then reworked again. It seemed like every one of them wanted half the resources of the expedition. Sandy let Professor Labao handle all these tempests in teacups. When the time came to actually make things happen, Sandy was prepared to cut through these self-imposed Gordian Knots with a laser.
Sandy did wonder where the division of battlecruisers were that she’d dispatched to catville to pick up Jacques and maybe Amanda. It was a week past its fastest turnaround time, but Sandy refused to worry.
She was proven correct when the four battlecruisers finally returned a week later. Amanda dispatched an apology immediately to Sandy.
I WASN’T ABOUT TO LET JACQUES HEAD OFF WITHOUT ME, BUT I ALSO COULDN’T JUST DROP EVERYTHING AND RUN. WE BOTH TIED UP THE LOOSE ENDS AND NOW WE’RE YOURS.
Sandy called them in as soon as the Implacable docked.
“How are our feline friends?” she asked.
“The same as when you left them,” Jacques answered for both. “Governments form and fall with amazing briskness. I expected that to be a problem, however, in most cases the new government doesn’t change the policy towards us star folks. There seems to be a fairly strong agreement that we’re good and they want what we have.”
“You don’t think there is any chance of them causing us trouble?”
Both Jacques and Amanda shook their head. “Actually, there is less saber rattling among the cats than anyone says they can remember,” Jacques said. “We may be forcing them into cooperation, but they seem to be finding it worthwhile none-the-less. We also brought back some thousand cats to work here, as well as a cat admiral who would like to serve as an envoy to you. We need to introduce her as soon as we can.”
Amber nodded, not excited by the prospect of more petting in her future.
“Are you having any problems with the cats that came back with you?” Amanda asked.
“Actually, no problems at all. Admiral Benson and Pipra report the ones we have have taken right to work in the fabs and yards. Everything is totally different from anything they’ve ever seen, but they catch on quick. I think they sent us some of their brightest.”
“Yeah. How have the birds taken to them?”
“I’ve got a report here somewhere,” Sandy said, waving at her desk covered with readers. “Somewhere on the station is a Fight Club. Cats and Ostriches seem to like taking each other on.”
“Any casualties?” Amanda asked.
“Nothing but a few broken bones.”
“Who’s winning?” Jacques asked.
“Strangely enough, the Ostriches,” Sandy told them. “Apparently, the cats were used to using stealth to sneak up on their prey. In a fight ring, that’s not an option. If the bird can catch them on the pounce, the cat’s usually thrown all the way out of the ring. If the cat gets past the bird’s first kick, things usually go the cat’s way, even if we do make them wear mouth guard to protect their teeth . . . and keep them from biting.”
“We have got to see that before we leave,” Jacques told Amanda.
The look on his wife’s face showed strong suspicion that this would not be one of their best nights out.
Sandy gave them copies of everything she had from Professor Labao, including the various iterations of the plan. The two social scientists thumbed through the stacks. Jacques had one of Nelly’s kids. He’d named her Marie Curie and called her Marie most often than not. She quickly absorbed the mass of data and helped them spot some of the more egregious abuses in scheduling resources.
“We’ll check in with the professor and then get back to you,” Amanda said. “Kris kept us on her staff both to do what we did best and to kind of buffer her from the worst of the boffins. I suspect you’re asking us to do the same.”
“Yes,” Sandy said, and sent them on their way. Over the next couple of days, they began to both bring order within the scientific team that would go with Sandy to the alien planet and explain what was going on to her in words a non-boffin could understand.
Somewhere in there, Penny brought Admiral Perswah around to meet her. She was alert, quiet and reserved, about what Sandy would have expected from a alien tossed in the midst of a strange and active command. They shook paws and Sandy promised that the cat could shadow Penny through her day.
Sandy had scheduled a delay in her departure not only to allow Amanda and Jacques to get back but to sweat out the return of her scattered battlecruiser. The wait for the two scientists was well worth it. The delay for her warships stretched on.
Still, she refused to fear for them. As it turned out, she was correct.
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It was late in the afternoon when Sandy’s computer alerted her that a single ship had just come screaming through Jump Point Beta at 75,000 kilometers an hour.
Normally, it was a really bad idea to hit one of the jumps into the Alwa System at such a high speed. It didn’t allow for the arriving ship to send through a buoy to warn traffic on the other side that a speedster was coming through. It tended to get captains a permanent reprimand for their promotion folder.
However, since Sandy had scattered two squadrons of battlecruisers through that jump, it was being held for any of them coming back fast.
Still, the expectation was that they would come back in pairs. What the hell was a single ship doing there by itself.
“Let me know when we find out who’s back,” Sandy ordered, and went back to her stack of readers. She wondered if Kris Longknife had ever been stuck reading something like this one.
This report was matching two reports against themselves. The consumer goods coming out of the light fabs were supposed to support the Colonial economy and repay the birds. Some of that production was still assigned to required donations. The birds expected gifts for letting the humans use their land. Call it rent. Other production went to pay both the working Colonials and birds in kind since no one dirtside knew how to set up a monetary system.
Now, they were also paying cats.
The Colonials and the cats understood money, as well as bank accounts. However, even the most assimilated Roosters had problems with the concept. Birds worked for specific items they wanted. Most Ostriches wanted a rifle. Once they earned their rifle, and several bandoleers of ammunition, they were ready to go home. Others wanted phones, TV’s, solar chargers, and other goods that made a community work.
In order to get Colonial and birds to work in the fabs, yards and ships, the Navy and immigrant industry needed products to pay them with. The Navy and fab workers also needed consumer goods to start up their private farms, fisheries and ranches.
Alwa needed a lot of consumer goods.
Balancing consumer goods against defense and industrial reinvestment was not just forcing one of them to balance against the other. No, if you wanted defense, you needed to pay the piper with consumer goods.
Sandy shook her head at how complicated this command economy was that she was running. Amanda had had to explain it again to her last night. With no effective market, it fell to Sandy, Pipra and a few others at the top to guess what people would be asking for three, six and twelve months down the line. With the help of several of Nelly’s kids, they had so far managed to get within one or two percent of demand. They’d only managed to do that by having both Colonials and birds turn in their wish lists when they started work with a clear idea of when they’d have earned what they wanted and when Pipra’s production would have to have it waiting for them.
So far, few had changed their mind, and those usually involved someone deciding to work longer. Say swapping an electric cycle for an electric car or truck.
So long as this swapping around didn’t get out of hand, the command economy was working. Neither Amanda nor Mimzy had any guess as to when it would fall apart.
“God, for a nice, simple battle,” Sandy moaned, then laughed at herself.
To clear her brain of these cascading possibilities, Sandy checked in with System Traffic Control. “You got anything on that fast mover that just came through Beta Jump?”
“Yes, Admiral. It’s reporting as a two ship section, but that can't be right.”
“Could they have been heavily damaged and merged?”
“We’re trying to assess that at the moment, ma’am.”
“Commander, why don’t you get me someone up here to brief me on all that you don’t know about those two ships. Right now!”
“Yes, Admiral. In five minutes, ma’am.”
Sandy scowled; something was up and folks didn’t want the boss gal in on it yet. “Computer, can you check with Mimzy about those ships?”
“Yes, ma’am. I am checking. The Resistance came through the jump and reported “Look what I found.” It has been queried to expand upon that explanation, but has not answered yet.”
“What does visuals show of the Resistance?”
“It appears to be way too big for one of our battlecruisers. Once it flipped over and began decelerating, it showed twice as many rocket engines as a battlecruiser.”
I begin to see why people are so reluctant to report to me.
A few minutes later, a harried commander arrived to report basically the same information. Pre-warned, Sandy thanked him for his report and sent him back on his way with a request for more information when it came available.
The commander left, looking very relieved.
“Computer, tell Mimzy to let me know when something more develops. Oh, and make a note. I need to issue a new policy memo restating the requirement for reports to be complete and not leave your superiors in the dark lest they chew the reporting captain’s ass off.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Sandy smiled at her computers quiet acceptance of her angry words. If Kris treated Nelly the same, it might explain her attitude. It might also be a good reason for Sandy to avoid a sentient computer.
Having suffered through all the bureaucratic crap that any sane person could endure for the day, Sandy took herself off to the wardroom for supper. The new arrival was the main topic of conversations and guesses about it were flowing hot and heavy.
Sandy, however, was joined by Amanda, Jacques and Penny and Admiral Perswah. The humans proceeded to discuss the complexities of their production needs while the cat remained alert and quiet. What others in the wardroom did not know was that Mimzy had been alerted to pass along any tidbit of information that developed during the meal.
They were just enjoying a last cup of coffee, tea for the cat, when Mimzy said, “We have received an expanded report from the Resistance. It seems the strange configuration of their two ships was taking all the computational resources they had to begin braking the three ships and they could not spare enough to communicate.”
“Three ships?” Sandy asked.
“Yes, Admiral. The Resistance and Sturdy have been merged into a single hull configuration in order to push the wreckage of an alien cruiser along between them.”
“Which explains the ‘look what I found,’ quip,” Jacques said. “Someone has a sense of humor.”
“That almost got them a reprimand,” Sandy growled. “Computer, cancel that policy memo.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Was the cat admiral smiling?
“Now, what the hell is going on here?” Sandy asked, assuming it was a rhetorical question.
“Oh my God!” Penny suddenly exclaimed, “I think they are doing something Kris Longknife did!”
“What was that?” Sandy snapped.
“You have to understand, one of the reasons we came back out here to Alwa was because of the Hornet. With the aliens mad as hell after we destroyed the first mother ship, it looked like they’d have all our heads. The Wasp zigged right while Phil Taussig’s Hornet zagged left and led the aliens off our trail so we could make it back to human space, if just barely. When we got the first frigate, Wasp, Kris wanted to find out what happened to Phil and his crew. As soon as we had gotten things going well on Alwa, we went hunting for the Hornet, expecting to find nothing but a cloud of dust, but still Kris had to do it.”
Sandy nodded. “You never leave a man behind.”
“Well, we found them, more dead than alive, and while we’re rescuing them, this alien warship, a half million tons of murder, shows up. Kris really wanted to have someone to talk to, so she set out to capture them alive. In the battle, she managed to slice off their stern with all those reactors. However, they still wouldn’t surrender. They just opened the hatches and took a deep breath of vacuum. Kris wasn’t going to let that deprive her of something to examine, so she had Admiral Drago nudge the Wasp up to the wreck and kind of pushed it out of orbit and all the way home.”
“A real hood ornament,” Sandy said, dryly. If this didn’t involve Kris Longknife and she wasn’t hearing it from someone who was there, Sandy would not have believed a word of this.
“Yeah, there were a few comments along that line,” Penny admitted. “Anyway, Drago said at the time that without Nelly coordinating their balance and power, he could not have pulled it off.”
“So, the Wasp took on something ten times its size,” Amanda said, “and pushed it through a couple of jumps to here?”
“Actually,” Penny said, “it was more like fourteen or fifteen times its size. That Wasp was one of the first frigates built and she was much smaller than our present battlecruisers.”
“Where is this wreck?” Sandy asked.
“It’s trailing the station by a couple of thousand klicks,” Sandy said. “We did our best to figure it out, but it’s hard getting around inside that thing and we didn’t find any tech that wasn’t too weird or too obsolete. We’d already picked up a lot from studying the wreckage of the first base ship we blew away. We learned a lot more from the base ship the aliens were starting to construct in the cat system What we have mostly learned from all three ships is that they did everything we do. They just do it different. Usually quite crudely different. There was not super tech, just a lot of brute force doing what we did a lot smarter.”
“So now we’ll have another ship to study,” Sandy said, wondering if it was all worth it.
“Yes, ma’am, but this is a new design,” Penny said. “You have to understand, we think the aliens have been using just two designs for the last hundred thousand years: their base ships and their warships or battleships. It will be interesting to see what’s changed with this new cruiser design. Also, I wonder how they’re jacking up the lasers to get more range. Yes, ma’am, those two skippers deserve a medal for pulling this off. They must have shot the tail off of the cruiser to keep it from self-exploding. Then they had to figure out how to bring it back without Nelly to balance the whole thing for them. Definitely a well done.”
“We’ll have to see what they have to say for themselves,” Sandy said, understanding how Penny could come to her conclusions, but wanting to hear it from the horse’s mouth. Admirals had to do things by the numbers.
A week later, Penny was proven quite right. The wreckage of one alien cruiser, with about one third of its stern sliced off clean as a whistle, had come to rest trailing a hundred kilometers aft of Canopus Station. Two battlecruisers had somehow flattened one side of their hulls and merged themselves together. Then they adjusted their bows to hold the alien cruiser’s stern snuggle in place.
They were now adjusting their shapes back to standard battlecruiser configuration before docking. No sooner did they seal locks than the skippers found they had orders to report to their admiral’s day quarters.
Sandy was prepared for a full, formal Admiral’s Mast, but Amber said they didn’t do things like that on Alwa Station. Instead, Sandy had all her available senior admirals present: Kitano and Benson as well as fleet commanders Bethea, Miyoshi and Hawkings.
The two commanders might have had a heart attack at all the stars, but Sandy invited them all to the conversation circle of chairs and couches, settled them in with coffee or tea, and then asked simply, “What happened?”
The two commanders, both young, one male, the other female, glanced at each other.
“Who’s senior?” Sandy asked, not taking well to the delay.
“Actually, ma’am, we both kind of are,” the young woman replied. “We both were promoted on the same day. We’re both on the same list. I’m high, an advantage I’ve always had with the name Andrews. Commander Thu was theoretically my junior, but . . .”
“So, who came up with the idea of cutting the tail off that damn cruiser and hauling it back here?” Sandy asked.
Again, the two exchanged glances. “We both kind of did,” Commander Andrew said.
“At about the same second,” Commander Thu added.
“We’d both read everything we could get our hands on about Admiral Longknife’s battles,” Andrews said.
“And we both knew about how the Wasp brought back an alien warship,” Thu added.
“We figured two battlecruisers against one lousy cruiser wasn’t going to be much of a fight, so we decided to make it a more sporting proposition,” she said.
“If the two of us couldn’t capture the damn thing and bring it home, we’d count it a failure on both our parts,” he said.
“We figured they must be running low on fuel, what with the jumps they made,” she said.
“So we anchored ourselves together in the ice ring of the gas giant closest to the jump and dialed everything down to minimum,” he said.
“We had the reactors just as low as we could get them and drew power for the ships off the laser capacitors, drawing them down to next to nothing.”
“The cruiser showed up, braking for all she was worth, and just made it into a refueling orbit.”
“We powered up while it was on the far side of the planet and were gunning for it as soon as it came back around.
“With these 22-inch lasers, we really have the range.”
“They didn’t know what hit them. We shaved their stern and its reactors off of them before they knew we were there.”
“Still, by the time we got there, they’d opened their locks and there was nothing on board but dead meat.”
“Who came up with a way to merge all three ships together?” Sandy asked.
Again, the two glanced at each other.
Thu spoke first. “We knew we wanted to bring the thing back.”
“The only question was how,” Andrews added.
“We got together all the folks on both our ships that had something to contribute to our problem. It turns out that one of our able seamen was a cat who worked in the yard. She was an apprentice hull programmer, just on board to get some ship time in,” he said.
“Lucky for us. We figured out how to flatten our battlecruisers so they’d fit together, but she had the know how to merge the hulls together at the molecular level,” she said.
“She’s was a trained mathematician back home,” he said.
“I think she was picking up a lot more than the shipyard hands thought,” she said.
“Once we got the two hulls locked down tight, it was easy to nuzzle up to the hulk, lock it down and head home.”
“Not so easy heading home,” Andrews corrected. “Keeping the hulls balanced was a bitch. We had to devote all the computer power we had to it.”
“We even were merging in our personal computers to the net to do all the math.”
“But we managed to get it right, and even keep them balanced when we put spin on the hulls to get us home quick.”
“Are you two twins?” Amber asked. “I’ve never seen anyone but twins toss a conversation back and forth like you two just did.”
Again, the two skippers exchanged glances. This one took longer.
“We’ve known each other for a bit,” Andrews admitted.
“Very good friends,” Thu added.
“And we’ll likely be married real soon.”
Thu’s head whipped around. Was that shock? “What?”
“I think I just proposed to you. You gonna say yes or no?”
“Yes.”
“Yes?”
“Yes.”
“Normally, there would be some kissing after that agreement,” Sandy said dryly. “This being a formal Admiral’s Mast, I’d ask you to forego that for a moment. What you did was very well done. I’m looking forward to the reports from this new bit of technology that the aliens have knocked together. I am spot promoting both of you to captain, and we’ll try to find squadrons in the same task force for you to command, now,” coming to her feet, which brought the entire room to theirs, “I dismiss you to . . . whatever.”
“Thank you, ma’am,” came from two very happy, newly minted captains, who then kind of floated out of the room.
COMPUTER, REMIND ME TO CHECK WITH THE CHIEF OUTSIDE FOR A FULL REPORT ON THE INAPPROPRIATE PUBLIC DISPLAY OF AFFECTION NOW TAKING PLACE IN MY OUTER OFFICE.
YES, MA’AM.
No doubt, Nelly or Mimzy would have their own comment about what just took place and would be taking place. It would be nice to share moments like these with some other sentient being.
Sandy shook off that thought. Admirals did things alone.
But Kris Longknife managed to handle matters quite well with Nelly to talk to.
Belay this discussion. I’ve got work to do, thought the sensible part of her.
“Penny, I want that cruiser gone over with a fine-toothed comb. Squeeze every bit of information you can out of it.”
“No doubt, a big chunk of the boffins will want to have a go at it.”
“Do whatever you can do to make it possible for them to have at that wreck,” Sandy said. “I don’t imagine that a whole lot of scientists will want to float around a darkened ship full of a whole lot of dead bodies floating around them.”
“Mimzy and her siblings have some ideas for that, ma’am. I’ll get back with you tomorrow. Admiral Benson, can we borrow a supply of Smart Metal and maybe any spare ship you can let us have.”
“Any spare ship?” the admiral asked.
“Yes, any spare ship. However, the closer it is to the weight of the cruiser, the better.”
Now all the admirals were eyeing the intel captain.
“I’ll could try to explain it, but it will be faster to show it. We think it will work, but it might not,” Mimzy answered from Penny’s neck.
“I’ve got a freighter just out of a yard period,” Benson said.
“We’ll take her.”
“Let me know when you’re ready to report something,” Sandy said, and the rest understood the dismissal.
“That was a damn fantastic bit of ship handling,” Admiral Bethea said as they left, which seemed to sum up everyone’s opinion as well.
With a sigh, Sandy dug back into a manpower report. No surprise, the cats were taking to work at both the yards and fabs with amazing speed. Having seen one cat’s surprising contribution to a major coup, Sandy found the report delightful . . . and terrifying all at the same time.
Would the next major cat surprise be one she wanted or had to fight?
Did she really want that cat admiral learning so much about her command?
She did like the way the admiral was keeping her mouth shut and her eyes open.
I wonder what she and Penny are talking about?
By the end of the day, Mimzy and company had pulled off the miracle they’d promised. The alien cruiser hulk now swung at the opposite end of a tether from the freighter, carefully balanced to give all aboard both vessels something like two thirds of normal gravity. The cruiser was now in a bubble of Smart MetalTM and an elevator connected it with the freighter. The freighter had been fitted out as a hotel for inquisitive boffins who could commute between a decent meal and their work site.
Around the cruiser, squared off work areas were starting to sprout from the bubble.
“What are those?” Sandy asked her computer to ask Mimzy.
“Mortuaries,” the other computer answered quickly. “Although the alien cruiser was likely two thirds the size of one of our battlecruisers, it appeared to have a much larger crew. We’ve found eight hundred bodies and that does not include the engineering watch.”
“That many bodies? Have we found out anything else?”
“Admiral, but I don’t think I should be making direct reports to you. Jacques is now aboard the cruiser, examining the bodies. I would suggest that you talk with him.”
Since Mimzy, no doubt, knew everything that Jacques’ computer knew, Sandy felt a cold wind blow over her grave.
“Put me through to Jacques.”
“Hi, Admiral,” Jacques said cheerfully. His camera showed a mass of bodies on the deck in front of him.
“I was talking to Mimzy about the mortuaries spreading out off the cruisers. She suggested I talk to you if I wanted a briefing. She seems to think briefing admirals is above her pay grade.”
“Not that, so much as she and her sibs have learned to let humans brief humans because some topics get at our gut and we need to hear them from another human with a gut,” Jacques answered.
“And?”
“As you can see, I’ve got a lot of dead bodies around me.”
“Want to tell me about them?” Sandy said, hating the need to use a crowbar to get answers to her questions from the people around her.
“Not really, ma’am. We’re in the early stages of our analysis and while I have some data, I don’t really want to go public with it yet.”
“What do you say you consider me your boss and not your public,” Sandy said dryly.
“Always, ma’am.” He paused for a moment, then went on. “We have a lot of bodies.”
Sandy cut in. “Mimzy told me it was close to eight hundred. Likely a thousand with the missing engineering spaces.”
“Yes. The aliens seem to go in for a whole lot of people. I think it’s part of their ideology. Part of their plan to take over the universe. Have a lot of kids,” Jacques said, then seemed to organize his thoughts and began a formal presentation.
“We have had three chances to evaluate the alien population before this one. Each of the ships was used differently and each crew was different. The first crew was a family mining operation. There were a whole lot of people ranging from new born to old age. Lots of them. They were sleeping people in the passageways.” Jacques shook his head and the video from him waved from side to side.
“We didn’t get to take a census on the first base ship we blew away. It looked like someone had removed the bodies and then our study was cut short when some alien warships wandered by to do more salvage work.
“Don’t you hate it when that happens,” Sandy said dryly.
“Our next data set was the battleship Kris brought back. It had something like ten million aliens on board. Most of them were young. The sex distribution was weighted sixty percent male, forty percent females. Many of the females were pregnant. There was one child for every twenty adults, but the pregnancies we identified would double that soon. The oldest child was just starting to toddle. Most were babes in cribs,” Jacques said.
“Does that tell you the women that had children likely were swapped out regularly to the mother ship?” Sandy asked.
“Again, it’s a suspicion. What we didn’t realize then, but seems important now was that the warship, battleship if you will, had a fairly normal age distribution among the men. They ranged from teenagers to men in their sixties. Women were either young, now pregnant or having delivered one child, or past the age of child bearing.”
“Next we got to study that new base ship the aliens were trying to build in the cat’s system. Kris blew away their battleship, but we did get to count a whole lot of dead bodies floating in the vacuum they opened the budding mother ship up to when they saw we might capture them. The population census showed the base ship had something like sixty percent females and only forty percent males. For every ten adults, there were three children, ranging from infant to nearly grown. That’s a lot of youth not contributing to the economy.”
“It does sounds mighty high,” Sandy agreed.
“The older population was there, but it was a lot smaller than we humans would expect. And none of the older bodies showed any serious infirmities. You may remember the old woman we captured was quite vigorous in her threats to wipe us out.”
“You think they may cull their own elderly if they can’t work?”
“I don’t know. Not enough data to answer that, but it’s a suspicion. A suspicion that won’t get answered from this bunch.”
“Because?” Sandy left hanging.
“The crew of this ship is young. It appears almost all the men are in their twenties, and younger twenties at that. Even the men on what we think was the command deck weren’t much past their early thirties. The women, almost all of them are late teens or early twenties. None of them that we have checked had delivered a child and all are two to three months pregnant.”
“What!” Sandy exclaimed.
“Oh, and the crew sex ratio is way different something like seventy-five percent male, twenty-five percent female.”
“What was this, a frat house?” Sandy asked.
“More like it than you realize. Our cruisers caught them totally unaware. Some of the berthing rooms. They’re small. Say twelve people crammed into a space we might give one person. What we found were nine naked men and three naked women. All showed evidence of recent sexual activity. We’ve sent the DNA recovered from the female vaginas and their fetuses off with swabs from the males. I’m waiting for the results of the tests. About a quarter of the crew were recovered from berthing spaces. We will have a significant number of data points when we get all of them back.”
Sandy eyed the screen. It showed what was in front of Jacques. “A lot of young men. Enough young woman to pass around for sex toys. But you say this is totally different from anything you’ve seen before?”
“Yes, Admiral.”
“Question, where do you find the women that were awake. Standing watch?”
“While there is a higher percent of them in the messing facilities, we still find women standing watches beside the lasers and around the ship. It’s a rough guess, but say twenty percent. We’ll know more when some of the tests start coming back.”
“Keep me informed. You say this is very different from the other alien crews.”
“Three different samples and nothing like this one. Yes, ma’am. Oh, there is one thing that you as a ship driver might find interesting about the layout of the ship. There are no high gee acceleration couches. The average station chair allows the occupant to lay back and get his feet up a bit, but there’s not a lot of foam. Doing three gees would be a bitch. Doing jinking at three gees would toss the crew all over the place.”
“And they sent a ship full of young guys with enough women for comfort out to twist our nose,” Sandy muttered softly.
“Something like that, ma’am. I’ve got more questions now than I have answers. Maybe in a few days I’ll know something. By the way, Admiral, are we heading out for the alien home world real soon?”
“You asking to stay behind and study this ship?”
“No ma’am, but I think a week, more likely two, would be well spent before we do take off for that puzzle box.”
“I’ll consider your input, Jacques. Go find me more answers. I’ve relearned my lesson on keeping my nose out of boffins’ business.”
“Sometimes I wish I could keep my nose out of stuff like this,” Jacques said, his camera slowly panning over a huge space with bodies littering the floor.
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Sandy sat in the wardroom, mulling her final cup of coffee, letting her breakfast settle while she thought. Beside her, Penny seemed to be doing the same thing. Beside her, her cat admiral was just as quiet, if more alert to her surroundings. All were enjoying the other’s quiet company while waiting for answers.
Faced with the horrors of that hulk swinging around aft of the station, Sandy’s mind tended to spin from one thought to another, only touching down once in a while on what seemed so unthinkable.
She found herself enjoying the human comfort of the officers eating breakfast and talking softly around her. Battleships gave their admirals their own wardroom, for them and their staff. Battlecruisers still showed much of the influence of having been frigates until recently.
That and Admiral Kris Longknife.
Sandy had been offered a chance to enlarge the Victory to provide for admiral’s country. She’d thought about how much Kris liked to jink her ships around in battle and had settled on adding only the minimum space.
At a moment like this, with so much death on her mind, it was good to feel the presence of living, breathing humanity around her.
The aliens died right where they stood, or slept. Our 22-inch lasers sliced off the engineering space quick and clean as a whistle. There was no time to order the reactors’ containment fields to be dropped and let the plasma eat the ship. Helpless in space, the skipper had ordered all hatches opened to cold, hard vacuum.
That’s a strange order, Sandy thought. If I ordered it, how would that drill be carried out? It would have to be done manually.
Did the alien ships have a button the skipper could slam down and open his ship to vacuum? Could he give the order and those closest to the hatches would execute it, slapping open each and every hatch.
“Computer, make a note to ask Jacques if all the hatches were open or were some missed. If all were opened, was there an automatic activator?”
“Yes, Admiral. Jacques is aboard the Victory and should be in the wardroom soon.”
As if to herald the man’s arrival, Amanda appeared and went down the steam tables, asking for and getting a double load of chow. A word to an ensign, and the young woman put her tray aside and loaded two large mugs with steaming coffee. The civilian and young officer made their way towards Sandy.
The grand admiral had been enjoying her quiet time to think. She squelched any anger at the interruption. After all, she’d stayed here for human companionship. She shouldn’t complain about getting some.
Amanda put her tray down, thanked the ensign profusely, and seated herself. She eyed the door behind Sandy. Suddenly, the most beautiful smile lit up her face.
A moment later, Jacques took her in his arms. He smelled of preservative, death and corruption, but Amanda didn’t flinch away. The two of them exchanged a kiss that likely went a bit beyond the acceptable level for a public display of affection, even for civilians, then the man broke from the kiss and grabbed for the coffee.
Jacques sat, breathed in the steaming brew, then took an exploratory sip. “Hot,” he said.
He glanced around and spotted the ice left in the bottom of Sandy’s orange juice glass.
“May I,” he said.
“Please do,” Sandy answered, and he dumped the glass, ice and tiny bit of juice in his coffee mug.
Another sip was followed by a long pull on the mug. “Still a bit hot, but I need something to keep me awake.”
“All nighter, Dear?” Amanda asked.
“Not even a short nap. It never quit. Someone was always discovering something or some report was just back that raised more questions than the last one.”
Sandy waited patiently.
“You ever wonder how they open those ships to space?” Jacques asked.
“It has crossed my mind,” Sandy admitted.
“The ship had no internal airtight bulkheads,” Jacques said. “You cut a hole anyplace and the entire ship is in trouble. You open a single hatch and the ship’s going airless. Five hatches were opened on that cruiser. Five people, all, no doubt voided to space, so we don’t know who, slapped the emergency actuator on five doors. We found several people, six guys, two gals, in the suiting up space beside the doors. We can’t tell if they were there to pop the hatch or just got caught there, but all it took was the boss guy issuing an order and people hopped to obey.”
“They’re crazy,” Amanda said.
“They don’t want to be captured alive,” Sandy muttered.
“You got that right, Admiral. Oh, before you head for that puzzle planet, you ought to have Cara take you down to visit the alien children we’re raising.”
“Why?”
The two scientists exchanged glances. “You need to see them,” Amanda said. “You need to see them with a human child. How they relate. How they play together. Don’t wear your uniform. Just go as a friend of Cara’s, okay?”
“We seem to need time to complete our study of this cruiser. I imagine I’ll have time. You don’t think Abby will refuse me access to Cara, do you?”
“Abby doesn’t hold grudges. Well, not short of you trying to kill her. She may drop down with you and Cara. She likes those alien kids. I think she’s kind of adopted them. God help anyone that treats them wrong.”
“That’s nice to know. Now, Jacques, you have to know more this morning than you knew when last we talked.”
The man had been stuffing his mouth with pancakes, dripping with syrup. He chewed, swallowed, then took another swig of coffee and handed his empty mug to his wife.
Sandy intercepted the coffee cup, flagged down the nearest officer. A lieutenant was the closest as he carried his tray loaded with dirty dishes. He caught the mug, finished bussing his tray, then filled it. When he returned it, Jacques did not pause in his briefing, but Amanda gave the fellow a lovely smile, likely a better pay off than either of the other two could have offered. The guy went on his way with a contented grin.
“We finished the inventory of the bodies and ended up just eight shy of having exactly seventy-five men for every twenty-five women. I would guess the engineering watch was a bit heavier with men.”
“And age?”
“We’re dealing with aliens, ma’am, but we still think almost all of the men are in their twenties, say an average of twenty-four. The women are young, say an average of twenty-one. We still think three of the males on the bridge may have been in their thirties.”
“The pregnancies?”
“We set up several sonogram machines and ran all the female bodies through them. By midnight we knew ninety-five percent of them were pregnant. We identified reasons why the remaining twenty were barren. It said something about their medical technology. Most of them could have been corrected easily by our OB/GYN docs.”
“Low level of medical science,” Sandy muttered.
“At least where women and reproduction is concerned.”
“That’s strange,” Amanda said around a bit of sausage. “Procreation seems to be a big thing with them, but they don’t focus much on increasing the fertility of barren women. Does that sound strange to anyone else but me?”
“I’m starting to think that these Enlightened Ones,” Penny said, then added quickly by way of explanation if Sandy or Admiral Perswah didn’t remember who she was talking about, “the guys that call the shots for the aliens, consider women only good for their wombs. For making babies.”
“The guys on that ship definitely had another use for their women,” Jacques said. “We’ve been running DNA on samples taken from every woman’s vulva through our DNA sequencing machines just as fast as we can. There was a lot of different DNA samples in each woman. The freshest sperm and the residue from old sperm often did not match. I’d say those gals were being passed around a lot.”
“Frat house, again,” Sandy said.
“The DNA of the fetus rarely had anything to do with the latest sperm donors,” Jacques added. “We are finding that while most of the pregnancies seem random, thirty-four of them were all impregnated by three men.”
“You said there were three older men on the command deck,” Sandy said, scowling.
“Yep.”
“Rank hath it’s privileges,” Penny drawled bitterly.
“If I may but in,” the computer at Jacques’s neck said, and Sandy had to remind herself that Jacques’s computer was one of Nelly’s kids, “we have another report just in. Among the barren women, we have identified only one or two examples of DNA in each of them, both among the new and old sperm samples. It appears that once they were identified as barren, interest in them waned.”
“Walking wombs,” Penny spat as if the words were bit from an apple with a worm in it.
“We really don’t like these people much, do we?” Amanda said, summing things up.
“We haven’t found a lot to love,” Penny pointed out.
“And I have orders to attempt to negotiate a peace treaty with them if I can,” Sandy said, shaking her head at the thought.
All three of the old Alwa hands around her shook their heads.
Admiral Perswah’s eyebrows shot up, but only for a second. Had Sandy managed to shock the cat?
“I agree you have to try,” Penny said, “but you have to be really careful. You did read Kris’s report from the last battle. They seemed to be offering to surrender, but they kept right on course to attack Alwa. Kris finally had to order Admiral Benson’s fleet to take them under fire and destroy them. An enemy who will fain surrender while setting a trap is one hard bitch to approach.”
“Yeah,” Sandy said, wondering how long she would have held her fire while trying to get an enemy to surrender as they kept on their path to attack those she was sworn to defend.
“Enough about that. Folks, talk to me about this frat house.”
“Their cruisers may be able to accelerate faster than their battleships, but they don’t have enough crew protection. If they do go to three gees, everyone on board is going to get flattened,” Jacques said.
“That’s good tactical information,” Sandy agreed. “I’m more interested in what the age and sex break down of the crew says about intent.”
That brought a pause as her advisors thought about the data.
Penny finally broke the silence. “Our fleet is younger than most. The battlecruisers’s crews are a good five or more years younger than the average cruiser’s crew. Our command structure is younger because battlecruisers still only have commanders as skippers, and most of them have been deep selected both for lieutenant commander and commander. The same for most of the crew. Still, our Sailors are a good two years, on average, older than that cruiser’s alien watch standers. Of course, we’ve had Kris Longknife to provide adult supervision, so to speak, and now we have you, Admiral.”
“I hope that’s a compliment,” Sandy said.
Penny grinned, “Sort of, ma’am. What I’m getting at, is that this alien crew is really young. Their command team is all male and not that much older than the kids below decks. The women didn’t look to be in any position to mellow all that testosterone.”
“No. Just to serve it,” Amanda said. “On their backs, it would appear.”
Sandy nodded agreement.
“A lot of young warriors running wild,” Admiral Perswah said softly.
Sandy eyed her.
Jacques nodded agreement. “Could we have young braves, from a warrior culture, who have seen their elders whipped bad and watched the old folks crawl away with their tail between their legs to lick their wounds? There are plenty of examples of young guys charging off on their own to start a fight, out to show their elders that they can do what they are too scared to do.”
“What about the battleships?” Amanda asked.
“They nibbled at our defense, and ran away. This bunch took a bite out of our outer perimeter, then charged deep into our sphere of influence before setting a course out of here. We caught them before they could make it home to brag about what they had done.”
“Kids with more guts than smarts, trying to count coup on us and get bragging rights,” Sandy said. “That’s good and bad,” she concluded.
“Why, ma’am?” Penny asked.
“It tells us the main force of the wolf pack is still holding back. That’s good. But it also tells us that the overeager kids with more guts than brains are demanding and being permitted to try to knock us around a bit. This one ducked in fast, they tried to run, but we caught them. The next one might duck in further. Try to go all the way to Alwa.”
“So, Admiral, what do we do?” Penny asked.
“We need those better sentinels so we know who’s coming for us. We need to keep them active, so we can get messages back here faster, and we need a rapid reaction force. Not down here, but standing by the jumps. I’m thinking we need to put together not just some fortresses to guard our jumps, but make them big enough to give comfort to a squadron, maybe a task group of two squadrons.”
The four of them nodded agreement with that plan.
“Penny, I’m going to need a couple of meetings today. I want to get with my Chief of Staff and Ops Chief about setting up this new guard group. I’ll need Admiral Kitano and the other fleet commanders, including Benson. Once we’ve got a general sketch of what we want to do and will need, I’ll need to talk to Pipra. Abby as well. Penny, is your Mimzy passing along all this information to Abby’s Mata Hari?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Tell her to pass along this rough sketch of our plan so they can take a look at what it would take to support sixteen battlecruisers close to each of the jumps.”
Sandy stood. The others stood with her. “Folks, I think things have gotten interesting again.”
“God save us from living in interesting times,” Amanda said.
They all said “Amen” to that. Even the cat.
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Thirty minutes later, Sandy had her key staff seated around an expanded table. Van Velder, her Chief of Staff, was at her right elbow, Penny and her computer Mimzy were at her left with her silent shadow cat. Around the table were Sandy’s Ops Chief, Mondi Ashigara, and admirals Benson, Kitano, Hawkings, Bethea, and Miyoshi.
Sandy quickly outlined what they’d discovered about the alien cruiser and their need to defend the jump points.
“That’s going to mean a total redo of . . .” Admiral Benson started.
Sandy cut him off. “I’ve got a meeting with Pipra and Abby set for later. You’re all invited to sit in. We will discuss the challenges this will make for the production people then. Right now, I want military options to solve a military problem. Nothing else.”
The table fell silent.
Penny finally spoke. “We’ve defended the jump points before. Mimzy, show Admiral Santiago how the Bird class held the jump points against speedsters.”
A hologram appeared over the table. Three small battlecruisers, maybe frigates, swung around each other in a three-pointed star. The ships were slightly off kilter; rather than the spindle and ship forming a straight line, the ships were about five degrees off.
“This arrangement of unarmored frigates stood alerts at each jump. The arrangement allowed at least one ship’s aft battery and another ship's bow lasers to take on a ship shooting out of the jump. Every thirty days or so we switched out the ships and brought them back for maintenance and crew rest. The spin only provided half a gravity and the Coriolis force can drive you crazy. Based on this temporary fix, I’d recommend something with a much larger diameter. If you want to base a fast reaction force at these forts, you really need a bigger wheel.”
“Thank you, Captain, that’s the best explanation I’ve heard of your temporary fix. Okay, what do we need now?
“If we just intended to put a fast reaction force out there, we could just do that,” Admiral Benson said. “Anchor twelve battlecruisers near the jump, have them swing around each other and swap out with another twelve every couple of weeks or so.”
“We could, but I’m thinking of this as a fort,” Sandy said. “I’d like it armed and dangerous. Say 22-inch lasers to pop anything that came through. Maybe the beam guns. You say the ships are banged up bad. Why not park them out there and put a major 24-inch hurt on any battleship or mother ship that tries to force the jump?”
Admiral Kitano nodded. “Assuming we get more beam ships from the other side of the galaxy, I’d be a lot happier if we just parked those hulks and concentrated on keeping the reactors and beam guns working.
“How large a diameter do we need for this fort?” Sandy asked.
“You can get rough, simulated gravity in a cylinder-shaped station that is as little as a hundred meters in diameter,” Mimzy said from Penny’s neck.
“We need something bigger than that if we’re going to dock battlecruisers to them,” Amber said. “A hundred meter diameter can is moving too fast for a battlecruiser to catch the hook and be reeled into a pier. I’ve docked a battlecruiser, and a spinning station as big around as Canopus is not that easy to catch.”
“Maybe we need to step back and look at this a bit more analytically,” Sandy said. “We’re talking about a space station that can effectively dock ships with sufficient support and housekeeping facilities to keep the ships fit and ready to deploy at a moment’s notice. Second, we want a platform to support 22-inch lasers. Third, we want a platform to support beam weapons. Last, we need a platform that can move if the jump does. Can we do all four of these?”
“The lasers and beam weapons don’t fit together well,” Admiral Bethea said. “The 22-inch lasers have a range of 200,000 kilometers. The beam weapons have a . . . well, I don’t know if anyone knows their maximum range. Still, the 22-inch lasers need to be within a light second of a target. The beam weapon can be set up further back a few light seconds where it’s safer. Moving a space station is not something you want to do all that much, but if we want to guard a jump, you got to move with it if it moves. Does anyone else besides me see a conflict among all these requirements?”
“If the admiral won’t hit me up beside the head,” Admiral Benson said, “we really can’t afford to build more than one station or fort or whatever out there without really messing up the flow of goods down here.”
Sandy nodded. “You’re right Ben, one station. Its main goal is to support the twelve assigned battlecruisers that are in one hour alert status.”
“It will need more piers than six for your battlecruisers,” the Chief of Staff put in. “You’ll need docks for one or two repair ships. A couple of freighters. Twelve sounds good right now. Sixteen might sound better next month. I know this may appear like design creep, but we need to have enough to provide serious housekeeping support for this force and the five thousand sailors aboard those ships. Sixty-four hundred if we go to two complete squadrons.”
“Twelve battlecruisers was enough of a reaction force this time,” Sandy pointed out.
“Our target had three jumps with two possible outcomes, Ma’am. We sent out six sections of two. Will the next situation be the same size?”
“If we keep letting matters creep, we’d be basing a fleet out there?” Kitano snapped.
“Maybe someday we’ll wish we had?” the Chief of Staff said, not backing down.
Sandy shook her head. “Benson, what does sixteen verses twenty-four ships cost us?”
“If I may put in,” came from Mimzy. “If we settle for a station half the diameter of Canopus Station, with half the circumference, we can have four piers every two kilometers. A sixteen ship station is two to three kilometers long. A twenty-four ship station is five kilometers long. That assumes we dock a squadron by divisions, two ships to a pier, filling the forward side of the pier first, then the trailing side last.”
“A sphere three verses five kilometers long,” Sandy said.
“But the tin can may be the cheapest part of the station,” Benson pointed out.
“You’re saying we need to ask the production gurus before we trim our station?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Okay, that’s ships, what about guns?”
“We need to have the station within 22-inch laser range of the jump,” Amber said. “The beam weapons will pack a hell of a punch at that range, but the aliens will be withing range of the station with their newer lasers too damn quick.”
“But we have to be able to take out fast moving suicide boats or even cruisers before they get too far into the system,” Bethea pointed out.”
“Whatever we do with the beam ships,” Ben put in, “we’ll need to segregate their Smart Metal from our own locally produced Smart Metal. There may be another complication if we use titanium extrusions for much of the station structures and decking.”
“You think this will have to be a hybrid structure?” Sandy asked.
“I don’t want to get into someone else’s rice bowl, but if we want these things quick and don’t want to completely wreck the economy out here, yeah, I think we’re going to have to make them a patchwork design,” the commander of Sandy’s base force said.
“Thank you all. I think we have defined our requirements. Penny, could you have Mimzy tell Mata Hari to ask Abby if she and Pipra could drop in sooner rather than later.”
“They are already on their way,” Mimzy said primly. “I may have been keeping them informed of what would be required of them.”
“Mimzy?” Penny said.
“This will just save you having to brief them and they know what you’ve tried and rejected.”
“You and I, as well as Mata and Abby will have to talk about this later,” Penny growled.
“Yes, ma’am,” almost sounded contrite.
A penitential computer. What will Alwa Station come up with next?
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Pipra and Abby arrived about the time the Navy folks had served themselves from a coffee urn and plate of sandwiches that magically showed up. The two production people headed straight for the coffee.
“Would you mind if we brought the Colonials in on this? Consumer goods may, possibly, take it in the neck.”
“That will slow us down,” Sandy said. “What with you already up to speed.”
“Not really,” Abby said. “While you’all were talking, we were all kind of listening in.”
Sandy found herself over a barrel. She couldn’t argue against what they’d done, but, she did not like being put over this barrel. And, damn it, security mattered!
She scowled at Penny’s neck. “Mimzy, I ought to slap you in the brig and feed you on stale bread and water.”
“Actually,” Abby drawled, “it was Mata Hari who brought the others into the conversation. She is, after all, a spy by nature.”
“But of course,” Abby’s computer answered, actually sounding French for the first time since Sandy had met it. Her. Whatever.
The main screen in Sandy’s day quarters opened up, showing the conference table at Government House. In her own quarters, the main conference table reoriented itself to be end to end with the other table, turning the meeting into one big conference.
Sandy settled down at the head of the table with her Navy types at either elbow. Abby and Pipra took the chairs next to the screen, putting themselves between the Navy and the Colonials. Ada, the First Minister sat at the head of the other table surrounded by her own key staff. There were some very dour looks on their faces.
Ada started the meeting. “We know what you discovered from that captured alien cruiser. We have no basis to disagree with any of your conclusions. They concern defense, and they are yours to make. We understand the need to both deploy a quick reaction force near each jump and to defend the jump against any intruders. Our only concern is the cost and how much it will disrupt our budding economy. Economies when you toss in the birds.”
Ada paused to take a deep breath and let it out in a sigh. “I expect that we will also bear the burden of informing the birds that there may be some delay in delivering their rent payments.”
Now it was Sandy’s turn to nod. “We understand your concerns. You understand our concerns. Hopefully, we can figure out a way to maximize the benefit and minimize the down sides of our situation. However, we must adjust to the changing threat picture.”
“Before you two start arguing over the why and wherefore,” Abby put in, “please let me show you what we have in mind and how much it will cost.”
A holograph of a cylinder appeared, floating above the table. A second one floated over the Colonial conference table.
“All of Nelly’s kids have been working non-stop on this puppy, even my niece’s Dada got dragooned into this project,” Abby said. “This is a rough sketch, but we think we’ve got most of the basics here.”
The cylinder expanded to cover most of the table. It was easy to see twelve piers scattered in three groups of four. Two battlecruisers were moored to each pier. The station rotated along its long axis and spun slowly around its middle, letting everyone get a good look at it from every angle.”
“The bow, or the stern, depending on where we’re going, is the most interesting part,” Mata Hari said. The long cylinder compressed until only one end of the station was in view.
“We lengthened the station by about a kilometer,” the computer said. “This end will contain the armament, and be pointed at the jump at all times. However, it also contains the plasma reactors needed to generate the electricity that the three beam cannons and two hundred and forty 22-inch lasers will need. If we set the engines up on the other end, that plasma would have to be contained in long superconducting electro-magnetic conduits to get the plasma to the other end of the ship. We consider that too risky.”
Seven kilometers or better of super-heated plasma conduits didn’t sound like a good idea to Sandy either.
“Instead, using the miracle of Smart Metal, and the near a million tons of the stuff we can salvage from the three the Beam ships for each fortress, we propose to create the necessary rocket engines at the end closest to the reactors. Once we have the station in place, we’ll create station keeping jets and use the Smart Metal in the engines to provide a thin coating along the outside of the station. That coating will serve to seal any leaks as well as provide a secondary radiator to transfer heat from the lasers out into space. Please note, we also have major radiators forward, closer to the lasers, to also cool them.”
Sandy eyed the large “wings” spreading out at the front of the station. “Won’t they be a hazard to navigation? They look awful close to the forward piers.”
“They won’t be when the radiators are withdrawn,” Mimzy said, and the “wings” folded up to a quarter their size.
“It would take a blind ship driver to hit them when they’re that small,” Amber observed.
“The beam cannons will be located in a triangle about a thousand meters from the center of the station,” Mata Hari continued. “That should give enough gravity for the workers supporting them. The two hundred and forty lasers are spaced evenly around the 4.7 kilometer circumference of the station in what we’re referring to as the gun deck.”
“That’s double the spacing the lasers have on a battlecruiser,” Mimzy said. “Battlecruisers also have a top and bottom gun deck, with six or four to each deck, fore and aft. In theory, we could add a second gun deck with another two hundred and forty lasers as well as half the spacing and double the number again.”
“That’s almost a thousand lasers,” Sandy said, half in awe, half marveling at what kind of hell that would be when it fired.
“The problem with that large a battery are many,” Mata Hari said. “The heat, the number of reactors and the staffing requirements would make for some very interesting designs.”
“Also, that would delay completion of the stations,” Mimzy put in. “Right now, we’re producing two hundred and forty 22-inch lasers for the twelve battlecruisers the yards make each month. We can go to double shifts for a month and produce the four hundred and eighty you will need for two stations, one for Alpha, the other for Beta jump. To get the maximum near thousand laser battery would take four months. Can we wait that long?”
“Can we add them later?” Ben Benson asked.
“But of course,” Mata Hari said, accent in full force, then she dropped it. “This end of the station will be made using Smart Metal salvaged from the beam ships. However, moving the lasers into place will be a delicate process. There is also the matter of gun crew support.”
“On our battlecruiser,” Amber said, “we have ten people at battle stations for each laser. Two hundred and forty guns means two thousand, four hundred gunners over and above the beam weapon crew and the reactor personnel.”
“Can I call for a reality check here?” Admiral Benson asked.
“What do you have in mind?” Sandy asked.
“I think we need to look at our personnel needs,” Benson said. “We’ve got about two hundred and fifty ships here in orbit, not counting the fleet Admiral Drago’s got in the cat’s sky. About a quarter of the fleet is laid up in reserve, but that still means we’ve got seventy thousand crew slots. Double that if the ship has its blue or gold crew downside for crew rest or farming. My yards and base force adds another fifty to a hundred thousand. That’s who we have to choose from, but at least we have a reserve force we can call on to man the reserve fleet or plus up the battle fleet if things get terminal.”
He paused to let that settle in. Then he waved at the holograph of the station.
“We’ll need ten thousand sailors just to crew twenty-four battlecruisers. By the time you add in crew for the blast cannons, the lasers and juice the reactors, you’ll be adding four or five thousand more. That will need about three thousand personnel to support them and maintain the station. Two repair ships will boost that by fifteen hundred. You’re looking at thirteen, fourteen thousand at each jump point. All of them two to three days away depending on your boost. We’ll need a seven or eight percent growth in manpower just to cover this new manpower requirement.”
“All this at a time when we’ll be cutting back on what we can offer the birds and reducing the mechanization of the Colonial economy that might free up more of us,” Ada put in, talking for the first time.”
“The problem is duly noted,” Sandy said, cutting off that line of discussion. “Pipra, how are we going to make these two monsters and what will we have to forgo to get them?”
“Abby?”
But the buck didn’t stop there. “Mata Hari?”
“We propose to construct the stations in orbit behind Canopus and Portsmouth Stations. About a million of the three million tons of structure for the fort will be salvaged Smart Metal from the three Beam ships. Another 250,000 tons will be Smart Metal from battlecruisers that aren’t going to be built this month. That leaves us with a requirement for a million and three-quarter tons of structure. We intend to draw that from present production. It will be a blend of steel, aluminum, titanium and carbon fiber composites.”
Mimzy took over the conversation. “That will lead to a ninety percent reduction in consumer goods for at least thirty days. All defense efforts will be absorbed for the month we’ll take to build these fortresses. Capital investment will be reduced by eighty percent as metal is directed to the station from fabrication of manufacturing fabs.”
“Ouch,” said Ada from dirtside. “For one month, the consumer side gets nothing! We can’t live with that.”
“Actually,” Abby said, “you won’t notice any difference for a month. We got about a month’s worth of consumer goods in the pipeline. We’ll run out of stuff about the time the stations start their slow trudge out to the jump points. The ten percent you’re going to keep should give you three more days in the pipeline. We can start back up fast and move things through the delivery system as fast as we can. There may be a delay for some commodities, but not for more than a week or so.”
“You think so?” Ada said, dubiously.
“You can study the same project management reports I get,” Kris Longknife’s former maid replied.
“This will be close,” Sandy said.
“This will be close,” Pipra agreed. “Some folks will have to stay topside to work double shifts, so there won’t be a lot of taking vacations at dirtside farms, ranches and stuff. Admiral, Kris Longknife had been trying to avoid crash production projects like these. They result in delayed maintenance for machines and burning human factors like morale, tempers and good will. Are these forts worth the price we’ll pay to churn them out so fast? Can you face your workforce and tell them that their sacrifice is going to make us all safer?”
Sandy nodded. It was interesting how everything came down to the human factors. Where do we find enough human, or bird, fingers to push the buttons, and how much do we demand from the people who make all of this possible?
“Do you think we should go slower?” she asked Ben.
He shrugged. “We’ll need time to train up enough gunners and support people.”
Sandy turned to Pipra. “How long if we built the stations out of the defense side?”
“If we made both fortresses out of Smart Metal,” Abby answered for her boss, “assuming present production levels, we estimate six months to produce a million and a half tons of the stuff, plus the million tons from the beam ships. That would give you one fortress in six months, the next one at the end of a year. During that time there would be no new battlecruisers.”
That produced a groan from Benson and the fleet commanders.
“We might be able to squeeze some extra Smart Metal production, but we need feed stock from the asteroid mines,” Mata Hari answered, a bit defensively. “That is a full production line that can’t be pumped up overnight.”
Sandy ran a worried hand through her hair. Her scalp felt like it was in a vice. Here she was with her first major decision. Her industrial base was balanced on the edge of a very sharp knife. The Alwa system needed protection. At the same time, she could only demand so much of her human resources before they started to crumble from too much work and not enough time to recuperate. Did this warrant a maximum effort from her people. A maximum sacrifice from yards, production and the entire planet’s consumers?
Sandy thought on it for several very long minutes. Around her, the room was silent. At the other end of the screen, the Colonials were also quiet. She alone could make the call that would send them all down a path that could lead to a disaster. One possible disaster lay at the end of one path. Another disaster waited for them at the end of the other path.
Of course, if they got lucky, there could be no disaster at the end of either path.
How lucky do you feel?
When Sandy did speak, she chose her words slowly.
“The enemy has come up with a new twist. We can respond to it and let them know that it won’t work, or we can wait, let them push us some more, and see where that leads.”
Sandy paused to let those ideas roll around in civilian skulls. “It’s never good to let the enemy seize the initiative. We want them responding to us, not the other way around. They’ve got aggressive kids chomping at the bit to take our scalps. We just got a batch of theirs. That is one ship that will carry no tale of tweaking our tail back home.
“If they mess with us again, we want to add their scalps to our collection, not let a belligerent bunch of kids get bragging rights before their elders. We bled enough to cower those oldsters. I want those kids dead, dead, dead. I want two forts guarding our jump points with at least two squadrons on ready alert. And I want this done in a month.”
Sandy turned to Pipra. “Yes, I’ll visit the workforce of your two shifts and tell them what they’re doing will make Alwa System safe in years to come. That the work they’re doing will mean we face less threats both now and ten years from now.”
“I’ll change the work schedule,” Pipra said, “and I’ll set up a schedule for you to come visit our lunch rooms, ma’am.”
“Ada,” Sandy said. “Can you get the word out to the birds and Colonials that we’ve got a maximum defensive effort this month that will be tying up all means of production?”
The First Minister nodded. “Will it take more than a month?”
“Do you know anything big that ever came in on time and under budget?” one of her staff grumbled loud enough for all to hear.
“We will keep you appraised of how matters are progressing,” Sandy said. “Mimzy, can you provide the Colonial government with a full project plan and update it when you update it for me?”
“Aye, aye, Admiral. Who will be your project manager?”
“Ben?” Sandy asked.
“I figured this would land in my lap. Abby, Penny, I’m going to need just about all the time Nelly’s kids can give me.”
“Understood,” Abby and Penny said together.
“Then I think this meeting is over,” Sandy said, standing. In only a moment, her day quarters were empty. Only Amber stayed behind.
“Tough call,” the commander of Alwa’s battle fleet said.
“Are they all like this?” Sandy asked.
“The ones that ended up on Kris Longknife’s desk always were. Now it’s your desk they land on.”
“Are we overreacting to some brats that got their hands on daddy’s car and took it out for a spin? It could be just a random action on someone’s part,” Sandy said.
“Maybe this is, but you know, they aren’t going to be the only punks to insist on taking a swing at us. If it’s not this wolf pack, it will be another one. It’s better to knock them down when they come up than let a few get away and get the rest of the packs thinking they can try us.”
Sandy nodded. “Okay, the defense is needed. How will our troops and workers take to having us change everything? This is bound to be about as disruptive as it can get.”
Amber shrugged. “Hard to tell. One thing bothers me. We’ve never built any major structure in space. Even the reactors we ship from the moon to either Alwa or the yards are built on the moon and lifted from there. We’ll have to build two huge structures out of several kinds of material. Do we have space riggers?”
“I have no idea,” Sandy answered.
“You still going to the alien home world?”
“Not for a month, at least,” Sandy answered.
“The best laid plans,” Amber said.
“Yeah. What can you expect on Alwa station?”
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Thus began a long month that tested Sandy well beyond anything she’d ever faced in her Navy career. She might be pushing the production workers on the moon and in the yards hard, but she pushed herself harder.
It would not have been possible without Nelly’s kids. They designed the fortresses, using standard fabrications where they could, adjusting the design and construction of non-standard components to meet the abilities of the fabrication plants, work force, available transportation and the fortress requirements.
The level of effort on the moon quickly tied up all the fabrication plants. There, production was switched from whatever they had been making for months or years. Suddenly workers and fabs were turning out what the forts needed. Usually, the forts absorbed the production of two shifts a day. All dirtside leaves were canceled. People who usually swapped out after a week’s hard work, now swapped out at the end of a shift. Some shifts stretched from eight to nine to finally ten hours.
Sandy did the morale tours, explaining why this was needed. The tour got kind of macabre. The first visit she made to a moon fab, several workers asked about the cruiser they’d caught. The next time Sandy went down, she took several pallets of “Show and Tell.”
One of the alien lasers was included as well as command chairs and beds. Most of the workers found the alien technology crude and nothing like the products they were turning out. Poorly sealed cans of food were shown; one was opened to show a miserable looking paste. The pièce de résistance were several bodies. They were displayed as they’d been found, now encased in solid plastic. There were notes on each case.
The two naked women had full information about the DNA samples found in their vulvas. None of them matched the DNA of the father of their fetus. Note was made that one of them was among the many who had been inseminated by just three men. That got grim looks from most of the women and not a few of the men.
Two likely commanders and multi-baby daddies were included. The sneer on one face, the shock on another told a lot about how they’d met death. Their age compared with the rest of their crew was duly noted.
There were pictures of all of the open hatches, and the manual overrides that allowed both hatches to open to space.
Workers walked silently through this bit of horror. For many of them, this was their first time they had come face to face with their enemy. To meet the alien that wanted to murder them.
It was a chilling experience.
Sick days fell drastically after plants got a good look at that show.
Pipra suggested that the visuals were enough; Sandy’s pep talks could just as well be videoed in. It saved Sandy time for bigger problems.
They did not have enough people with construction experience in space. For four hundred years, space riggers had been critical to any kind of construction in space . . . most especially star ship building.
Then came Smart MetalTM and suddenly space rigger jobs went the way of the black smith. Yes, riggers were still needed for building space stations, but there was a lot less call for them than before.
The yards that came out from human space had a lot more spin programmers than they had riggers. The yards were located near the center of the station where gravity was low. Riggers would place the reactors of a new battlecruiser where they were needed, then step back and let the programmable matter programmers spin out the hull while other programmers did the inside of the ship.
Some of the programmers were retreads, but most were new, younger folks with no time in the kind of space rigs needed to move modules and materials around in the vacuum of space. The same for those welders who operated the mobile welding rigs that put all the pieces together for keeps.
Admiral Benson had to reach deep into his workforce to find people who were stale at best and too old at worst to do the necessary work.
Sandy volunteered any Marine or Sailor that was qualified to work in zero gee vacuum, but staying alive as an infantryman was one thing. Getting a production job done while not getting killed was something else.
Fortunately, Mimzy had the designs for the welding and moving rigs. They were dispatched to the lunar fabs and fabricated first. These rigs, however, looked more like trainers than the traditional rigs. Inside, there was space for two people. A senior rode left hand, keeping an eye on the general situation and advising the junior. That young Marine or Sailor used their better eye-hand coordination and finer motor skills to operate the rig under the guidance of the experienced hand.
It looked like it would work.
Of course, they started with the section just aft of the gun deck. It was simple: a steel I-beam structural frame with titanium plates for the outer skin that also added strength. The inside structures were made of steel or aluminum strength members with carbon fiber sheets dividing up the space into work areas and quarters.
The first half kilometer of the can was the learning experience, and quite a bit of it had to be ripped out and redone as weak welds or open seams were identified by quality control rigs following after the workers.
The first fortress was three days behind before that section was finished.
Rather than tackle the gun deck, as planned, they built the second half kilometer of the can. There were a lot fewer failed seams and welds that time.
While the riggers tackled the next half kilometer of composite structure, the programmers began to restructure the beam ships into the gun deck. By the time they finished all the intricate work the lasers needed, they were only two days behind schedule.
The reactors for the lasers and the rest of the station were positioned, then the spinners programmed all the delicate and critical parts in Smart MetalTM. That part came in on time.
The second fortress was started now, using some of the experienced hands and adding more trainees. There were still bad welds, but nowhere near as many as the first couple of days.
Then they lost two workers.
They were busy welding, apparently totally absorbed with the work, when a rigger transporting a pallet of titanium sheets lost a gripper. It just came off, and with it, the pallet swung around, ripped off the other gripper and took off on its own. The operators immediately declared an emergency, but the welders didn’t notice or hear it.
The runaway pallet ripped the cab off the welder, opening it to space. The autopsy was not able to determine if the welders died from trauma or vacuum. It didn’t really matter; they were dead either way.
The construction effort closed down for four days while they buried their dead and did an exhaustive check on the design of the gripper.
The result was pretty much what you’d expect from a hurry up effort like this one.
Five of the forty grippers that were tested, failed. A check showed that they were all produced in a light fab that usually produced farm equipment for use on Alwa. The ever-changing temperatures of space did not figure into that work. They’d been asked to produce steel of the required high quality and did, seven times out of eight.
The production of joints for the gripping arm was moved to a heavy construction fab and the production run was doubled and half of them were tested to destruction. They all exceeded specs by one hundred percent. The other forty were shipped to Canopus Station, installed on the grippers, and work resumed.
` The first station was now six days behind schedule.
Sandy was in regular contact with Ada and the Colonial government. They were not happy.
“This pushes us past the point you told us you would start shipping us our consumer goods.”
“No plan ever survives,” Sandy said, skipping the rest about contact with the enemy. She didn’t want anyone thinking they were the enemy.
“Tell me about that,” Ada growled.
“Could you start rationing supplies and the release of product?” Pipra asked.
The First Minister shrugged. “I guess we’ll have to. This is going to make a lot of people cranky. A lot of the Roosters and even some of the Ostriches don’t really understand the war above their heads. They’ve gotten to really like the largess from us Star folks. I’ll do my best to explain to them that the pickings will be slim for a bit.”
She paused for a moment. “You are going to give us priority in the consumer goods area when you start up again, right?”
Sandy glanced around at those taking this meeting with her. Penny’s mouth had gotten thin. Both Amanda and Jacques were shaking their heads.
“Give me a second,” Sandy said and hit the cut off on the visual.
“What am I missing?” she asked.
There were some embarrassed glances among her team. Finally, Jacques spoke. “The worker bees at the fabs and yards are going to need a break. No, they’re going to expect a break and only about half of them have farms, ranches, fishing boats, what have you. Those that haven’t won the lottery are getting double tickets for this maximum effort we have them on. If you put them at the back of the line behind everyone else . . ..”
Sandy scowled. Everyone wanted everything they wanted and they wanted it now!
With a deep sigh, Sandy hit the activation switch for their conference talk. “I’m sorry, Ada, but we’re all going to have to share in the scarcity. We’ll start up as soon as we can, but we’ll follow the same distribution ratio we did before between the birds, your Colonials, Pipra’s immigrant workers and my fleet personnel.”
Ada took the rejection philosophically. “Well, I had to try.”
“Yes, no doubt, you did,” Sandy said. “Now, if you will excuse me, there are likely new fires I need to stomp out before they get any bigger.”
“Thanks for the briefing. I look forward to the next one.”
“Oh, two questions. Has the senate endorsed my Viceroyship? Also, how is Rita handling things?”
“I told you that some folks were getting cranky. Some of them happen to be in my Senate. I don’t think I can get the papers through for you until consumer production is back up to speed. I’ve got several that are talking about liking what Rita did.”
“They’d rather have their butter than forts at the jump points?” Sandy asked.
“They’d rather have their butter keep flowing and forts at the jump points in a year or so. The issue isn’t what to do, just how fast.”
“Devoting a full year to building the fortresses would cost us one hundred and thirty-two battlecruisers,” Sandy pointed out.
“Some folks think the two hundred and fifty or so we got is enough,” Ada said. “They were last time. I do kind of wonder, myself. How much defense do we have to have? When will what we have be enough?”
“We’ll know it’s enough when we beat the aliens the next time they come here,” Sandy snapped. “We’ll know it wasn’t enough when they blast Alwa down to bedrock and hurl the planet’s atmosphere out into space.”
“Yeah,” Ada said. “I’ll talk to you later.”
Sandy sat at her conference table, steaming. “Ungrateful . . ..” It was best not to finish that thought.
“That’s the sticking point,” Amanda said. “How do we know that enough is enough to keep us alive? How close to that minimum margin do we want to skate?”
“And we Navy types are always assumed to want too much and that’s why they can’t have more or nicer things,” Sandy growled.
“Pretty much,” Amanda, the doctor of the Economics, the abysmal science, said.
“Okay, what’s next on my list?” Sandy asked. Something was always next on her list.
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Work on the two fortresses continued apace with them gradually making up some of the lost time. It still looked like the first one would be four days late. The second one would be ready a week later.
Then, of course, they’d have to be moved, slowly, carefully, out to their station 200,000 klicks from the jump.
Putting the lasers in a fixed station had benefits. With little bending, the guns would stay sighted in. With a bit more space and more powerful capacitors, the 22-inch lasers could be pushed out to 260,000 kilometers maximum range.
If an alien ship tried to come through the back side of the jump, we’d have 60,000 kilometers to shot lasers up their vulnerable rocket motors straight through to their reactors.
“It’s going to be hell to take a jump with this kind of a defense,” Penny commented to Sandy.
“Yep. Wonder why nobody thought of this before?”
“Nobody had Smart Metal that they could use to make rocket motors on a huge space station before,” Admiral Kitano said, dryly.
“Maybe we should suggest this idea on our next report to human space,” Sandy said.
“Yeah.”
As if the problems of building a fortress, and the conflicts of those competing for limited resources, weren’t enough, Sandy had other people who wanted to voice their complaints.
The scientists who were planning the study of the alien home world invited Sandy to a dinner in her honor.
“I don’t need a dinner in my honor,” Sandy said, looking at the engraved invitation that had been hand delivered to her in the wardroom over supper.
Amanda came to look over her shoulder. “Oh, it’s not in your honor, Admiral. It’s in their honor. Trust me.”
“But it says . . .”
“It means the other,” Jacques la Duke, Ph.D. put in. “They want your ear and if the only way to get it is that, they’ll say whatever they have to say.”
“Oh,” Sandy said, then scowled at the fancy paper and calligraphy. “Let me guess. They aren’t happy with the delay.”
“Yep,” came from both doctorates.
“And they want to bend my ear.”
“Yep,” was a duet again.
“Penny, can you get that horror show up from the lunar fabs for an evening? I think these dunderheads need some education.”
“Wouldn’t it be just as good if we just slapped together a duplicate?” Penny asked. “We got plenty of spare bodies. They got two of the boss guys, but we’ve got one or two others that seem just as bossy.”
“Do it,” Sandy said. She thought for a bit more. “Penny, you know the folks at Government house fairly well.”
“Likely not as well as you’d like, ma’am.”
“What say you call Ada and tell her I’d like to share a nice formal dinner with her and her Senate,” Sandy said, the very picture of innocence.
“If she should ask, what should I give for a reason?”
“Tell her I’ve come to realize that I haven’t spent enough face time with her and her people. I haven’t given them nearly enough opportunities to talk to me, tell me their concerns personally.”
“Really?” Penny asked.
“Tell them whatever you think will get me that dinner.”
“Yes, Admiral.”
“Then, ship that same show down dirtside and set it up in the banquet hall, right next to the door.”
“Aye, aye, Admiral,” Penny said through a wide grin.
“That won’t be quite as in your face as the old alien lady Kris Longknife took to the flock of flocks, but it ought to be damn close,” Jacques said.
Sandy attended dinner with the boffins at a restaurant on the station. She ended up sharing a head table with Professor LaBao and several other scientists. The horror show was set up on either side of the doors; every attendee had to walk past each horrible item on their way in.
The dinner was quite good, but a lot was left on plates. Some at the head table had prepared remarks. They stood to give them, which gave them a clear view of the alien artifacts, then spent most of their talk staring down at their notes. Those that had prepared nothing beforehand tended to stare at the back of the room; their comments were very disjointed. They were also brief.
Sandy thanked them profusely for their hospitality and assured them, that, as soon as the jump fortresses were in commission, departure would be as soon as humanly possible. In the meantime, they should use the time to plan their work and prepare.
For the dinner with the government officials and senators, Sandy made sure the alien material was again at the back of the room. After dinner remarks were remarkable brief for politicians.
“You are one cagy lady,” Ada said, afterwards.
“Oh?” Sandy said, just as innocent as she could manage.
“That little show and tell of horrors,” the bureaucrat said. “It got their attention. If that’s the way they treat their own women, God, they have to be beaten.”
“The sooner they are defeated, the sooner they can begin to learn something better. In the meantime, we need to stay not suddenly dead.”
“Amen, you bastard. Amen,” Ada said.





17

There was no book telling you how to move nearly three million tons of vessel. The million tons of beam ship was about the maximum humanity had ever kept under control while hurtling through space.
The future fortress, Defender, was gently decelerated into a breaking orbit. Over the next couple of days they jockeyed it from one transfer orbit to the next before they finally got it into an orbit whose apogee swung it high enough, at just the right moment, for them to make an easy insertion into the trajectory for Jump Point Alpha. At a gentle half gee acceleration and deceleration, the journey took close to a week.
Finally, they pulled into a stable orbit around Alwa’s sun which matched that of the Jump Point Alpha that Fortress Defender would guard. About that time, after careful consultation and verification that the rule book whose ink was hardly dry was really and truly reliable, Guardian began a breaking burn, the beginning of its ten day trip to Jump Point Beta.
Sandy issued orders to Miyoshi’s 2nd Fleet with forty-eight battlecruisers attached to prepare to get under way. The support force would include the repair ships Tyogei and Artifex, the freighters Mary Allen Carter, Kinugasa Maru, Sirius, Regulus, and Polaris. Regulus and Polaris had been fitted out as transports for the boffins and their immediate supplies.
Buoys to picket the jumps around the target system were stowed aboard the battlecruisers. Sandy intended to have a lot of buoys deployed quickly and one or two tenders just wouldn’t cut it.
If an alien decided to crash her party, she wanted plenty of warning to get out of their way.
Two days after Fortresses Defender and Guardian went active, the Victory followed at the tail of 2nd Fleet’s Task Force 2 as they headed out to see what the aliens had left them to see.
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“The aliens have been back here,” came on net from Major ‘mPhano, skipper of the Victory’s Royal US Marine company “That rock Kris Longknife left blocking the entrance to the pyramid is gone. I think it’s been reduced to the small chunks of gravel under our feet.”
The report came as no surprise to Sandy. The sentinel buoys at the two jumps they’d come through that had been left behind by Kris after her last visit had also been blasted to atoms. At present, her fleet was reduced by two squadrons of battlecruisers. They had orders to deploy new sentinels to cover every jump throughout the next five layers of systems.
They would be breaking up into two ships sections to do it faster. Sandy had ordered them not to operate alone. She wanted ships to report back, even if posting the new outposts took longer.
Despite the evidence of the missing buoys, Sandy had hoped the planet below them would be pretty much as Kris Longknife had left it.
Clearly, they had been back, and they had not tread lightly.
Sandy watched on the main screen in her day quarters as the Marines approached the door into the pyramid. In place of the rock Kris had left closing up the entrance, there was now another door. The Marines and a select team of scientists tested it carefully.
This team had the advantage of the report written up by Jacques when he’d led a team that opened the door the first time. The door was just as hard to weasel probes through. It looked to be the spitting image of the previous one.
Rather than push that too far, they activated the door, pushing the runes above the door in the proper sequence.
The door slid open.
“With forty some odd wolf packs roaming the galaxy, they couldn’t very well change the door opening code now could they?” Jacques observed dryly.
A Smart MetalTM probe rolled forward slowly into the dark maw looming behind the door. The first couple of meters had not been booby trapped. It did not fool them one bit.
The probe reported some sort of electromagnetic jamming that was strong enough to knock out any unprotected electronic gear. This probe, however, was hardened against just that.
Two meters in, the walls exploded, hurling a solid salvo of darts from the right side of the tunnel, sufficient to murder anyone in the first five meters of it.
The probe was ripped to shreds. Bits of Smart MetalTM were scattered all over the place. The programmer with the scientific team tried to bring the chunks of the probe back together but couldn’t.
“Let’s try another buggy,” the Marine Major ordered.
This probe rolled just a bit past where the other one had tripped something. Then the left side of the wall exploded and the high tech human prospector got hammered into tiny bits.
They rolled two more probes down the tunnel and both of them got wiped out, one from the overhead, the other from the deck. The fifth probe explored more carefully as it trundled itself over the rubble piled up on the deck.
The walls did not explode this time.
However, a meter further on, rolling along smooth deck, the floor fell out from under it and the intrepid explorer plunged into a tiger pit, complete with spikes.
“At least that’s one we were expecting,” Jacques muttered.
A ten wheeled probe now rolled forward. At the edge of the pit, it extended a long arm of Smart MetalTM. It latched onto the far side of the pit, then began to spread itself out, forming a new floor.
“Okay, let’s see what they’ve got waiting for us next,” the Marine officer mused and sent another probe rolling forward. This one had a tall human-shaped three-dimensional target looming above it.
It got about two meters past the covered tiger pit before it was gunned down as the left wall proved to be loaded with machine guns rigged to fire at anything in the next four meters.
For a moment, they watched as the smoke cleared and the shards settled.
A moment later, a scientist said on net, “Let’s see if we can do this a bit less expensively.”
A man in a white space suit stepped forward. He controlled a child’s remote-control toy with a meter and a half tall balloon figure bouncing around above it. The guy in the white space suit headed toward the cave with his device.
A Marine blocked his way.
“Is your suit armored, sir?” the Major demanded.
“Of course not.”
“Sergeant.”
“Yes sir.”
“You see what you can do with this mannequin.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Damn it, I can do this,” was cut off as the Marine NCO relieved the man of a small control box and stepped between the scientist and the dark tunnel before them.
The target dummy looked to be mounted on a child’s remote-control toy. A really basic one, no remote control, just a controller with two meters of wire between it and the truck.
Unfortunately, the truck’s wheels weren’t big enough to work their way over the rubble of the exploding walls. The Marine Sergeant had to carry it for a couple of meters.
At the covered tiger pit, the sergeant settled the target on its wheels and stooped low as the target moved out until it was two meters ahead of the man.
Which was a good idea.
The space above the tiger pit filled with flying bullets as the right wall beside it opened up like the mad minute at some shooting range.
The NCO tumbled back onto the rubble.
“You okay, Sergeant?”
“I may have taken a glancing hit. Nothing the armor wasn’t built for. Anyone got another one of those toys?”
“We brought down a dozen,” came in the rather shaky voice of the scientist who had thought to try the cave sans armor.
“Bring ’em on.”
Four were shot to shreds before the guns over the tiger pit were exhausted. There was still ammo flying as the twelfth was demolished in the next murder hole.
However, the scientists had managed to suppress the electromagnetic pulse that was jamming the shattered Smart MetalTM fragments. They’d collected them back into two probes and were ready to send them down the passage way.
Into a game of hide and seek.
As soon as the machine guns opened up on the human target, the probe sucked the Smart MetalTM figure down. The guns fell silent.
The probe popped the target back up in an explosive ballooning.
The machine guns let loose a volley. However, the target had been sucked back into its rolling base.
The target arose from the dead. The machine guns opened up. The target vanished.
This went on for a good twelve iterations. By the eleventh, several of the guns were falling silent. By the twelfth, only a lone gun was still firing. It burped out a few rounds the next time the target arose, only to fall silent.
They popped the target up two or three more times with no results before the Smart Metal TM probe rolled forward again.
It came to a stop before a solid metal door.
“You know, I don’t think these bug-eyed monsters want us visiting their holy of holies,” someone drawled on net. The aliens might look just like the humans, but to those refusing to be declared vermin and murdered in mass, the aliens were bug-eyed monsters.
“There was no door there last time,” Jacques mused. “I don’t like the looks of that thing. Major, if I may make a suggestion.”
“Yes, sir.”
“I would not enter that passageway until I did a very thorough analysis of the hatch.”
“Agreed, sir. I need some nano probes,” the Marine announced to the boffins.
A minute later, nanos were advancing down the passageway. Penny’s Mimzy produced a general overview of what they were finding. The first section of the tunnel still showed signs of the explosives that had turned the walls into shrapnel. The walls along the next two sections proved to have cooling gun barrels on one side and a pock marked wall on the other.
The door soon absorbed everyone’s attention. Above it was the same runes. Apparently, the aliens would know the combination. Sandy wasn’t at all sure we humans had gotten the right combination yet. Yes, we’d opened the first door, but murder had awaited us behind it.
That couldn’t be what the aliens faced.
The nanos probed the runes, the blocks they floated on, the door and the walls around it.
Other tiny sensors identified infinitesimal evidence of out-gassing from explosives, but could not find the actual charges.
They ran the mannequin back and forth, trying to trip a sensor, but got no result there, either.
Sandy finally sighed. “I guess we’ve got to push the runes and see what happens.”
“Admiral, I’d like to withdraw my people a safe distance,” the Marine major said.
“Do so, and keep them away from the mouth of that cave. Tell the scientists if they’re smart, they’ll be down range of your people.
Ten minutes later, everyone was well away from the mouth of the tunnel, and the nanos had slipped into the blocks of runes and were ready to activate them in the same order that Jacques had pushed the outer set the first time.
Rune one’s switches were close.
Nothing.
Rune two’s switches closed.
Again, nothing.
Rune three was activated.
Just before the cameras up the tunnel vanished, they broadcasted a picture of a massive expanding cloud of superheated gases coming at them.
The mouth of the tunnel turned into the mouth of a cannon as all the rubble and wreckage was vomited from it at several hundred meters per second. Lacking rifling, the projectiles were poorly aimed and scattered as they left the suddenly-a-gun-barrel.
Fortunately, the Marines were not only a full two kilometers back from the tunnel but also had left a wide kill zone directly in front of it. The scientists were further back and further from the tunnel mouth.
Despite everything, the Marines closest to the tunnel found themselves engulfed in a cloud of dust spiked with a few fast flying pebbles.
The rocks were no match for the armor. They bounced off, leaving the Marines looking rather dusty. Still, the armor had won; the alien’s rocks had lost.
“Wow. They really don’t want us in there,” was one of the more printable comments on net.
“Okay, troops. Take it down to a dull roar,” a sergeant was heard to roar on net. “The major wants to think and you ain’t helping.”
Younger voices immediately fell silent. Even the older voices of the boffins began to trail off.
“I need another probe. Small and rolling with plenty of sensors,” the major called.
The scientists quickly cobbled one together from their dwindling Smart MetalTM supply and another cheerful mechanical volunteer wheeled its way into the still dust-clogged cave.
It was much more of a cave than the pristine tunnel had been just a bit ago. The walls were now ragged rock. There were deep pits where some of the machine guns had been ripped out of the walls. A weakened chunk of the overhead broke loose and narrowly missed the rover as it struggled to make its way over the rubble in its path.
“That explosion must have been a real mother,” was whispered on net.
“Aren’t you glad we did what those damn jar heads told us to do?” got plenty of murmured agreement.
Sandy smiled when no Marine chose to correct the boffin’s nomenclature. Likely the Marines would be getting plenty of free drinks if any of them managed to visit the scientists’ transports.
Unlike Kris Longknife’s ships, Sandy’s fleet was dry. Still, if this cruise went long, she’d have to allow some breaks in the work and tedium.
On the screen, the probe had reached the door. It was still there!
It was dished in a bit in the middle, but the heavy hatch stood, solid and in place.
“I guess they didn’t want to ruin their trophy collection,” Jacques said beside Sandy.
“So, what kind of door are we dealing with?” Sandy asked.
“Search that thing for some kind of a latch. It’s got to open,” Jacques said.
“I need some really tiny nanos,” the Major announced.
Moments later, nanos began to flit their way toward the wall. Mimzy showed those on Sandy’s flag bridge their view as they flew down the tunnel. The scene was surreal. The view as they began searching the surface of the door, looking for any break was also like something out of a nightmare.
There was nothing like a handle anywhere. Apparently, the door either was opened with the right combination, or it wasn’t. The nanos showed the hatch to be a solid half meter of steel. It was locked in place by metal bars, 250 mm square. Six of them to each side, three to top and bottom.
Mimzy produced a schematic of the door, then rotated it 360 degrees on both axises.
“Any suggestions for taking that down?” Sandy asked on net.
“How deep into the rock does this puppy go?” came from someone who’d rather go around than through that half meter of heavy metal.
Nanos were dispatched to slither between the rock and the doorsill. The steel went a half a meter into the pyramid’s rocky walls.
“What do you say we blast our way around this damn door,” someone said on net. In a moment, several of the scientists and Marine combat engineers had their heads together. A minute later, mining nanites began to excavate nice round holes into the rock. The engineers stuffed them with high explosives, then cleared the tunnel.
This explosion was not nearly as large as the last one, but the next scene Sandy saw from inside the tunnel showed big holes gouged out of the wall, revealing unfazed metal.
While the engineers prepared the way for another explosion, Smart MetalTM movers latched on to large chunks of rock, created wheels under them, then moved them up the tunnel. The tiger pit began to fill up rapidly.
Two explosives later, and the entire doorsill was exposed, right and left side, top and bottom. Now the engineers began to blow away both sides and the top. Two blasts later and they were thinking one more big one would do it. They packed the holes, now bored behind the door and doorsill, and cleared the tunnel.
This was the biggest blast of them all. The first probe to roll in found that more of the overhead and walls had collapsed. It took some earthmoving gear to clear a path. At the end of the tunnel, the door still stood but it was no longer blocking the way.
There was room for a man to walk entirely around it.
“Is that thing going to stand or do we need to knock it down?” Sandy asked.
“That all depends,” said a quiet, authoritative voice on net. “If we topple in into the room and it slides any, it will crush the central exhibit, and I don’t think we want to do that. I’m thinking that we ought to fill in the floor around it. Set up some supports in front and back of it, then get some jack hammers in here and widen the side openings. Then again, I’m wondering if it wouldn’t be easier if we just got some laser drills down here and cut a new entrance. This one is really trashed.”
Sandy found herself chuckling. They could have done that in the first place. Still, the idea of leaving a totally open access port for the next alien visitor to find looked like something that was too good to pass up.
“How about we cut a nice big access tunnel, something you could drive a truck through. Could the pyramid’s stone survive that?” Sandy asked.
“Ma’am, that pile of rock ain’t going anywhere. It didn’t budge when that first blow went off, it won’t mind one or two nice, comfortable access routes. You know, Admiral, some of us have been thinking we ought to remove everything under this rock pile for safe, scientific study somewhere else. If we open the whole damn place to the elements, it would be our scientific duty to protect these priceless specimens from damage.”
“Oh, dear,” Sandy said, trying to sound so disappointed . . . not. “It appears they forced our hand, didn’t they?” Then she got serious. “Study them carefully in situ, then lift them out of there. Every last fragment of a cell.”
“Ah, Admiral,” said the Major. “You want too get down here right now. There’s something you have to see before anyone disturbs it. I think the last visitor sent Kris Longknife a message.”
“I’m on my way,” Grand Admiral Santiago said, and quick marched for the Victory’s drop bay.
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Three hours later, Sandy gazed into the dark maw of the cave.
She was in an armored spacesuit. Sandy knew that Jacques had run around down here buck naked in order to make contact with a small group of aliens. The planet was safe for humans.
Still, Penny had told her superior officer that she need to wear an armored spacesuit. The young woman was white as a sheet. Likely, Mimzy at her neck had passed along a vision of what awaited them.
Jacques, who also had one of Nelly’s kids at his neck, grimly told his wife that she did not need to go down with them. Amanda had insisted even before they left Alwa that she’d seen what was under the pyramid and had no intention on visiting it again.
“I don’t need more red meat for my nightmares,” she’d said then.
Still, she looked her husband in the eye . . . and quietly followed them down to the drop bay to don a set of armor.
Now, in front of Sandy, she could see air compressors feeding large round ducts, forcing air into the cave. Around the mouth, Marines lounged, weapons at the ready, their face masks still down.
No one, apparently, wanted to breath the air being forced back out.
Sandy led her staff into the cave.
The rocks were much the worse for the experience of automatic weapon fire and explosives. The floor beneath her boots was Smart MetalTM now; the walls and overhead looked to have also been sprayed with the stuff to stabilize them. They walked down a small incline until they came to the huge steel door and its doorsill, now standing alone, like something out of a fantasy novel.
Sandy edged her way around the door . . . and caught sight of what she’d been summoned to see.
The place was a charnel house.
Rotting bodies lay two or three deep in front of her. Rising among them she could see what she’d seen on video from when Kris Longknife first visited the horror house. Blocks of clear plastic stood. Closest were the family that Kris thought might be the royal sovereigns of the planet that had enslaved this planet – and been reduced to slag when its slaves rose up against them.
Stretching away along the wall in both directs were more crystal-clear blocks with other samples of intelligent races that had been wiped out by the alien space raiders. In front of each block was reported to be a pile of skulls. Sandy couldn’t see them; they were buried under the pile of rotting corpses.
The space around the door had been cleared, most likely by the explosives that cleared the path around it. Dismembered body parts were scattered over the mat of bodies for some distance around the clearing.
Sandy looked at the scene. All she heard was the hiss of air as her suit provided her with clean oxygen. All she smelled was the usual hint of metal and oil.
Her throat worked, feeling the need to vomit out the bile engorging her stomach, but the familiar smell and sounds battled with the vision of horror before her and she controlled herself, though she did spend a long minute swallowing hard.
Beside her, Amanda, the lovely economist, fled back up the tunnel. The sounds of soft retching came on net until it was cut off in mid choke. There were benefits to having Nelly’s kids around.
The quiet stretched. Finally, Penny coughed softly, then said on net, “Kris said that she found the aliens disgusting and that if they made war on us, she’d fill this place with their heads. She also swore that they would not get to annihilate another intelligent race. I guess this is their response to us.”
“How could they have done this?” Sandy whispered.
“We know they’re vicious,” Jacques said.
“I know that,” Sandy snapped. “I mean it’s only been what, two, three years since Kris left them that message? How could they find an intelligent race, murder it, and dump the bodies here?”
“Are they intelligent?” Jacques asked.
“You tell me,” Sandy shot back.
“We’ve only glanced at some of the bodies,” Jacques said. “They are kind of like egg laying caterpillars. They’ve have ten appendages. Six are very short feet, two kind of have hands on them, though only three fingers and an opposable thumb. The second pair from the front seem able to be either feet or hands. We’re not sure the hands allow for the fine motor skill needed to handle tools.”
“So, they knew about this developing planet but they left it alone because it was no threat yet, then when we showed up, they massacred it and dumped the bodies here for us to find if we came back for a second visit,” Penny said slowly.
“They couldn’t get at us on Alwa, so they left us a message here,” Sandy muttered.
“It looks like it,” Jacques said.
Sandy studied the revolting mess in front of her. Then she turned to the Marine major and Professor Labao. “I want this place cleaned up. Our scientists can’t work under these conditions. Also, these bodies deserve a decent burial. Here’s what I want you to do. I’ve already asked you to cut a nice, big access route into this place.”
“Yes, ma’am,” the Marine answered. “I’ve got laser drills dropping from orbit as we speak.”
“I want these bodies buried right out in front of this place. I know it’s atomic or lazed glass, but see if you can cut down through it. Give me some options as quickly as you can.”
“Aye, aye, ma’am.”
Sandy took one more look at the savage message the aliens had sent the human race. “I’ll come down for another visit when I can see the samples of those four hundred and some races, but not today.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Professor Labao said.
Sandy turned on her heels and led her staff back out of that dark hell.
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Sandy got back to the Victory to discover that there were more problems waiting for her.
“The Ruby and Opal out of Hekate jumped into the system just after you left,” her Chief of Staff told her. “Any messages from them should be coming in any moment.”
“I’ll be taking a shower,” Sandy told him. “After what I just saw, I need to get clean. If the message can’t wait, bring it to me in the shower.”
“Yes, ma’am. Was it that bad?”
“Bad enough to make me feel filthy right through my space armor,” she answered.
He shivered. “We don’t have video up here yet.”
“Don’t watch it before you sack out,” Sandy said. “It’s the stuff of nightmares.”
“Bastards,” was all the Chief of Staff could say.
In her private head, Sandy slipped out of the sweat-soaked ship suit she’d worn under her armor. Her Navy issue bra and panties quickly joined them on the floor as she turned on the water. It was warm almost immediately. She stepped into the shower and closed the thin door that kept most of the water in.
She’d been asked if she wanted it clear or opaque. She’d chosen opaque. She didn’t expect to be sharing her private head with anyone, but she knew message traffic would likely catch her in the shower a time or twelve.
Her hair was full of suds and her eyes were closed against them when a male voice asked, “May I come in, Admiral.”
“Won’t it keep?” she asked her Chief of Staff.
“Ma’am, I don’t want to carry the responsibility for delaying this message.”
“Enter,” Sandy said as she put her face under the water and cleaned it of soap. She shook the water off her face and said, “What’s the message, Van?”
“These two battlecruisers entered a system five conventional jumps out from here. They intended to post a buoy at that jump and come back. However, they did conduct a survey of the system. They found a alien fast mover orbiting a gas giant close to the most distant jump out of the system. No sooner did they spot the alien than it broke orbit and headed for the jump. They took off after it, but it accelerated all the way to the jump and hit it fast. They figured any chase would be a long one. After the trap the aliens set for you, they kind of didn’t want to get too carried away. They brought this straight to us, using a close-by fuzzy jump.”
Sandy cut the water off; she could survive a bit of leftover soap. “Could you hand me that towel?” she asked.
He did and she toweled off, thinking furiously and out loud.
“So, they know we’re here.”
“It could have just been a stray cruiser,” Van offered.
“I don’t believe in coincidences where those bastards are concerned. Not after what I saw down there. No. We’ve dishonored their trophy room. They’ve really messed the place up, leaving a whole lot of rotting bodies strewn all over the place. They’ve blown away all our pickets, so they know we tend to set up alarms around us. Any of them who tried Alwa know we do.”
She briskly rubbed the towel over her short hair. “They wanted to know when we dropped by. Now, the question is, are they planning to do something about it.”
“Do bears shit in the woods?” Van asked.
“Yeah,” Sandy said, wrapping the towel around herself and stepping out. “Now, Captain, if you will give me a few seconds alone, I’ll make myself presentable.”
“Yes, ma’am,” the man said and fled her presence.
Sandy found fresh underwear and a ship suit quickly. After pulling them on she slide her feet into a pair of slippers that could pass for acceptable wear aboard ship and entered her day quarters.
Van Velder, her Chief of Staff was waiting for her with Mondi Ashigara, her Ops Chief. Admiral Miyoshi, commander of the 2nd Fleet whose ships she’d dragooned for this walk about, observed from the main screen. Likely, his two task force commanders in orbit monitored the meeting, ready to jump if Sandy hollered frog. Over the next minute or two they were joined by Penny, her Intel Chief with her ever silent cat shadow, as well as Jacques and Amanda for no better reason than they came and Sandy valued their judgement.
Sandy began the meeting with as blunt a statement as she could muster. “So, do we haul up our skirts and run for home?”
That got surprised looks, which her advisors traded with each other before Van asked, “Is that what you want, Admiral?”
“The scientists would really like some time to research this planet,” Jacques said, softly.
“No doubt,” Sandy agreed. “Alternately, do we keep our eyes on the front door, do some messing around in the dirt downside, and run as soon as we see evidence of a threat developing? Admiral Miyoshi, how fast can the transports boogie out of here.”
“They are officially rated at 3.5 gees acceleration. How reliable that rating is, I do not know. I do know that most of the routes out here require at least three gees. The transports have been well maintained. I think we can trust them to keep up with the battlecruisers.”
“So, we can stay here a while knowing that we can get out of Dodge City fast if the tax collector shows up.”
“And we’ve got our pickets out,” Van said, “so we should have a pretty good idea of when they will show up, if they do try.”
“Just a point,” Penny put in. “We know this was a fast mover. We also know the hostiles know how to hit jumps fast. Apparently, this one did. Remember, we’re fighting on their home turf. Likely over their old home. They may well have jumps plotted that could put them here using a lot fewer than five jumps.”
“Can your Mimzy identify some of those long jumps?” Van asked.
“Yes,” came from the small jewel in the center of a collar at Penny’s neck. “A ship, doing three gees could jump into this system from four different long double jumps.”
“Could we outpost those four systems?” Mondi asked.
“The four starting systems are too far beyond our present network,” Mimzy said. “Also, the speed of light would delay any message from those systems. The message would likely get here long after the aliens did.”
“And the jump between here and there?” Sandy asked.
“A message from there, assuming the alien ships crossed the system at a high gee acceleration and decelerated enough to hit the jump at 500,000 kilometers would give us about an hour to two hours warning, depending on the system.”
“What if we posted fast ships in the next system in where they could get a message from the system the aliens have intruded upon and get their asses in here faster?” Admiral Miyoshi asked.
Mimzy took the issue under consideration for only a second. “Two of the next systems have fuzzy jumps nearby that would allow one of our ships to get back here a day ahead of the intruders. The other two systems don’t have that option, but we know how to get more out of the traditional jumps than they do. Our picket would be back at least four hours ahead of them.”
“Still,” Sandy said, thinking out loud, “they’d be hitting this system at 500,000 kilometers an hour. We’d have a hell of a time getting out of their way.”
“Assuming we let them in the system,” Admiral Miyoshi said, grinning. “If I anchor a task force of sixteen of my battlecruisers 150,000 clicks from the jumps, we could shoot up a lot of fast movers before they knew what hit them.”
“And if they come through with a door knocker?” Penny said. The last batch of wolf packs had constructed huge seven or eight hundred-thousand-ton monster ships, heavily clad in ice and stone to ablate away the damaging heat of laser hits. No human has yet tried to knock out one of them, but one of the reasons to put beam weapons of the fortresses Guardian and Defender was so they could punch through those monster’s armor.
The room fell silent at that questions.
“Could one of those monsters get up to that fast a speed?” Miyoshi asked.
“Aren’t the door knockers short on reactors?” Jacques put in.
“Right,” Penny said. “To avoid self-immolation when the lasers get into the chewy middle, the aliens gave those monsters half the reactors of one of their battleships. You’re right, they’d have a hell of a time getting one of those up to any sort of fast speed. The same with their mother ships. I guess all we have to worry about is the fast-moving cruisers and maybe battleships.”
“We have never seen battleships at more than two gees,” Mimzy said, “and that fwas not for very long. I think this attack force will come in slow and give us plenty of warning, or come in fast with thin skinned targets.”
Sandy found herself scowling at Penny’s computer. “Targets,” was an attitude a human had. Is that what I want from a computer?
Clearly, that was what she was getting.
“Admiral Miyoshi, deploy your remaining two task forces, one at each jump. As the other task force comes back from outposting the jumps, have them join the Victory down here and we’ll provide close cover. Jacques, get Professor Labao on the line. Tell him he can start the dirtside research projects. However, be forewarned we may need everyone up here real fast. If they can’t drop what they’ve got and run for a lift out, maybe they better not go down.”
“That’s what I’ll tell him.”
The meeting ended. The people filtered out. Sandy sat at her conference table. “Computer, ask Mimzy to get me a star map of this system and those we’ve picketed five out.”
It appeared. At no extra charge, Mimzy included four lines showing the fast-moving approach. Further study showed all of them were triple jumps, starting well away, hitting that jump fast, then hitting the closer unpicketed jump faster, before decelerating to hit the picketed jump for the home system.
“What will be their speed when they jump into our system?” Sandy asked.
“Depending on the jump series they use and whether they hit the jump at its top or bottom speed, they could be going at anything from 200,000 to 350,000 kilometers an hour,” Mimzy responded from Sandy’s own computer.
“That would give us some time to nail them as they come through,” Sandy said.
“Eight battlecruisers can put out a lot of energy,” Mimzy noted, “and if the hostiles really are thin skinned fast movers, it could be a disaster for them.”
“And Kris Longknife has shown them one disaster after another,” Sandy muttered to herself.
“Yes she has,” Mimzy agreed. “One would think they would learn.”
“One would, wouldn’t one?” Sandy said, thinking all the time that the aliens had showed they could learn. Only they weren’t learning how to surrender. No, they were learning what they needed to do to kill the vermin. What new trick would she soon be facing?
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Thirty-two battlecruisers broke out of their moorings, broke out of orbit and headed for the two jump points. The Victory was left with the Ruby and the Opal standing by ready to defend the transports, as if they’d need any protection here in orbit. Quite a few longboats had been left behind to make quick work of unloading the freighters and getting the scientists where they wanted to set up shop.
One large team was going over the pyramid in a lot more depth than a fine-toothed comb would provide. Lasers had cut one nicely arched breeze way, five meters tall and ten meters wide at the bottom, into the pit of horror. A second one, on the other side of the blasted tunnel was started as soon as the first was finished.
Daylight and fresh air was definitely being let in.
Small, 13 mm anti-aircraft lasers had worked fine for cutting two meters by one meter slabs of glass out of the glassy plain in front of the pyramid. The murdered decapods were interred in the ground below, then the glass slab was replaced with a RIP carved into it. It took a lot of work, but the Marines seemed content with the assignment.
It kept them dirtside and they got a beer ration every night.
A second large contingent of scientists were conducting a dig at the site of what they thought was the most recently destroyed town. It was located on the coast, nestled on a neck of land between a broad river and the bay.
This place had not been hit with atomics, but rather appeared to have been blasted with lasers from orbit. Much of the site was under glass, but there were enough places around the periphery that had been missed that the archeologists were confident they would find building. Maybe even machinery.
To speed this dig, what with everyone glancing over their shoulders as they worked, several teams that had planned to dig elsewhere agreed to concentrate there.
Dirt flew, sometimes with back hoes. Sometimes with shovels. Sometimes with trowels or brushes. Whatever the situation allowed or called for, got used.
Even some of the Marines were added to the dig after they buried the three thousand six hundred and twelve slaughtered aliens.
The archaeologists had some really nice beers in their canteens.
The sociologists were sprinkling the planet with swarms of drone controlling tiny data gatherers. Most looked like flying bugs. However, if it looked like the locals might occupy a campsite for a while, hoppers were sent in to find a quiet place and vanish into the woodwork. Or dirt. Or whatever.
Of special interest was the area around the glass plain with the pyramid. A dozen small hunter gatherer groups were spotted, many still wearing the rags of ship uniforms. Linguists set out to study their languages while sociologists endeavored to comprehend the underlying social ties that held the group together in order to better understand ship life. These twelve were the only groups that still seemed to remember what ships were like.
During the last visit, a team of sociologists was set upon by a local tribe and held hostage. This visit, no one wanted to get too close to anyone with a sharp rock.
No surprise to anyone, no local would come within a hundred kilometers of the destroyed town.
The zenobiologists finished their initial analysis of the chamber of horrors beneath the pyramid and began to lift its contents up to the freighters and transports in orbit. Each ship got an equal number of the plastic cubes as well as samples of all the skulls. Indeed, in order to make sure that some samples got back to human space even if disaster befell this expedition, all seventeen of the battlecruisers that came to be in orbit got a sample of every one of the 412 skulls plus a decapod’s body.
As professor Labao said, this was a priceless and irreplaceable collection of comparative evolution. It could not be lost; some samples had to survive, no matter what.
Sandy considered it her job to make sure the “what” did not get a chance to matter.
Of course, when the “what” made themselves known, it was not at all the way she’d expected.
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“Admiral, we’ve got a report in,” Sensors reported on net.
“Where away?” Sandy replied, allowing herself the full use of tradition.
There was a brief pause before the lieutenant said, in a puzzled voice. “Not where we were expecting, ma’am.”
“Give me a star map,” Sandy ordered.
The map Mimzy had shown Sandy appeared above her desk. It showed the four fast approaches that Penny’s computer had identified. The red flashing system was one of the outer layer five pickets.
“The picket buoy identified twenty reactors entering the system. It’s programmed to swap with the other buoy and get this message off. The replacement buoy is ordered to survey the system for a half hour, then swap again and get a second message off. They’ll do that until they swap out and the new count is no different from the old count.”
“Yes,” Sandy said. She knew that. She’d approved the instructions. Still, she let the young woman tell her. No doubt, she figured admirals were too busy to remember details.
“Keep me appraised,” Sandy said. “Computer, get my key staff in here for a pow wow.”
Three minutes later, Sandy had her Chief of Staff and Ops Chief around her conference table with Sandy, Purswah, Jacques and Amanda. Admiral Miyoshi had gone with one of this task forces to cover Jump Point Beta. At the time, it looked to be the most likely entry point for an alien strike group.
“Mimzy, what can you tell me about this jump?” Sandy asked.
“It is the first of five jumps that will bring a slow-moving force to this system,” the computer said. “However, if the aliens entered the system at fifty thousand kilometers an hour and accelerated at one gee, they might jump to a C layer system, not the one I’d projected for a slow passage, then decelerate through that system and enter ours at 60,000 to 100,000 kph from Jump Point Alpha.
“And if they’re only accelerating at one gee for most of the trip?” Sandy asked.
“They could be a major strike force. Cruisers and battleships,” Penny said with a warning in each word.
“Door knockers?” Van, the Chief of Staff asked.
“Yep,” Penny said.
“Oh hell,” Mondi breathed.
“Should we order the scientists to pack it in and get ready to make a run for it?” Jacques asked.
“It’s too soon,” Sandy said. “We only have a report of twenty reactors in the Picket Line Five system. I’ll know more in half an hour.”
“So we wait,” Amanda said.
“Yes,” was Sandy’s answer.
“Would it be out of line for me to order up a cup of that wonderful Navy coffee?” Amanda asked her admiral.
“Penny, would you have Mimzy do the honor?”
“Gladly, ma’am.”
“And sandwiches,” Jacques added. “I missed breakfast.”
Penny glanced Sandy’s way and she nodded. A moment later a table and coffee pot slid out of the bulkhead opposite where Sandy sat. It was soon joined by a stack of sandwiches. It being close to lunch, the meeting broke up while the attendees scavenged the offerings like hungry vultures.
“Planning great battles makes me hungry,” Mondi said.
“When have you planned a great battle?” Van asked.
“I think this is the first one. No wonder I’m hungry.”
Admiral Perswah removed the meat from two sandwiches and munched it gingerly while eyeing the star chart. Sandy wondered what it must seem like to a wet water admiral.
They all settled back at their places at the conference table. Both Van and Mondi had a distant cast to their eyes as if they were seeing something far way or that had not yet happened. Amanda and Jacques just eyed their sandwiches or studied their coffee. Penny had that look she had when she and Mimzy were deep in consultation.
On Sandy’s desk, an old-fashioned clock ticked out the seconds calmly. Meticulously. Relentlessly.
“The updated report is coming in,” Mimzy said, snapping them all back to the here and now. She likely knew more, but she said nothing. Sandy chose not to goad her.
“The updated report is coming in,” the Sensor duty officer echoed a moment later. “This is from one of the fully updated pickets. It has more information about the reactors. We’re now looking at 4,800 large reactors, likely for battleships, though we don’t have a perfect match against any that we’ve seen before. There are 240 that match with some we do know and another 180 that are smaller, say cruiser size.”
There was a pause before the lieutenant went on. “The 240 reactors match against some of the door knockers we spotted leaving System X after the battle.”
Sandy eyed Penny. The young captain was studying the overhead with unfocused eyes. “The door knockers had half the reactors of a battleship,” she said, thoughtfully. “We figured that was to reduce the chances of one reactor losing containment and the plasma setting off the next reactor. Likely that gives them twelve door knockers. Figure a hundred and twenty battleships and ninety cruisers.”
“Do you think all of them can maintain the one gee acceleration?” Sandy asked.
“When you were chasing after them, they managed two gees for quite a while. That means they can cross the systems faster, accelerating and decelerating before hitting the jump at exactly the speed they need.”
“I guess I better alert the boffins below to start packing it in,” Jacques said.
“Hold your horses a minute,” Sandy said, then thought better, “Jacques, instead, ask the diggers below how much time they need to finish up.”
Jacques raised his eyebrows to Sandy, but shrugged and began to silently commune with his computer, Marie, another one of Nelly’s brood.
While he was elsewhere, Sandy turned back to Penny. “Talk to me about this force. A hundred and twenty battleships. How does that compare to a full wolf pack?”
“Wolf packs range anywhere from a hundred to two hundred battleships. Cruisers are a new addition, so we’re not sure what a normal pack would have. Door knockers are anyone’s guess. I’d say we’ve got anywhere from half a wolf pack to damn near a complete one.”
“But no mother ship,” Sandy asked for clarity.
“No. Getting one of those moon size monsters moving must be a bitch. We’ve never seen one of them do much more than .75 of a gee under normal conditions. Once, when Kris had one of them on the ropes and running for all it was worth, it only managed to get up to 1.25 gees and it didn’t hold it for long. It fell off quickly to 1.1 gee, then less than a gee.”
“So they likely are not bringing their families and friends to this shoot out,” Sandy said.
“Not at all likely. They likely have saved some battleships back to protect the mother ship. Come to think of it, that one time, a hundred and twenty were ordered to attack our diversionary force while sixty or so held back with momma. Yeah, we’re likely looking at all the teeth a wolf pack can send out. Certainly, all they can at any decent acceleration.”
“You’ve beat this size force before, right?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Sandy said. “But remember, these bastards have twelve or so door knockers in their vanguard. You get one of them coming through the jump every second or so and we’re going to have a hell of a time holding the jump. We can fall back in front of them, keeping out of range, but they do have those fast movers to run around our flanks and make life complicated for us.”
“Assuming they can force the jump.” Sandy said, her mind spinning, seeing something, but only vaguely.
“Yeah. Assuming.”
“I’ve got an idea,” Sandy said, as her thoughts jelled. Her team leaned in close as she began to explain her battle plan.
“Oh shit,” her Chief of Staff said after she finished the first outline.
“So, help me improve it.”
“Can we civilians run for it?” Jacques asked.
“If I recall it right, most of the best routes to Alwa are though Alpha Jump, right?” Sandy asked.
“Too right,” Penny said.
Jacques scowled and shook his head. “They have cut us off.”
“So, help me out here,” Sandy said, all admiral.
So, they all began to help her, and themselves, out.
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Sandy sat on her flag bridge, observing the fleet around her. Thirty-six battlecruisers swung at anchor. Twelve were moored to each other in groups of three. They rotated briskly, giving their crews a sense of down and moving their fore and aft batteries along quickly so that when one fired itself empty, the other one would be swinging in to position to take anything coming through the jump under fire.
Around her waited Task Force 2 and 3 of the 2nd Fleet with the Victory added in for good measure.
Well away from here, the Beta Jump Point was guarded by Admiral Miyoshi with the Haruna, Chikuma, Atago, Tone, Arasi, Hubuki Amatukaze and Arare of BatRon 3, augmented by the Mikasa from BatRon 9. The rest of that squadron’s ships, Asahi, Hatsuse, Yakumo, Iszuma Iwate, Asama and Toikiwa, with the Banshee that Sandy had detached from BatRon 7, protected the transports and stood ready to herd them for the Beta Jump Point if things went bad at Alpha.
Sandy had just completed her deployment when the Activity popped into space announcing that the alien fleet was in system C-3. When last observed, they were accelerating at one gee. However, if they wanted to make the jump to this system, they would have to decelerate to between 55,000 and a hundred thousand kilometers per second.
Mimzy had done the math. If the aliens went for the higher speed, they would start charging out of the jump thirty minutes from now. If they slowed, this wait could stretch out for quite a few hours.
Sandy was prepared to fight her first major, set battle against these monsters. Her ships’ laser batteries were fully charged. Each ship was shrunk down to Condition Zed with their crystal armor spread over every square centimeter of their hull. She had a comfortable distance, 170,000 kilometers, between her and the jump. All the battlecruisers she had here were armed with the 22-inch lasers.
And she had her surprise.
As soon as the first ship came through the jump, her fleet would flip out of their anchorage, but for now, she waited, letting the ships rotate slowly. The crew sat comfortable in their high gee stations.
“This is like it was in the old days, when wind drove the ships,” Admiral Perswah said.
“Have you sailed in sailing ships?” Sandy asked
“Oh, no. That was in my grandmother’s time,” she said.
“Do your people know better how to wait?” Sandy asked.
The cat actually chuckled, a sound that sounded very threatening. “Too often, some hot headed young lass will toss our plans aside and begin the pounce. It certainly looks like our alien enemy is on the pounce.”
“It certainly does,” Sandy agreed.
“I visited the fighting associations before this voyage. Your birds with the long legs. They know how to stop a pounce.”
Sandy nodded.
“You, too, know how to stop a pounce.”
“We will know in a few minutes,” Sandy answered.
“Yes, we will know. This is all different from anything I have ever seen. Then I blink my eyes and everything is so much like I know. This is the same, only so different.”
“We study thousands of years or more of human warfare,” Sandy admitted.
The cat nodded. “We study several hundred. Maybe a thousand. May I read some of your books?”
“Penny, have you given him a copy of Sun Tzu’s Art of War?”
“No ma’am. I’ll load it to his computer immediately.”
“I doubt that I will have any time to read this book,” the cat said.
“Then we must win this battle and give you time to take your ease,” Sandy said.
Again, the cat chuckled, this time softly. “By all means, you must win this battle so that I may lay at my ease after a large dinner and read your book.”
That brought a chuckled from the tense staff around Sandy.
At that moment, the top countdown clock in the forward screen reached all zeros. The clock above it still had hours to run, but the aliens could show up anytime between now and then.
Sandy let a breath out. Apparently, the aliens were taking the slow road. Or at least a slower road.
Then all hell broke loose.
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The alien battleships were large ovals, as much as half a kilometer in length. At 100,000 kilometers an hour, they would cover that distance, from bow to stern, in less than 2/100ths of a second. Exactly 700 meters from the Jump Point Alpha was a small metal ball, floating in space, happily beeping away every hundredth of a second with its specially designed proximity fuse.
The alien door knocker jumped into the home system of its species.
Not quite 2/100ths of a second later, the space mine, with a twenty megaton hydrogen bomb the cats had given Sandy, exploded.
Temperatures stolen from the surface of a sun enveloped the alien ship.
The door knocker had meters of solid rock and meters of ice thickening its hide. Still, even that skin could not protect it from this intense a sunburn.
Nothing came out of the expanding, superheated gas cloud.
Sandy and her team had wondered how quickly the aliens would try to force the jump. Ships usually took a jump with a bit of a break in between. It was better that way, admiralties and insurance firms hated to have ships bounce off of each other when they tousled going through the jump.
The thought had been that the aliens would likely use a one or two second or even a five second delay between ships. Sandy had several high acceleration missiles floating back a bit from the jump, aimed at it and ready to charge it and add more nuclear hell to that of the close in jump guard.
For four seconds, nothing came out of the fireball.
Then, an alien door knocker tumbled out of that hell fire, rolling and flipping end over end. Its surface was red hot and burning. It trailed a tail of red hot magma that once had been armor.
Of Sandy’s twelve rotating trios, four had been assigned the first target. As the rear of the door knocker, what was left of it, rolled into sight, four battlecruisers stutter fired their twelve forward lasers up the vulnerable stern at the propulsion lasers. Four more battlecruisers stutter fired their aft eight lasers.
Lasers that were intended to fire a continuous stream of coherent light for five seconds or more, instead sent a tenth of a second of fire burst at the twisted rocket engines at the stern of the door knocker. That burst shot into the ship, using the rocket motor as its avenue of entry, avoiding the flaming rock armor. Inside, the lasers raised havoc with the delicate superconducting magnets that held the plasma stream in thrall. Any failure of those containment vessels and the plasma was unleashed to eat the ship, its reactors, its life.
There were twenty reactors feeding plasma to the rockets at the stern of each door knocker. The lasers from the battlecruisers must have disabled several containment fields. Almost instantaneously, there was no stern. In hardly a heartbeat, there was no ship.
Half a second later, a second fireball tumbled out of the atomic maelstrom, spewing lava in every direction. Sandy’s second group of four rotating ships took that one under fire with the same results.
While all this was taking place, one of the small rockets had accelerated at twelve gees toward the cooling fireball. Before the heat got too great, it immolated itself in another burning hell of thermonuclear fire.
For the next few seconds, nothing else tumbled out of the fireball. Later, as Sandy studied the high-speed photography of this battle, she’d realize that the twelve door knockers had hurtled themselves through the jump and into the hell fire, all in a brief six seconds. After that, the ships jumping into this most fiery death were battleships.
These also had rock thickened hulls, but nowhere near as thick as what the door knockers had. The atomic flame scorched them, burned them and gave back nothing of the first dozen or so that shot through the jump.
As the hell began to cool, Mimzy accelerated another missile towards the roiling fireball. Only a super computer could observe so quickly and react so fast. She had identified the interval between ships. She had calculated how quickly the fires of hell cooled. She ordered a missile forward and it added its own hell to the flames.
Nothing escaped that scorching hot breath for several more seconds.
After that one, Mimzy delayed sending another missile at the jump, waiting a moment to see if the aliens had called it quits.
However, no message had returned from the other side of the jump to warn the aliens of what waited for them. They had committed themselves to a blazingly fast course of action and they followed it, one behind the other. The aliens were not known for counting the cost where the chance of murdering vermin was at hand.
Again, a burning slab of rock tumbled from the fire, spewing lava and sparks. Recharged lasers on the battlecruisers took them under fire, shot out their engines, penetrated past them to unleash the fire of their own plasma and freed that possessive hell to devour those who had sought to tame it.
Three battleships managed to escape the hot breath of the atomic gods before a another rocket added more flaming coals to that thermonuclear fire and several more seconds passed without anything escaping that inferno.
Mimzy had the tempo of the alien jumps down solid. For an eternity that flashed away in a flaming minute, the computer kept the gates of hell open. Each alien door knocker or battleship jumped from one system to another only to be swallowed up by the waiting maw of flaming doom.
For sixty-six seconds by the countdown clock on the screen, the aliens charged into oblivion.
Then Mimzy let the hell fire cool.
No sooner did that happen, than alien cruisers began to shoot out of the expanding ball of radioactive fire and gas from slaughtered battleships.
Sandy had issued orders for how to handle any cruisers that came though the jump. Four battlecruisers, two at the left end of the line, two in the middle, took the ship under fire. Forty lasers spat out two bursts of coherent light for two tenths of a second each. Eighty powerful 22-inch beams reached out, pinned the cruiser like an insect caught and mounted by an enthusiastic child.
The cruiser vanished in a cloud of gas.
The next and the next suffered the same fate.
The battlecruisers rotated in their anchorage, slowly around each other. First one ship’s bow battery would come into play, then the next, then the last. At different times, their stern batteries were aimed at the same spot in space that continued to pop out targets. The reactors pumped electricity into the capacitors almost as quickly as the lasers spewed out bursts of destructive light.
At this rate, the aliens would all die with nothing to show for their lives.
Then the aliens changed their tactic.
Someone’s Enlightened Leader was eager to close with the vermin. Now three cruisers came through, lashed together. Immediately, they sprang apart.
Per Sandy’s plan, four battlecruisers took the cluster under fire. One died. One was winged and tumbled out of the aimed volley. The third survived, arrowing off at an angle and streaked for the battlecruisers at 100,000 kilometers an hour.
Unfortunately for the cruiser and its crew, Sandy’s ships were well back from the jump. Even at its initial speed and even with the 3.25 gees acceleration that the alien put on, it still had more than ten minutes to go before it could fire its own lasers.
Other battlecruisers took it under fire and it burned.
But more cruisers in sets of three, four and even five shot through the jump, slamming themselves into high accelerations and zigging and zagging.
Sandy’s fire control plan fell apart as battlecruisers found themselves facing cruisers that were missed by that initial first volley. Battlecruisers out of turn fired at any alien cruiser that looked like a good target.
At that tiny fraction of a moment, Mimzy slipped into the navigation and fire control computers of the Victory and the other two swinging at anchor with her. They slipped their mooring. With no action from the helm, the three battlecruisers swung away from each other and turned to bring their bow batteries to bear. Thirty-six 22-inch lasers fixed their aim at the jump – and did not fire.
Mimzy waited patiently, counting each tiny fraction of a second that only she could measure and react in. One cruiser put on speed, dancing a crazy jig that must have been hell on people in simple cushioned seats or beds. It jitterbugged through this or that tiny burst of laser untouched.
Now Mimzy plotted the sphere of space the aliens would likely occupy. She aimed thirty-six lasers and gave them orders. Fire one tenth of a second, pause a tenth, fire, adjust, fire, adjust.
The first two volleys missed. One lightning bolt from the third hit. The cruiser bent around its center, but kept accelerating. Only now, its course was defined by its damage.
Mimzy adjusted the aim from three battlecruisers and tightened her next salvo. This time four hit and the cruiser spun into a nearly straight course.
The next volley had concentrated thirty-six laser bursts exactly where the ship would be in less than a second.
The cruiser blew up, adding its metal, flesh and bone to the atoms scattering into the void of space from this battle.
More cruisers escaped the ragged fire from the other thirty-three battlecruisers. Mimzy took them under fire one at a time. Still, enough spun free and charged wildly that one cruiser finally got off a salvo from its own forward battery.
By chance, it picked the Victory.
Its four lasers were at maximum range. Only one struck the Victory. The battlecruiser’s 100 millimeters of crystal armor absorbed the weak and attenuated laser beam, slowed the light and spread it throughout the hull’s armor, then radiated it back into space.
Reaction mass flowing beneath the crystal armor, ready to cool it and the hull . . . to carry away the energy into the hungry plasm inside the reactors . . . hardly got warm.
The final alien cruisers jumped.
The final alien cruiser died.
The battle was over.
Mimzy knew it immediately. It took the mortals several seconds before their breath exploded from them in a sigh. The next breath saw them staring at their boards, measuring the wreckage they showed. Slowly the realization dawned on them.
The aliens were dead. They were alive.
Then, and only then did the cheering begin.
Sandy sat in her command chair on her flag bridge as the cheering broke out, both around her and on open mics on net. Mics that should not have been open.
Sandy gave a tight, proud smile to those around her as they caught their breath and broke out in joyous grins. The admiral tried to frown at Penny, and the overstepping computer around her neck, but Penny was grinning way too much.
“Mimzy, we’ve got to talk,” Sandy said, failing to get the growl she intended into her voice.
“Yes, ma’am,” Mimzy said, sounding almost contrite. Almost, but not quite. There was way too much pride in her submission.
“You did right,” Sandy finally said. “I just want you to tell me that you intend to do something like that before you do it.”
“I am sorry, Admiral. But really. I didn’t know I was going to do that until the aliens came up with that idea of coming through the jump as a wad of ships and I realized we needed to do that.”
“Understood,” Sandy said. “Crew, let’s get out of these damn eggs, get some clothes on and I want an immediate debrief in my day quarters in thirty minutes. Mimzy you may order up some coffee and sandwiches.
“The mess crew had meatloaf in the ovens during the battle. Admiral, you will have one of your favorite meat loaf sandwiches to celebrate with.”
“Well done, Mimzy. Very well done.
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Sandy shook her head as she stood up and stepped out of her high gee station; she hadn’t even had a chance to work up a good sweat. Last time she’d been in a fight, she had almost floated her body in the sweat it wrung out of her. This time, nothing.
She didn’t even need a shower.
What she was, was hungry. Sandy quickly pulled on fresh clothes and stepped out of her night quarters into her day quarters. The ship was back to a comfortable Condition Able from the cramped but battle worthy Condition Zed. A coffee pot and thermos of tea had arrived along with thick meatloaf sandwiches on fresh bread, with a slab of Swiss cheese and slathered with ketchup.
No doubt a Navy could win a war without hot, fresh sandwiches, but Sandy would hate to be there when it tried.
She let her mind spin through the recent action, but did her best not to latch on to any specific point. She wanted to hear what her team had taken away from this battle before she shared much of her own conclusions.
One by one, her Chief of Staff, Chief of Ops, flag skipper and Chief of Intel wandered in, latched onto some coffee and a sandwich and settled down at the conference table to munch their food. Admiral Purswah drew a sandwich and opened it up to eye the meatloaf. She nibbled at one end, then wolfed it down and the meat from a second sandwich before joining them at the conference table.
About the time they finished their sandwiches and drew a second cup of coffee, Sandy was ready to start.
She leaned forward and said, “If I had any doubt after my first fight with those BEM’s, after that trap they tried to spring on me or after taking a gander at what’s under that pyramid, after this I know. Those bastards scare me.”
That got a general consensus that the aliens were indeed scary bastards.
“What else do I need to take away from this battle?” she asked.
For a long moment, her team exchanged glances, then the Chief of Staff said, “Our enemy is very stupid.”
When Sandy began to shoot a response right back at him, he held up a hand in defense. “Yes, I know, underestimating an enemy is the beginning of making stupid mistakes yourself. However, let me point out that this alien attack consisted of a charge with all forces available through an unreconnoitered choke point. They committed themselves to one roll of the dice with no feedback loop that would allow them to check out their assumptions and revise their battle plan. And, as we all know, no battle plan survives contact with the enemy.”
The Chief of Staff shook his head. “They gave themselves no out. They were stupid.”
“Pardon me, Captain,” Penny said, “but may I offer a different reflection on your point?”
“Of course,” Van said, not at all defensive.
“Let me propose that they were not so much stupid, though they are in many ways, as much as they were overconfident. They had their new toy. They were sure those door knockers could smash through a jump, close fast with us and get their jaws in our necks. Based on the defense we’d mounted at every other jump, this looked like a brilliant battle plan.”
“Their Enlightened One just assumed we would not have a better defense,” Mondi observed.
“Yes, Captain,” Penny said to the Chief of Ops. “Whoever drew up their operations plan chose to assume that there was no way we could have improved our ability to defend a jump point in the time that had passed since they last tried to breach a defended jump. One thing we have noticed is that the aliens do not appear to have gone up against serious opposition in, well, the last one hundred thousand years. They do seem to have gotten sloppy.”
Penny paused to let her listeners taste what she had served up. “They also appear to have gotten set in their ways. All the alien wolf packs we’ve run into had the same kind of ships. A huge base ship and half million ton monster warships with lots and lots of lasers that had enough range to slag a planet from orbit. In the time since they first encountered us, they’ve done three things.” Penny raised a finger. “One, come up with the cruiser design. Two,” another finger came up, “develop longer ranging lasers, though not as fast as we’ve gone from 18-incher to 22-incher.”
“With 24-inch behemoths waiting in the wings,” Sandy put in.
“Yes, Admiral,” Penny said, then raised a third finger. “And now we see these door knockers. While they’ve been struggling to get that bit of new tech, we’ve commissioned the first Smart Metal frigate and grown the class into battlecruisers. We’ve also developed the hell burner neutron warhead and the beam ship. We’ve also borrowed tech from allied species. The Iteeche gave us their energy tech in exchange for our Smart Metal tech, and the cats have shared with us their thermonuclear warheads which have, in just a matter of months, saved our bacon twice.”
“Thank you for your praise,” Admiral Purswah said through a toothy smile.
“You’re very welcome,” Sandy said, showing just as much tooth.
“The aliens are playing catch up,” the Chief of Staff said, slowly, “but they are running after a freight liner that has been accelerating for quite some time and they’re just beginning now to try catching up.”
“Yes,” Penny said.
“And we have other allied aliens that we’re not only not trying to wipe out, but are protecting,” Sandy said, “and they are helping us!”
The cat watched the discussion with alert eyes.
“That’s what it looks like to me,” Penny said. “That is not to say these bastards are not very, very dangerous. There are a hell of a lot of them. If they get serious about a massive construction program, they might drown us in a pit of their own dead. That’s the second point. They are irrationally and totally committed to destroying any life, certainly any intelligent life in this universe. They really want us dead, and, as we just saw, they don’t quit.”
Penny paused while quite a few heads shook slowly at the thought of an enemy who would not talk, would not surrender and would not stop doing their utmost to kill you.
“Every time we’ve tried to talk to them, they do their best to kill us. The thing that gives me nightmares at night isn’t that the aliens may kill us or that we’ve killed a whole lot of aliens. My nightmare is what will we become if we have to mobilize our people for total war against these bug-eyed monsters and slaughter every one of them.”
Penny paused to shake her head. “What will we become if we have to massacre each and every one of their trillions of men, women and children.”
Those Sandy had invited to this critique found themselves at a loss for words. They could only shake their heads.
“Mondi, put together a plan to adjust our forces back to one task force at each jump and one in orbit around that planet. I want to know everything there is to know about that place. I want to know what makes these bastards tick.”
“I can have it for you in ten minutes, Admiral.”
“Pardon me, Admiral,” her Chief of Staff said. “Are you not going to consider a pursuit?”
“A pursuit of what? Mimzy, do you think we missed any of them?” Sandy asked.
“No. Admiral. The door knockers and battleships charged the jump at a most reckless half second interval. I kept the atomic gifts from the cats burning anything that came through that jump for about sixty-six seconds. That would cover all twenty-four door knockers and one hundred twenty of the battleships. The last warhead may have burned a few thin-skinned cruisers before I stopped bombing the jump and let the cruisers charge through to their demise. Assuming that one continued coming through every half second while the jump was obscured, and the number that we shot down, I can account for all ninety of the cruisers we identified. No, Admiral. There are no survivors to pursue.”
“I considered that very likely,” Van said. “However, there is likely a mother ship that is missing most of her battleships. Let’s say they held back sixty to ninety battlewagons. Maybe a few cruisers. Shouldn’t we send out some scouts and see what there is to see?”
Mimzy put up the star chart again. The yellow line that had gone from the fifth layer of pickets to the third layer to finally the center of the chart now projected out to a third system.
“There are four jumps in that system, the one they used and six possible ones for their entrance, depending on their speed. Those jumps lead to systems that have twenty-one jumps out of them, again, depending on their speed. I am sorry, Captain, but we would have to use nearly half of our battlecruisers even if we risked sending only one each into that last batch of systems, and then there would be more beyond that. I am sorry, sir, but space is vast and the aliens can hide quite well among the stars. Don’t you think it is enough that the mother ship of this wolf pack will get no word back from its strike force?”
“The ones that tried to ambush me before got no report back,” Sandy pointed out. “Now this strike force just vanished as well. They are bound to get frustrated sooner or later.”
“Frustrated, maybe,” Penny said. “Quit? Not a chance.”
“You’ve made that point perfectly clear, Penny. Now, people, I believe our course of action has been ordered. Mondi, hop to it.”
“Aye, aye, ma’am.
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The return of Task Force 3, 2nd Fleet to orbit around the planet of interest was greeted with much celebration. Sandy, and any officer not on duty, was invited to a victory celebration aboard the boffin’s senior transport which had been rechristened the Galileo. The dinner was delicious. The scientists were most friendly, and the officers couldn’t buy a drink if they tried. Indeed, a Navy types glass wasn’t even allowed to get half empty.
Sandy spotted the problem in that largess quickly and limited herself to a sip and kept them few and far between. Others weren’t so cautious and ended up sleeping it off under many a table.
Of course, many of the Navy officers were joined by their boffin hosts as well.
Sandy found herself enjoying the conversation of the evening. On the voyage from the jump to the planet, she’d absorbed quite a few reports on what had been going on dirtside while she’d been saving their bacon upside.
The dig at the city that seemed to have been lazed most recently had turned up evidence of a town and technology equal to Earth in the middle ages. They had the steel plow; several had been found almost rusted away. They had the water wheel; diggers were sure they had found evidence of a mill’s grinding wheel. It had been shattered, but they’d been able to put most of it back together despite the weathering.
What technology might have been turned to glass in the central target area would never be known.
The examination of the alien trophy room had the evolutionary biologists giddy with excitement. Every one of the 413 specimens showed a completely different evolutionary tree. Many had DNA similar to our own and the alien raiders as well as the Iteeche and cats. Other planets had developed something completely different that met the same purpose. There seemed to be three similar systems and one totally unique method of handing down genetic material from one generation to the next.
While most were sexual in their reproduction, at least three species seemed to have a different means of passing germ plasma from one sex to the other from all the myriad variations science had catalogued since leaving old Earth. One even seemed to have three sexes with two providing the egg and sperm while a third sex incubated the egg and fed the newborn in a pouch.
“If we could have studied that species when they were alive, we could have gotten an extraordinary understanding of what actually takes place in the womb and how it contributes to the development of the child. It’s such a tragedy. Such a tragedy,” Professor Labao said, shaking his head.
Sandy listened patiently as first one, then another researcher bubbled over to her. In some cases she understood every other word. In others it was worse, maybe every fourth or fifth.
She was grateful when Jacques edged out her last baffler, offered her a glass of water masquerading as alcohol, and began to bring her up to date on the work of the anthropologists, especially the linguists.
“We’re got a lot of their language now,” he told Sandy. “It’s strange, but most of them speak something very close to each other even if they are on separate continents. Frankly, that’s impossible. There should have been a lot more drift as the people spread out over the planet.”
“That’s assuming they spread,” Sandy pointed out. “Couldn’t they all have been talking some proto version of this language when the planet suffered its first bombardment? What is it, one hundred thousand years ago, or one hundred ten thousand years?”
“It’s both. This place was clobbered twice,” Jacques said. “The glass plain with the pyramid dates back to one hundred ten thousand years ago. We’re pretty sure the pyramid is only a hundred thousand years old.”
“If I was a betting woman,” Sandy said, “I’d bet you that this planet got hammered once and after ten thousand years of being under someone’s boots, they rose up in a bloody, messy rebellion, threw off their chains and sent a fleet of their own, either captured or built, and wrecked that planet we whizzed by. When are we going to study it?”
“There’s not a lot to study,” Jacques said. “A hundred thousand years ago someone pounded them into the dirt, then tossed the dirt and air off the planet out into space and didn’t even leave enough for us to find one scrap of DNA.”
“And the only DNA we think we have for that species is the family facing the tunnel entrance into the pyramid and a pile of skulls in front of them?” Sand said.
“Yes. A guess,” Jacques answered. “Getting back to the mystery of the language, we’re all scratching our heads. Even if you assume for the moment that the planet had a single civilization with a single language on all the continents, there is no way they could have avoided differentiation over the last hundred millennium. Just think of the short time it took the Indo European language to diverge from Latin and German in old Earth’s north European area to distant Hindi and Bengali some eight thousand kilometers away. All those continents below us should have totally unintelligible languages. Still, people on one continent of this planet can hold a basic conversation with someone from ten thousand kilometers and an ocean away,” Jacques said, slowly shaking his head.
“And the aliens who went to space have spent a hundred thousand years and their fear and hatred of anything different is just as hot as it was when they bombarded that nearby planet,” Sandy pointed out.
“Makes you wonder if that weird DNA they have may be passing down a lot more than just genetic material to their children,” Jacques mused.
“I’m not one of your boffins,” Sandy said with a friendly grin, not wanting to start a fight. “I don’t know enough to have an informed opinion on such matters. However, I sure would like for one of your diggers to uncover something from before a hundred and ten thousand years ago.”
“You’re not the first to raise that question, Admiral. Some of us boffins would also love to sample some old DNA. Along that line, we just may have something for you.”
Sandy raised two inquisitive eyebrows and Jacques led her away from the noise of the party into the hallway outside.
“You know we sociologists have had drones, nanos and other non-invasive scouts out listening to the alien hunters and gatherers. In the process of doing that, we’ve been mapping their hunting ranges and identifying the limits of each tribes.
“We found that very few traveled the mountains much above eight or nine thousand feet altitude. That seemed reasonable. Still, we did want to map the higher elevations. When we did, we found a cave that turned out to be more than just a cave.”
“More than a cave?” Sandy asked.
“Someone had dug out a major system of corridors and rooms going deep into the mountain. The cave and tunnel system was designed higher than the mouth, so water did not get in.”
“That’s interesting,” Sandy said. “But isn’t the air that high up hard to breathe.”
“Eight thousand feet is high, but not outside the zone of human habitation. Especially desperate humans. It’s also on a tectonic plate that seems to have parked itself for a very long time. No earthquakes. No volcanoes. Nothing to disturb a cavern. It’s also just at the tree line. Depending on the climate, it might or might not be surrounded by dense woods. The only way we spotted this cave was by low flying nanos looking for something like this. From five hundred or a thousand feet up, you see hardly anything. If you throw in forest coverage, it becomes nearly impossible to spot.”
“A perfect hideaway if you were fleeing an invader or organizing a resistance,” Sandy muttered. “What can you tell me about this cave?”
“It’s located high above a valley. The rock is hard, igneous rock. How they dug into the mountain is a question we can’t answer. Still, if they could grind their way in, they wouldn’t have to do much about supporting it. We haven’t discovered anything like post holes for timber supports. The walls, floor and overhead look like they haven’t changed in a thousand years. Or maybe a hundred thousand years. There is really no way to tell.”
“Wouldn’t digging through that kind of rock require a high level of technology?” Sandy marveled.
“Well, we haven’t found any residue from torches or cooking fires inside the tunnel system. A search of the surrounding area was negative for any molecular material that solar panels might leave, but after all this time, and on a windswept mountain . . .?” Jacques shrugged.
“What about inside the tunnel system. Is there anything?”
“The air inside the cave is fairly thin, cold, and dry. We have found some copper, some glass, the sorts of thing that would go into a lighting system. We’ve got heavy metals in some rooms. What we’re talking about here are just traces of things that don’t belong there at all. You have to understand, we’re dealing with a hundred and ten thousand years of decay. We’ve got some nanos out mapping the tunnel system while others try to analyze what there is to find in the tunnel. We just need time.”
“This intrigues me, so I hope we’ve bought you plenty of time for your work,” Sandy said, shivering at the slaughter that had paid for that time. Still, the slaughter was of murderous aliens, hell bent on killing her and her people.
This is the job I signed up for all those years ago.
“Jacques,” the computer at his neck said.
“Yes, Marie.”
“I have been listening to you brief the admiral. We have just had a major discovery in the mapping of that tunnel system you were talking about. We found, deep in the back of the tunnels, that the ancient diggers broke though into a huge cavern. Our mapping effort will need to be redoubled.”
“Very well, Marie. Have we exhausted our supply of Smart Metal at the cave?”
“Yes, sir. That is why I am raising this matter at this time. It seemed like we might get faster results from the admiral than our own usual avenues.”
Jacques chuckled. “There is nothing worse than the political machinations when it comes to funding science,” he said.
“How much Smart Metal do you need?” Sandy asked.
“Three kilograms,” Marie answered. “However, to build a drone that can travel fast from one of our normal drop zones we would need five kilos.”
Sandy tapped her commlink. “Penny, I have a job for you.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“We need five, no make that eight kilos of Smart Metal for a tiny dig that I’m quite interested in. Could you arrange to have that on the next shuttle drop? Jacques’ Marie can work with your Mimzy to see that it is dropped off as close to the dig as possible.”
“Mimzy says she has the coordinates. We can arrange for a slightly different landing path to tomorrow morning’s dawn drop. They should have the material in six hours.”
“Should I ask what you’re taking the Smart Metal out of?” Sandy asked cautiously.
“Better you don’t, ma’am. That way you can deny it if the matter comes up, which I doubt it will.”
“Thank you, Penny.”
“You’re welcome, Admiral.”
“Jacques, I am very interested in anything that might give us some samples of what life was like on this planet before the first bombardment. If you see any place that might give me something to gnaw on, let me know and I’ll see that you get your hands on resources immediately. Understand?”
“I believe the answer is aye, aye, Admiral.”
“Now you’re sassing me, civilian.”
“Not at all. I am being very, very grateful and respectful.”
The rest of the evening was more listening to scientists talk on matter she hardly understood. She wondered what it would take to have them slow down and translate it as well as Jacques had just done. From the way they talked, Sandy doubted that was possible. They spoke in their own language. No doubt if she tried explaining battle tactics and ship maintenance, she would get back the same blank stares or vacant smiles as she was giving them.
Which left her wondering. How much information was going right over her head, and how much of that information might be something she really needed to know?
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Sandy spent the next two weeks with her head on a swivel. Her time was divided. Half her day was for her war fighters, eying the reports from the pickets. They had defeated one onslaught by the aliens. They were in general agreement that it was from one wolf pack. Most also agreed that it was very unlikely that another wolf pack would be in this vicinity.
No one, however, agreed with that enough to bet money on it.
The other half of Sandy’s time was focused dirt side. The full team of scientists, equipped this time for a carefully planned assault on the mysteries of this planet, was turning up some very interesting discoveries.
The language continued to puzzle the linguists. As they gathered more and more examples of the language spoken by more of the wandering groups, they were left with an impossible challenge.
“Language changes,” one scientist said over supper with Sandy. Sandy was spending a lot of time on the Galileo. “Just as DNA drift allows us to track the evolution of our bodies as we become isolated and mutations occur, so it is with languages. Take Standard. It’s a mishmash of several Earth languages. If you were dropped on a street in a slum of say, Beijing, New York or Paris, you might understand every tenth word. And it would be a different tenth word depending on which of those cities, separated by ten thousand kilometers, that you stood in.”
The scientist waved his hand as if to avoid an argument. “Yes, I know. You could talk to any of the scientific or federated government officials and you could understand each other. But only because they had taught Standard in school. That’s not something many of those slum dwellers get a chance to learn. Okay, you get what I mean. Language changes over distances and over time. It takes a lot of effort to keep Standard the same Standard everywhere.”
He shook his head. “Now we come to this damn place. We’ve got people tens of thousands of kilometers apart. Separated by huge oceans that they lack the technology to cross. Similarly, they have no media technology to create a unified audience. My archeological associates tell me it has been this way for a hundred thousand years or more. But what I see is a collection of tribes where the most deviation we can find across continents is something that hardly shows more than a few hundred years of mutation.
“It’s just not natural,” he said. “It goes against everything we’ve found in the last five hundred years of human study. It can’t be!”
“I’m told you’re also studying the small groups around the pyramid that seem to have been recently exiled from ships. What about their language drift?” Sandy asked.
“It’s the same thing. The very same thing. If they talk slower, every one of them could understand anyone around them or on the other side of the planet. It’s impossible.”
“But it is what the evidence shows you,” Sandy pointed out.
“It is. I can’t argue with that. It is, but it can’t be.”
“Clearly, there is something going on here that we’ve either missed or don’t have a handle on yet.”
The boffin nodded. “Exactly. Trust me, Admiral. We are hunting for it. Oh, are we hunting for it!”
Another boffin cleared his throat. “We know the aliens, both those on the ground and those from space that we’ve studied, have a very complex DNA. We also know that complex DNA is reserved for just the sentient species and only for them. None of the prey or predator animals on this planet have it. Some of us are thinking it is artificial.”
“I saw a report somewhere,” Sandy said slowly, “that showed that the alien heads piled before that central family in the crypt of horrors also seemed to have a very complex DNA.”
“Yes,” said the boffin who had just entered the conversation. “They have eight acids in their DNA code. Two more than the bug-eyed monsters and four more than we have or the animals on this planet have. We can decode that DNA and break it down into its components. We can match some of the DNA against local animals and see the evolution. What we can’t do is tell what the DNA with the extra two acids do.”
“Is it possible that it has something to do with the unique characteristics that we’re seeing?” Sandy asked. “A language that doesn’t mutate much. A killing rage that hasn’t cooled in a hundred thousand years. Neither of those are humanly possible, but then, our limited DNA doesn’t allow for a lot more than the basics of recreating our bodies, does it?”
“There are protein that pass along some echoes of what happened to the last few generations. If you grandmother suffered major trauma, she may pass echoes of that along to her children. Of course, after two or three generations, those proteins slough off,” the biologist said.
“And if you had two or three times the storage capacity in your DNA?” Sandy asked, raising an eyebrow.
The boffin rubbed his face with both hands. “I don’t know. I don’t know how you would get that data into the DNA. Did the aliens start out with fewer nucleonic acids, like the other animals on this planet? How the hell do you replace the DNA in an entire species?” Again he shook his head. “This is so far beyond us, it boggles the mind even to think of it. Yes, we can do minor surgery on our DNA to get rid of this or that problem, but replacing it with an entirely new system and including in that revision a whole lot of other stuff? Language? Hatred? No, I can’t believe that.”
“Maybe we need to,” Sandy said. “When all the possible answers have proven insufficient, isn’t it wise to consider the impossible?”
“Of course, you’re right, Admiral. Of course. Maybe I should have supper with you more often. Maybe I should risk my comfort more often by talking things over with someone who knows nothing about what I’m talking about.”
“I think I’ve just been insulted,” Sandy said, grinning.
“No, say you have shown a light into a dark place, and now, a whole lot of people are likely to lose a lot of sleep chasing that light, expanding it in the darkness.”
“Are there any similarities in the DNA of our aliens and those of the family under the pyramid?” Sandy asked, getting back to something that had been nibbling at the back of her mind.
“Trying to match up eight acid DNA with six acid DNA is not an easy task. We’ve been trying to match up the six with the four, both from the animals and our own. It’s enough to drive you crazy.”
“I imagine it’s quite a jigsaw puzzle,” Sandy said, agreeably. “Still, it looks to me that it could be a big help. Does our database have all the DNA we’ve taken off of the different aliens we’ve had access to?”
“Pretty much,” the biologist said.
Sandy didn’t much like the sound of that. “Pretty much?”
“The samples from the first shoot out Kris Longknife had with the aliens kind of has gotten lost. Someone on Alwa screwed up and left the data back home. Also, Alwa didn’t have a lot of resources back then, so they only tested a few of the aliens on the first ship Kris brought back and the partial mother ship that she shot up at the Cat system. We’ve got the DNA from the aliens she brought back from here as well as everybody on the latest ship we captured.”
Sandy sighed. “It seems to me we need to study all the DNA, don’t you think?”
“Yes, ma’am. The first captured ship is still orbiting Alwa. We’ll get on it when we get back. In the meantime, we’ll see what we can find out from what we have. It’s kind of hard to figure out what DNA does when you only have a few live samples.”
“Yes,” Sandy said, tired of this conversation. She glanced around. Jacques caught her glance and moved in.
“Admiral. We’ve got some very interesting pictures I’d love to show you.”
“Then I think I’d love to see them,” Sandy answered.
“Do you mind dropping down to my room? I just got the pictures and Amanda wants to see them, too.”
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 Jacques’s lovely wife was not that far away. Sandy joined them for the short walk down a deck to their stateroom. Apparently, the Galileo was now in Love Boat configuration. She was one of the Smart MetalTM transports that had been constructed expressly for the Alwa run. She was supposed to have gone back immediately, but she and her sister ship, the Tycho, had been appropriated, or rather retasked, for this voyage to a strange world. For the moment, the two ships swung around each other and both had expanded to make the boffins more comfortable.
Jacques and Amanda’s quarters were quite comfortable with a cozy sitting room. A large office was accessible through an open arch to the right and a bedroom was to the left behind a door. Jacques offered Sandy a comfortable chair, then settled on the couch with his wife.
“Marie, show us the entrance to the cave and tunnel complex,” he said.
Immediately, a hologram appeared in front of them.
“I’m adjusting the view to make it level with someone walking up to the entrance,” Marie said.
“Good. Now, Admiral, you will note that there doesn’t appear to be anything like a cave here. That rock,” and the view swept to the right and left, then up, “is big. It sheared off of the cliff above and hardly looks like there’s anything more to see,” Jacques said.
“However, if you mosey around to the left, you get a different view.”
Sandy studied the scene as it moved quickly to the left. It would be a rough walk. The hill was steep and there were rocks of various sizes littering the ground. It would be easy to turn an ankle.
Then the view from behind the rock appeared.
“You’ve got a rough overhang,” Jacques pointed out. “It’s about a meter wide, so you could walk up to the cave with no risk of being viewed from orbit. There’s about another meter, so if you needed to haul in something bigger, you could.”
“Where are the rocks? The path is almost smooth,” Sandy observed.
“No rocks here,” Jacques said, with a sparkle in his eyes. “You’d almost think someone had cleared a path. If they did, the overhang has kept the rock falls off. There are a few rocks to the right.”
“In a hundred and ten thousand years, you do get rocks.”
“You do,” Amanda said, her shoes off, her feet under herself and an arm around her husband.
“Now we have the cave. It has been occupied. There’s a fire pit that has recently burned wood. Say one, maybe two years old. This entire cave, the part that has daylight reflected into it, is pretty much all windblown dirt, ash or bone. We think a hundred and ten thousand years ago it was much closer to the bedrock.”
The picture adjusted itself to show a cave with a much larger opening.
“We’ve had nano diggers slip through gaps in the soil all the way down to the bedrock. There are layers after layers of dirt and ash with a few bones tossed in,” Jacques said. “None of the bones are alien. Just their prey. There are a few stone tools, sharp stone chips, arrow and spearheads. It’s pretty much what you’d expect at the normal human prehistory dig back on Earth. Some of our archeologists are dying to get a trowel into that dirt, but the nanos have given us a good picture.
“It’s just dirt all the way down?” Sandy asked.
“Yes, but there’s a clear change at the bottom. The sand down there looks like it’s taken from deep in the mountain. It’s consistent with that rock. Above that layer begins the ash, fine dirt and bones.”
“First occupancy was by something other than a hunter gatherer,” Amanda observed.
“It sure looks like it,” Jacques agreed.
Sandy said nothing. For now she was content to just take it all in and taste the questions.
The view moved further back. It came to a small opening, about two meters across and much less than half a meter high at it’s largest.
“That is all that is left of entrance to the tunnel system. Just a small, dark maw. Nothing there to encourage anyone to slip inside.”
“Do your diggers show evidence of the entrance being widened, raised?” Sandy asked.
“After all this time, it is more likely than not that it was worked, however.” Here Jacques shrugged.
“Yes. A hundred, maybe a hundred and ten thousand years is a long time,” Sandy said, and found herself musing what the things she possessed would look like in a hundred and ten millenniums.
The view moved into the tunnel. It quickly passed into pitch darkness. That only lasted for a second, then the view lit up almost as bright as day.
“Our nanos have now adjusted to the low light,” Marie said.
Sandy studied the walls, floor and overhead. They had clearly been constructed, and well constructed at that. Yes, there were cracks and some places where the sides or overhead had fallen away, but they were not that many.
The nano paused to look down. There was a thick layer of fine dirt on the deck.
“The dust in here is an interesting mixture of concrete from the walls, some wood and metals. There may also be some bones, but they’ve vanished into just dust. There’s nothing for us to analyze but the dust left behind.”
To the right and left, side tunnels led to large rooms.
“The dirt or dust in these rooms closest to the mouth are rich in iron with some copper. Whatever was here, it’s rusted or eroded away to nothing. Some of us think there may have been electric generators here, but we’re just guessing.”
“It seems logical,” Sandy said. “If this is a high-class thieves hole-in-the-wall, or a secret rebel base, you’d put your generators up here so the exhaust could be vented outside.”
“The next batch of rooms are also high in metals, though there are quite a bit of heavy metals mixed in,” Jacques said. “I’ve talked our results over with the head of our Marine detachment. He thinks we might have rusted out guns here with heavy metals in the ammunition. However, again, there’s nothing but dust. The mushrooms, however, are laced with poisonous levels of heavy metals.”
Sandy watched as the view dipped down. The floor was indeed covered with fungi.
“Are there anything like bats or rats in here? If there’s food, there has to be someone eating it.”
Jacques shook his head. “The heavy metal content inside these two rooms and the next two make those fungi deadly. In a hundred thousand years, even the animals have learned this is not a good place to hang out. It may have helped keep this place from going to the dogs, or bears, or bats, or whatever.”
Sandy nodded.
The view continued down the central passageway with other openings into rooms or more passageways leading off into the dark. One large chamber showed ramps heading to an upper and lower level. This place really was huge. When it was occupied, it must have been quite a beehive of activity.
“Where did they get rid of all the rock they chewed up?” Sandy asked.
“I was wondering when you’d ask that. Marie lets pick up the pace.”
Now, instead of walking through the labyrinth, it was as if they rode a cycle. Openings whizzed by until an end began to loom in front of them. They braked to a sudden stop on a ledge above a precipice.
“Wow,” came from both Sandy and Amanda at the same time.
Before them was a vast cavern. The walls had a phosphorescent glow about them, lighting the huge expanse before them in dim shadows. This was clearly a gift of nature: rough, uneven, and almost limitless. Almost, but not quite. Sandy saw the bottom, far below and the ceiling way above her. The walls stretched out on either side before vanishing into antechambers.
Several shuttle construction hangars could get lost in here. Far below, shimmered a lake of water that glowed with its own phosphorous light.
“There’s no evidence of human construction here, with one exception.”
Their view tiptoed to the edge of the ledge they seemed to be standing on, then looked over. Below them stretched a massive sand pile.
“We’ve checked the sand. It’s from the same rock we’ve been walking through. They must have had something that could chew up rock and spit out sand. Our guess is that they knew this huge cavern was back here. Say, some spelunker had wiggled his way back here along a natural hole in the rock. They used that cave as a guide to dig the main passageway, then dumped the rest of their residue off this cliff. Off to the left you’ll see another ledge, less natural. There was likely some elevators there to go below, but they’ve rusted away. Hold on to your stomachs,” Jacques warned, and the view shot down.
Amanda grabbed for her husband with a yelp, then, as the view settled at the bottom, she slugged his shoulder. “That was not nearly enough warning, you brute.”
Sandy had to wait for her own stomach to join her, but her eyes were busy taking in the scene. Yes, there was a huge pile of sand off to her right. Some of it had been scooped out.
“Where’d the sand go?” Sandy asked.
“Someone made a beach down by the lake. Again, the sand is definitely taken from the passageways we just walked through. It does not belong to the lake. Oh, there is something I need to show you.”
Once again, they were speeding by as if on a electrocycle. They zoomed to the lake, then across the beach of sand to the far side of it. There was a pile of sand, but not very high.
“Absent wind and tides, we think that is just enough sand for a castle,” Jacques said. “Of course, that can only be a guess.”
“Is the beach and the putative sand castle all you have to show for human occupancy?” Sandy asked.
“Again, we’ve got metals, including heavy and rare earths. But it has all been worn away to the basic atoms.”
“Isn’t plastic supposed to last forever?” Amanda asked.
“They do, or they would unless you had plastic eatin-bacteria. One of the things we’ve come across is the residue of just such bacteria. We’ve also found its evolutionary ancestors. Bacteria that have evolved to eat other food now but still hold the memory in their DNA for eating plastics. Any plastics we leave behind here will likely be eaten up and shit out as hydrocarbons in a couple of thousand years.”
“Why would such a bacterium have evolved on a planet with no plastic to eat?” Amanda asked, slowly.
“Unless there had been plenty of plastic to eat earlier in its history,” Jacques said.
“And someone wanted it to eat any plastic that got left behind here. Someone wanted to erase any sign of the technology that developed,” Sandy added.
“The evidence seems to allow for a reasonable person to reach that conclusion,” Jacques said.
“Jacques,” Marie said. “We have found something that I think you will find interesting.”
“Show us, Marie.”
“We have finished mapping all the tunnels above and natural caverns coming off of this main one. We’ve gone looking for any possible side tunnels. We found one that was blocked by a rock fall. We passed over it and only came back to it when we completed our main mapping effort. We just finished drilling a path through the fallen rocks and we seem to have found something of interest.”
Their view hurried across the cavern, then turned into a side chamber. They quickly zoomed into a natural tunnel that was short, ending at a slide that totally blocked it. Now the view got very restricted as it wiggled through the tiniest of cracks before entering a drilled tunnel and breaking out into the opening. The tunnel continued further back. Beside a huge drop off were what looked like the lenses of a pair of glasses. Whatever had once held the glasses was gone, but the glass remained, unweathered after even a hundred thousand years or more.
“Glass,” Amanda whispered. “You can eat the plastic, but glass can last forever.”
“If there is nothing to weather it,” Sandy said. “Jacques, what’s the temperature in here?”
“It’s a constant forty degrees. It never warms up. It never cools down.”
“So, the glass never flexes,” Sandy concluded.
“Also, the air on this side of the collapse has a high concentration of CO2. It’s at the lethal level,” Marie told them.
“As if someone had breathed it to the point of suffocation,” Sandy said. “Marie, is there any evidence of who might have breathed it?”
“Just beyond here,” Marie told them, “the cave plunges into a deep well, some two hundred meters deep. The water has almost no oxygen in it. There is something at the bottom. It may just be rocks, but I thought you might want to be here when we get our first view of it.”
“Show us,” Jacques said.
Sandy found tension rising and butterflies roaring in her stomach. She felt like a little girl, staring at a Christmas present she was now allowed to open. She had to force herself to breathe.
The well was pitch dark. The probe plunged down, only the tiny area around it illuminated. It seemed to fall forever with nothing but crystal-clear water to see. Even the walls of the shaft were out of sight, lost to sight beyond the small spark of brightness.
Finally, a large dark object loomed into view.
The light expanded to brighten more area around the probe.
“What is that,” Jacques muttered.
Sandy studied the object. “Ask your probe to cruise around it,” she ordered.
The view did. It showed something spherical, but an edge quickly came into view. The probe cruised along the edge. Beside the hologram they were watching, Marie began to construct a replica of what they were studying.
“It’s a helmet,” Sandy breathed. “And old-fashioned helmet. Just a pot to protect the brain bucket. I bet it’s made of armored plastic.”
It now became clear that the helmet had landed on a ledge.
“Let’s see what’s farther down,” Sandy ordered, and the probe shortened the reach of its beam and began to descend rapidly again.
They found everything they were looking for in a heap on the bottom.
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The probe’s echoing sonar warned them that they were about to the end of the shaft. It was getting narrower. Even with the darkness swallowing up the tiny bit of illumination, the walls began to loom around them.
There, at the bottom, in a jumble, was what they’d been hunting the planet over for. The information came at them almost too fast.
“That looks like a skull,” Amanda said. “Two of them.”
There was also a second helmet. Sandy spotted a pair of plastic and ceramic chest plates as well as two back plates. Whoever these two were, they’d been fighters and worn decent protection.
Beneath them all were two long guns and half a dozen or more spheres that could only be hand grenades.
“There are long bones for legs and arms,” Jacques observed. “Most are intact. I think three of them are shattered.
“This is also being watched in several scientific labs,” Marie told them. “They have identified the pelvic bones. One is a male, the other female.”
Sandy felt a shiver. She could almost see what choices these two lovers had faced in their final moments. Both badly wounded, they’d crawled away from whatever firefight had broken out in the tunnels above and caverns below. Had they collapsed the caves ceiling or had their attackers?
It didn’t matter. They were trapped in a cave with air getting thick. They could die there, or, maybe, die deep in the depths, sharing one last moment of pleasure together.
They’d chose the latter. In the end, the rifles and grenades had been there for the weight.
Sandy’s entire body shoot and she had to blinked back the moisture that threatened to well in her eyes.
“Get samples as quickly as you can,” Sandy ordered. “If the first samples don’t have good DNA, get the skulls up and out of there. Is the heavy metal contamination too high for people to enter that tunnel system?”
“Not high if we wear contamination suits, maybe full space suits,” Jacques said.
“I authorize an on site team to go down there immediately,” Sandy snapped.
“Teams are already preparing for a drop,” Marie answered. “They can be away in three hours.”
“Yes, love,” Amanda said. “You can go outside and play in the dirt.” She gave him a quick kiss.
He did look like a little boy that had just been told he could go play in the mud.
Sandy and Amanda shared a chuckle as Jacques headed for the bedroom where he, no doubt, kept a go bag packed at all times.
He was headed out the door, whistling happily, swing a small bag in his right hand when Sandy’s computer came to life.
“Admiral, we have some developments over here we think you need to see.”
“Understood,” Sandy said, then changed her address. “Admiral’s barge, I will be there in a minute, two at the most. Be ready to cast off and take me back to the Victory, immediately.”
“Aye, aye, ma’am.”
“What do you think it is?” Amanda asked.
“I never guess,” Sandy said, as she followed Jacques out the door. “I’ll know soon enough.”
As the barge sailed quickly between the Galileo and the Victory, Sandy scowled. It was just getting interesting below. She did not need for it to get interesting above.
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“Admiral on the bridge,” the yeoman announced as Sandy quickly walked onto her flag bridge.
“What have you got for me?” she demanded. Her Chief of State, Ops Chief and Intel Chief with her cat shadow stood ready to brief her.
“The outpost at system E-13 reported a fleet of eighteen hundred large reactors of approximately the same type entering that system. The reactors’ signature is different from any we’ve met before. Close, but no cigar” the Chief of Staff said.
“Eighteen hundred reactors. How many targets does that mean?” Sandy asked, turning to her expert on the alien menace.
“Maybe as many as a hundred,” Penny answered, quickly. “Maybe less. Since none of them are the smaller cruiser reactors, it appears that three ‘dishes’ of alien battleships are headed our way. Say ninety battleships.”
“Dishes?”
“Most of the time we’ve fought the alien in pitch battle,” Penny answered, “they form themselves into a dish formation, a circular, flat array with their bow guns pointed at us. It’s not a bad tactical formation. They can expand the array to flank us in 3D. They can adjust their array to fit the situation and it seems just as flexible as our lines and squares or rectangles of battlecruisers.”
“So, the numbers fit the definition of a whole lot of slow battleships headed our way,” Sandy concluded.
“Battleships tend to hold to less than two gees. They’ve tried higher, but rarely can they maintain that speed.”
“But they can keep at one gee accelerating and decelerating to get from one jump to the next in a hurry,” Sandy said.
“Yes, ma’am, and they know they can do the normal jump at 50,000 clicks per hour or less and get a longer jump if they go faster,” Sandy explained.
“You think they’d risk ninety ships at fast jumps?”
“I think they’d risk anything their Enlightened One tells them to,” Penny answered flatly.
Sandy settled herself into her command chair to study the star map. “We’ve got a major breakthrough developing dirtside,” she said. “I’m not ready to turn tail and run.”
“What have they found down there?” Penny asked.
“It looks like we finally have a body to examine,” Sandy answered. “I don’t know if it’s another body with the strange DNA. I’d bet my bottom dollar that if it’s a hundred and ten thousand years old that it’s got different DNA from the people wandering that planet.”
Both Sandy and her team eyed the star map, trying to ascertain the intentions of their enemy.
“How long do you think it will take to get a hand on these bones?” Penny asked.
“Computer. Get me Jacques.”
“Hi, Admiral,” came back quickly.
“How’s your drop mission going?”
“It’s not going anywhere,” did not sound happy.
Around Sandy, eyes flared wide.
“What seems to be the problem?” Sandy asked.
“It’s dark,” Jacques growled.
“It often is,” Sandy said. “How is that a problem?”
There was a deep sigh on net. “We boffins kind of let ourselves get all excited. We forgot to check in with your side about transportation. This cave is in very rough terrain, Admiral, and being right at the tree line, it’s way up there in thin air.”
Jacques paused a moment to gather his thoughts before going on. “The closest landing spot for a longboat is sixty kilometers away. It’s a mountain lake with steep sides. How we could get out of the longboat and up those cliffs is anybody’s guess. They’re telling me there’s an alpine meadow a hundred klicks from our cave, but that would add time and, well, there’s a whole lot of rough terrain to drive over. Helicopters don’t carry much of a load at that altitude. Especially, they don’t hover all that well above twenty-five hundred meters and our cave is on a cliff, just above the tree line, say twenty-nine hundred, maybe three thousand meters. Just a second.”
They waited for Jacques to come back.
“Okay, we’ll need to get some sensors down to check out the alpine meadow to see if we can use it for a landing strip. If the ground is too soft, we may need to drop Marines to spray down stuff to harden up the landing strip and a taxi way. The joke over here is you can’t get there from here.”
“Tell your Marine advisor that you boffins can get there from here because their admiral very much wants you to.”
“I shouldn’t have said that,” Jacques said. “It was more us boffins saying they’re telling us. The Marines are ready to get us there. It’s just that it’s going to take some time to do it if we don’t want to kill anyone.”
“Right,” Sandy said. “Keep me up to date on how this is going. You are, at present, my number one priority.”
“Understood, admiral. You tell Penny her Mimzy can check in with my Marie Curie any time she wants to.”
“Understood.”
Sandy waited until the commlink was clearly cut, then turned to her team. “So, do we need to tell them to risk breaking their necks?”
“I don’t know,” Van told her.
Sandy nodded at her Chief of Staff’s reflection on their situation then chose her course of action.
“Van, you keep an eye on our hostiles. Mondi, you see if you can’t speed up that operation dirtside. Sandy, you and Mimzy let me know if it looks like our lovely bug-eyed monsters are likely to pull any surprises out of their hats.”
“Pardon me, ma’am,” Mimzy said politely from Penny’s neck. “There is one surprise that the aliens might play on us. I don’t think they will, but there is a chance.”
“What is that?” Sandy asked.
“If they cross the system they are in, using a two-gee acceleration the entire way, they would hit the jump with enough energy to take a very long jump.”
“How long?”
“They will arrive at the system next out, ma’am. B-2”
“Penny, talk to me,” Sandy demanded.
“The alien battleships don’t normally maintain that high an acceleration, ma’am,” Penny said. “Their reactors tend to overheat and they fall off their acceleration. Mimzy, check me out. They’d have to maintain two gees for the entire trip across that system. Then they’d have to decelerate at two gees before they reached the jump into this system. If they didn’t, they’d jump right over this system and end up somewhere else. Right, Mimzy?”
A star in the C ring of pickets on the opposite side of the one reporting now began to blink.
“Yes, Penny. All ninety of their ships would have to maintain two gees acceleration across their present system and then decelerate at two gees between the jump into system B-2 and the jump into this system if they wanted to take the jump system at less than 50,000 kilometers per hour. The odds are, from previous observations that a third to a half, possibly more, would break down. I must point out that we have never observed an alien highspeed run for eighty hours. Since failure tend to increase as machinery heats up, it is likely the failure will exceed this guesstimate.”
“Guesstimate?” Sandy said.
“Something my mother suggested we use when answering questions from you humans that really can’t be answered.”
“So you don’t know for sure,” Penny said.
“Correct. We really don’t have any data to match this situation. However, based on what we know of previous performance, this alien is likely to have a high failure rate.”
“Assuming they haven’t ratcheted up their game,” Van pointed out. “We kill them, they go back and get better. We keep getting better and killing them. Sooner or later, they are going to surprise us with a ‘get better’ we didn’t expect.”
No one had an answer for Van.
Sandy let the silence drag for only a moment. “Let’s keep one eye on those alien battleships and another on that cave. Does anyone have any ideas about how we transport the research team to that damn hole in the ground?”
“Are there any rules about lazing a road through the wilderness?” Van asked. “What with the aliens coming back and lazing entire towns from space, a little sky fire couldn’t be too disturbing.”
“It could create one huge forest fire?” Penny pointed out. “It’s not much of a road if everything on both sides of it is burning.”
Sandy had to give the point to Penny on that one.
“Let’s not get too carried away,” Sandy said. “See how far our choppers can get the team. Then, see how much trouble it is to cut a few trees down. Let the Marine combat engineers look into blowing a road. Okay?”
Everyone left to do what she’d ordered, leaving Sandy to rest her eyes on the star chart.
Would the aliens try to push their battleships hard to get them here? The last batch had burned, like moths in a fire. She could do that again to this bunch.
She yawned. No doubt her team would not get much sleep tonight, but did that mean she needed to stay up and look over their shoulder?
Seems like a poor use of my time.
Sandy stood, eyed the star map one more time, then headed off for her bunk.
No doubt, tomorrow would have its own surprises.
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Driving a team of archeologists through the woods was not as easy as the automotive advertisements back home would have you believe. Not when the woods are virgin forests.
At first light, Marines dropped onto the alpine meadow – and sank halfway to their knees. If there had been any drones near the high plain, they could have done this check during the night, but no one was interested in the meadow. It was boring to scientists.
The next drop included Marine engineers and groat sprayers. They picked the hardest spot two klicks long and a hundred meters wide and hardened it. As night fell, longboats were finally able to land. Helicopters rolled out of their cargo bays and mechanics began to get them ready for flight.
During the night, newly landed drones mapped the route between the meadow and the cave. It looked ugly.
However, they did spot a open space in the forest much higher up the mountain. Lightning had started a forest fire there not too long ago. Again, the engineers jumped. This time they blew up snags, cut down sprouting trees and generally flattened and enlarged the space. This allowed the choppers to land there, rather than hover.
It was only twenty klicks to the cave mouth – twenty klicks through trees twenty feet across at the base. Twenty clicks through ravines and across roaring rivers.
The first team that headed out from the landing zone included eager scientists, alert Marine rifle men and heavily loaded engineers.
At the first ravine, rather than climb down and then hump their gear back up, the engineers told everyone to take a break. A few minutes later, “Fire in the hole,” sent everyone scurrying for cover and a huge tree slashing its way through the forest canopy to rest, lengthwise, across the ravine. A few minutes with a 13-mm light antiaircraft laser and there were steps up and down the tree and a quick, safe walkway across the ravine.
A raging white-water filled canyon was crossed the same way.
Five breaks and five felled trees later, the light was fading, the entire troop was exhausted but they were at the foot of the rock-strew mountain, looking up a very steep last few hundred meters.
One eager young scientist took off running for the cave. He hit a rock wrong, went ass over teakettle, and broke his ankle.
Gunny ordered the Marines to make camp and the scientists agreed to join them around the fire. The Marines set up a watch and those not on guard quickly fell asleep.
In orbit, Sandy reviewed the work of the last forty-eight hours and tried not to chew anyone out. The job had been hard. Nature had not cooperated with them at any step of the way. Still, trained troops had tackled the natural obstructions, sprayed, blown or dug their way through them and were set to begin exploring the cave in the morning.
She surveyed the star map. They should be getting word soon that the aliens had jumped out of their first system, five jumps out, and into the next one, four out. Sandy left instructions to be woken as soon as that message came in and went to bed.
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It seemed like Sandy had hardly fallen asleep when her computer woke her up. “You are wanted on the bridge.”
A quick question to her computer told her she’d only gotten two hours sleep. She quickly pulled on a shipsuit and hurried to the flag bridge.
Van was there, waiting for her with a mug of steaming coffee and a dour face. He let her get some coffee in her – smart man that he was – before saying a word.
Sandy took three quick sips of the hot brew, then eyed her Chief of Staff with jaundice eye. “You woke me, Van?”
“The aliens pulled a fast one on us,” he said, just as Penny hustled onto the bridge.
“How fast?” Sandy asked.
Van passed the question off to the Alien Intel Chief.
Penny looked half embarrassed, half angry. “The bastards are really pushing themselves, Admiral. They’ve gone the two gee route with ninety battleships.”
“Actually eighty-six,” Mimzy corrected from her neck. “The aliens are missing one or two ships from each of their three dishes.”
“Where are they?” Sandy snapped.
“They are presently decelerating in system B-2,” Mimzy said. “Admiral Miyoshi has sent a pair of battlecruisers into system B-2 to get a good look at them. I’ll be able to tell you more soon. They’ll have to decelerate at slightly less than 2 gees if they want to jump into this system at 50,000 klicks per hour.”
“They’ve got eighty-six battlewagons in the next system. I thought they were supposed to lose half their ships if they tried to maintain two gees for a long run,” Sandy inquired, doing her best not to scowl at Penny and Mimzy.
“That assumption was based on past experience,” Mimzy said. “We have a visual on the battle fleet. It’s fuzzy at that distance, but the battleships appear to be much wider. I am guessing that they have constructed cooling wings on their ships. If they can radiate more waste energy out into space, they can keep their engines cooler. I will know more when the battleships are closer.”
“They’re not dumb. They learn,” Penny said softly.
That was not what Sandy wanted to hear. She paused a moment to let that sink in.
“Yeah, they learn,” she muttered, then focused. “Okay, Jump Point Beta isn’t the direct route to Alwa, right?” Sandy asked, not wanting her tired mind to miss anything.”
“All jumps lead to Alwa,” Mimzy said, “but using Beta would mean a long winding road. Alpha Jump is our most direct course for home.”
Sandy eyed the star map, then glanced at the planet below her. The mountain that held what she so wanted to see was experiencing spring. The days were about as long as the nights. It would be several long hours before she could wake them up and get them digging.
“Tell Admiral Miyoshi that he’s to prepare to hold that jump. Mondi, I want a BatRon to augment him. Include two of the atomic armed ships. We are going to hold that jump.”
“You think twenty-four battlecruisers are enough to mount a successful defense?” Van asked.
“Thirty-two had no trouble holding off a force much larger and with door knockers. Surely twenty-four can handle a smaller force. Maybe a much smaller force if those coolers don’t work as well in the long haul and the aliens can’t manage a steady deceleration from all their ships. If they can’t slow to under 50,000 klicks per hour, they jump somewhere else, right, Mimzy?”
“Yes ma’am. Clearly four already have failed to keep up with the fleet.”
“They must be running hot already,” Penny added.
“Okay, have I missed anything?” Sandy asked.
No one spoke up.
“Good, then lets everyone get some sleep. They’re three or more days away from storming the jump. That’s plenty of time to chew our fingernails.”
Without any further comment, though plenty of backward glances at the star map, her team obeyed her orders. Mondi alone hung back, working with the flag navigator and the Comm watch officer to prepare orders for BatRon 17.
With a last glance at the map, Sandy headed for her own bunk. “Computer, wake me fifteen minutes before first light reaches the team on that mountain.”
“Aye, aye, ma’am.”
Sandy did not find it easy to fall back to sleep. Why had the aliens risked fragmenting their force to make a high-speed run at Sandy’s forces? Was this a new wolf pack? Was this rush coordinated with the last attack?
That didn’t seem likely. Why hit them at one jump then turn around and hit them much later at the other one.
Sandy could find no real rationale for what she was seeing.
She forced her mind to settle down, measured her breathing, and did her best to return to sleep. She’d need a facile mind in the days to come. It took a while, but she finally slipped into a restful sleep.
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 “Jacques, we need to talk.”
“You got me up fifteen minutes early, boss. Couldn’t this have waited just a bit? Marine, could I have some of that coffee?”
“Sorry, Jacques, but we’ve got a situation developing up here.”
“What kind of situation. Damn, son! That is hot!”
“The aliens managed to get a battle fleet into the system on the other side of Beta Jump.”
“Oh shit,” the anthropologist muttered. “How’d they manage that?”
“Penny says they’re pushing their battleships harder than they have ever done before. We think at least four missed their last jump because of engineering casualties. We’re hoping that more will suffer breakdowns and miss this jump as well.”
“The more the better, huh?”
“Yep.”
“What do you want from me, down here on Skull Mountain?”
“Skull Mountain. Not a bad name for it,” Sandy said. “I need for you to get those skulls as quickly as possible so we can get out of here.”
“Understand. There’s a lot of dirt in front of the cave entrance. We’ll try digging it away at first light. Three front end loaders are due to be chuted into here early this morning. We hope at least one of them doesn’t get lost in the trees or dragged over rocks. That’ll help us get in, but for now all we’ve got are Marine entrenching tools. We’ll start digging just as soon as I can safely get my guys up the rest of the way to the cave.”
“Do it, Jacques. I’m hoping that as soon as you’ve got your hands on the material from the bottom of that well that we can beat feet out of here. The aliens are headed for Beta Jump. Alpha is the jump that leads home the fastest.”
“If they attack, can’t you hold them? You did wipe out the last bunch that showed up.”
“Yeah, but it’s clear they know we’re here. They know Alwa is a tough nut to crack. I’m guessing they’d love to pick off a detachment.”
“Got you. We’ll get digging. Private, wake up the troops.”
Sandy relaxed back into her command chair. She’d gotten that bunch moving. She studied the star map. BatRon 17 was already accelerating toward Miyoshi’s command at Jump Point Beta. They would be there well before the aliens arrived. Sandy wondered again, what was the alien commander thinking?
Since she could think of no answer to her question and her stomach was rumbling, she headed for the wardroom. She was halfway though a light breakfast when Penny hurried in with her cat shadow right behind her. Penny filled a cup of coffee at the urn, the cat drew hot water and chose a tea, then the two of them quick walked for the chairs across from Sandy.
“You got good or bad news for me?” Sandy growled.
“I don’t know, Admiral. All I can say is I got strange news.”
“Wreck my day.”
“The alien battlewagons are slowing. They’re moving fast and they’d have to slow a lot to make the jump, but they’re decelerating even more than they need to. I don’t know if they can keep this up. One ship has already cut back on its deceleration and is pulling ahead of the rest of the fleet. But if they can keep up this slowing, they’ll reach the jump at a dead stop.”
“A dead stop?” Sandy echoed.
“Dead in space. Like we usually do when we want to make a safe jump.”
The feline admiral watched them, her head swiveling back and forth as each spoke. She’d turned the chair around so she sat in it with her hands on the back rest and her tail twitching. The more she listened, the slower the tail swung from side to side and the more her eyes became slits.
Sandy frowning frowned at Penny’s news. “They’ve tried to force jumps at slow speed and it hasn’t worked that well for them, not with us on the other side. Don’t they know we are here?”
“They didn’t bother to blow the jump buoys, so they must know we’re here. Besides, why shoot through these last two jumps only to slow to a crawl before this one?”
Sandy just shook her head. “Don’t you hate it when the damn aliens start acting like, I don’t know, damn aliens?”
“It often makes a mess of my day, yeah.”
Then Penny got that faraway look in her eyes. “Oh shit,” she muttered softly.
“I’m not liking the way you are looking,” Sandy said.
“You aren’t going to like this. Mimzy?”
“There has been an problem on Skull Mountain,” the computer said. “Marie tells me that the ceiling of the cave collapsed, blocking it.”
“How’d that happen?” Sandy demanded.
“Admiral, we’ve got a problem here,” came in Jacques’s voice.
“Mimzy was just telling me you do. How’d the cave-in happen?”
“Not easy to say. We had a dozen people up here, good, professional diggers, ma’am. They were removing the dirt from the entrance so we could get into the cave, then suddenly, the overhead at the mouth of the tunnel was on the deck and more rocks were headed that way fast. We are dealing with a tunnel system that hasn’t gotten any maintenance for say, a hundred thousand years. We’ve got the engineers cutting down a tree and lazing it into boards and timbers. I’ve asked for the next longboat to bring in a ton of Smart Metal and a programmer. We’ll try to line the main passageway with it just as soon as we can get it in there.”
Sandy wished they’d put in the Smart MetalTM before they started moving the dirt.
“I sure wish someone had thought of slipping the Smart Metal inside before we started digging our way in,” Jacques said.
Sandy said nothing.
“Let us know what you need. I’m not prepared to order a bug out, but I’d sure like to get out of here as soon as we can.”
“Understood, Admiral. Understood. Jacques out.”
Sandy sipped her coffee, sharing the quiet moment with her Alien Intel Chief and a silent cat. With each sip, the admirals stomach churned and her breakfast turned to acid.
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Getting the Smart MetalTM up to Skull Mountain involved gliding it down. It landed several kilometers away so as not to risk shaking the mountain more. Getting a programmer in looked to take an entire day until a young woman volunteered.
“I’ve been sky diving.”
“How many times?”
“Once.”
There was no choice but to take the risk. Everything went fine, until she landed on a rock and turned her ankle. A big Marine lugged her the five kilometers to her Smart MetalTM. She quickly programmed it into a walker and it walked both of them back to the tunnel.
There, relays of experienced diggers gently extracted rocks, helped by Marine engineers or just eager trigger pullers. They had used wood to shore up the opening to the tunnels. Now, Smart MetalTM began to squeeze in and help them.
Eagerness would build up the speed of the diggers, then sliding rock would remind people there was an entire mountain above them. Progress was nail-bitingly slow.
While the digging went on, engineers and archeologists studied their problem. They called for the air dropping of grouting and sprayers. They both agreed that fixing the walls in place was a good place to start. The Smart MetalTM should be used as a support of last resort, and, if the mountain came down, the programmer would have it ready to retract into an umbilical cord to the outside world that people could crawl out through.
Two more tons of Smart MetalTM was drop glided to them. That about exhausted the supply of spare metal the nine battlecruisers in orbit had brought to handle the breakdown of the ships’ Smart MetalTM. If they had to have more, it would have to come out of the battlecruiser’s armor.
Sandy ordered a study done. How much Smart MetalTM could they take out of Admiral’s Country on the Victory? Two tons would make for cozier work and living space for her staff, but the tunnel could get the extra metal it needed without degrading the fighting strength of one of her ships.
While work below continued at a feverish pace that all too often couldn’t match a snail’s, the watch at the threatened jump went on. Six alien battleships failed to maintain the necessary deceleration. The question for the betting pool was would the speeding battleships sheer away and go around the jump, or would they crash through, blasting away with their lasers at anything human, in range or not?
The problem with the betting pool was that no one would take a bet on the alien sheering away. Everything they’d seen before warned them to prepare for a suicidal crashing of the jump.
The Broadsword and the Claymore had been stationed on the far side of the jump. There, they kept a cautious eye on the approaching fleet. They studied the ships and took signatures off them. The alien reactors were all very similar, and well within the usual parameters they had come to expect of large alien warships. Twenty reactors aft to feed super-heated plasma to the rocket motors. Another twenty spaced along the length of the hull to feed an amazing number of lasers. No two ships were the same. The lowest count for capacitors to feed the lasers was one hundred and ninety-eight. The highest number was two hundred thirty-one. The others ranged along between them.
The human scouts knew some aliens had developed newer lasers with longer range. They could make out no difference between these capacitors, one ship to the next. If the lasers they fed were different, we humans would not know that until they fired on us.
As the first battleship approached the jump, the Broadsword and Claymore slipped their moorings and cautiously made the jump back to the waiting task force. All of their data was transmitted to the Victory and Penny disappeared into her cabin with Mimzy to study it.
When she emerged for supper in the wardroom, she shook her head. “All the reactors in the fleet are within a hair of each other. This is one wolf pack and not one we’ve fought before. All the capacitors are cut from the same cookie cutter. If they’ve got more powerful lasers, maybe they’ll fire in shorter bursts.”
“Could they be planning on feeding juice from three capacitors to a single laser?” Sandy asked. “We used two capacitors now, but in the early days, weaker lasers had used one.”
Penny did a face palm. “The battleship Kris Longknife brought back used two capacitors per laser, just like we do. I was assuming two capacitors meant one laser. Until the laser actually fires, we can’t get any data off them. Those extra capacitors could very well be there so three could feed one larger laser, or maybe five feed two lasers. Who knows?”
The Intel Chief shook her head. “Damn, once again, we let what we knew get in the way of learning what we need to know.”
“Maybe, maybe not,” Sandy said. “We’ll know what the lasers are good for when they use them.”
“Assuming we don’t blow them out of space before they can,” Van pointed out.
Sandy nodded, along with everyone else. That was the way the battles went with the aliens. They came at us. They died. We went on living.
It would be that way until it wasn’t.
We got better, but they were also getting better. What kind of different game was this bunch of aliens playing?
Sandy checked with Skull Mountain that night. They’d dug out almost all of the rock fall. In the morning, they expected to get enough of a hole to slip a small grouting device into the tunnel to start the stiffening up of the passageway. Once the grouting dried, they’d slide the Smart MetalTM in to cover all sides of the tunnel. The floor, however, would be a false floor, fifteen centimeters above the tunnel floor with flexible honeycomb to dampen the impact of each step.
There was talk that they might go barefoot in the tunnel.
Meanwhile, the Smart MetalTM programmer had been busy.
“Has anyone else here ever been hot air ballooning?” she asked around. No one had.
That didn’t slow her down. She busily constructed a hydrogen extraction machine, got it going and began storing the hydrogen in large bottles. That did cause several engineers to stop by her work area. Sandy got pictures of the work group and decided that there was more than intellectual curiosity involved. The woman did have luscious breasts and the three guys were really cute.
“You know you don’t want a large supply of free hydrogen near a flame, don’t you?” one engineer asked, showing an amazing bit of intelligence for a male whose eye’s were fixed on female mammaries.
“Yep,” she admitted, keeping her eyes on the device extracting hydrogen. “However, you do know that we’ll get out of here a lot faster if we fly, don’t you?”
The four then put their heads together and came up with a design for one huge Smart MetalTM dirigible. In two days, she would have enough hydrogen to fill the gigantic thing. She was also writing a program to have the Smart MetalTM extract itself from the tunnel, then reform itself into a massive gas bag.
She had also intended to design hydrogen burning engines to propel the airship. However, the engineers put a call in for several electric fuel cells to be dropped to them when time was available. So, she added eight electric engines to the design and had a fast exit ready for all of them and their prize.
As soon as the remains were out of the mountain, their ride would form and they’d be airlifting themselves over the trees and back to the air strip!
“Two hours after we finish here, you can start airlifting us out of the lovely alpine meadow and boogie for home!” she told Jacques.
Sandy called in Professor LaBao and instructed him to start pulling his teams out now. No need to panic, but Sandy wanted to devote every longboat in the fleet to pulling Jacques team out when the time came. When he was aboard the Galileo, she wanted to head for Jump Point Alpha and a fast run home.
Then life got more complicated.
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Sandy went to bed knowing that a few alien battleships with engineering casualties would probably crash Jump Point Beta at some time during the night. Most of the six ships had managed to arrange their faltering courses so that they’d hit the jump point within a few seconds of each other. They’d be going through at different speeds, but all would be between forty-seven thousand and forty-nine thousand klicks per hour.
Sandy knew that all of them would die within two or three seconds of jumping into this system. Likely, they did too, but they didn’t waver in their murderous intent.
Their crashing the jump was nothing for Sandy to lose sleep over. Like everyone on Alwa Station, she was getting blasé about aliens dying. That was just what they did.
So Sandy was surprised when her computer interrupted her sleep and told her she was wanted on the flag bridge.
They had the drill down by now. Whoever had interrupted the admiral’s sleep greeted her with a cup of coffee and a slice of hot, delicious, buttered bread and waited for her to say, “Talk to me.”
After Sandy had taken her second sip of coffee and two bites out of the mid rats, Van opened his mouth, then closed it and glanced at Penny.
Sandy’s Alien Intel Chief looked mortified. “We’ve never seen anything like this. I never would have expected it.”
“Spit it out,” Sandy said.
“There are alien cruisers in system B-1. Somehow they jumped from outside our five rings of pickets and shot into the system on the other side of Jump Point Alpha.”
The delicious fresh bread turned to a lump of lead in Sandy’s stomach. She’d wondered why the yeoman of the watch had been standing close by. She handed the plate of bread off to the young woman. “Thank you,” she said automatically as the Sailor took it.
“Show me,” Sandy ordered.
“Mmm, Mmm, Mimzy,” Penny stuttered.
Sandy had never seen the young woman so rattled, and she’d been there when they pried her and her dead husband’s body out of Kris Longknife’s fast attack boat.
The star map formed before them. Their system was in the middle. At the moment, only two systems, the ones on the other side of the two jumps out, showed. One had an attack force of eighty-eight alien battleships bearing down on Jump Point Beta. Notes floating in the air beside Beta Jump showed twenty-four battlecruisers. A second reported six alien battleships had been vaporized an hour earlier.
The other system, the one Jump Point Alpha led to, now showed one hundred and twelve light cruisers traveling at over 600,000 kilometers per hour. The number of CL’s had a question mark beside it.
Sandy whistled at the speed. “Have we ever seen any alien going this fast?”
“No, Admiral,” Penny answered back.
“We expecting more light cruisers?” Sandy asked.
“Likely,” Penny said. “The jump buoy came through as soon as it spotted aliens in the system. The two buoys have been swapping back and forth at five minute intervals. Each time they swap, the number goes up.”
“How many times have they swapped?”
“Three times, Admiral.”
“So, they’re not rushing through at one second intervals.”
“No ma’am. It looks like ten second intervals. Still tight, but not a battle jump.”
“Any idea what they intend to do?” Sandy asked.
Penny was shaking her head before Sandy finished the question.
“Any idea if these are from the same wolf pack or are we just getting lucky?”
“I don’t know ma’am. As I’ve mentioned, the smaller cruiser reactors have different fingerprints from the battleships. The cruiser reactors are more like other cruisers not the battleships their mother ship builds.”
“What do you know?” Sandy snapped, then immediately regretted allowing herself the luxury of anger.
Penny shook her head as she took a deep sigh. Sandy feared her Intel Chief was about to break down and cry, but the woman was made of sterner stuff.
“This behavior is outside the book, Admiral. I’ll write it up and we’ll publish it as a new chapter, but we’re off the map as far as alien capabilities, tactics and behavior is concerned.”
Sandy stood and rested a reassuring hand on Penny’s shoulder. “Yes, we are. We surprised them with the cat’s bombs and now they’re surprising us with . . . something.”
For a moment, the admiral mulled the map. “Mimzy, if we picked up our skirts and ran for the jump, could we get through Jump Point Alpha and run for home?”
“If we abandoned the scientists on the planet below and ran for it in the next two minutes, we’d need to maintain 3.2 gees for both acceleration and deceleration to hit the jump at 50,000 kilometers an hour. We would then need boost at 3.1 gee toward the jump for home. That would get us out of that system before the aliens could adjust their course and cut us off from the jump.”
“Abandoning those below,” Van said, through a loud gulp.
Mimzy went on. “Admiral Miyoshi’s reinforced task force could not make it to Jump Point Alpha and would likely have to fight his way to the jump in the next system. If the transports waited to pick up the scientists dirt side, they would arrive at Jump Point Alpha behind Admiral Miyoshi. Our forces would be divided into three parts. However, I do not think that you will use that option.”
“Damn straight I won’t,” Sandy said.
“I was not addressing the moral question, Admiral. May I point out that the jump that we use out of the B-1 system is a fuzzy jump. We have made it policy not to let the aliens see us use those jumps since they cannot see them with their equipment.”
Sandy rolled her eyes. “That settles that. We fight here. It’s better to hold the jumps and wipe them out as they come through than it is to give up that defensive position and allow them to get at us piecemeal.”
“Assuming they don’t go for a defensive position as well,” Penny pointed out.
“Oh shit,” Van muttered under his breath.
Sandy nodded. “That would explain why they’re slowing down so much in the B-2 system.”
“The thought has crossed my mind,” Sandy said
“Two sides, both on defensive, both waiting for the other side to risk a river crossing,” Mondi said. “It’s happened before.”
Penny’s shadow nodded, its whisker’s twitching.
“If we hold on the defensive too long,” Sandy said, “and Admiral Kitano wonders what’s holding us up, a battle fleet could pop out of nowhere in the B-1 system before the startled eyes of our enemy and there goes our secret of the fuzzy jumps.”
Van nodded.
“Okay, I’m open for suggestions on how to force an opposed jump.”
The morning went long and produced a whole lot of strange ideas . . . none of which looked like they’d work.
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Sandy called Jacques to let him know he’d soon have no fleet overhead.
“We’ve got two alien fleets headed for us, one at each of our jumps. I’m moving the fleet out to defend both jumps.”
“Can half the fleet hold each of the jumps?” Jacques asked.
“I think so. That’s the thing about a battle, you never know who will win it until one side has lost it.”
“Yeah. Listen, we’re moving as fast as we can, but we have to be careful. One false step will bring the mountain down again.”
“I understand your problems. I just wanted you to know about mine. Please keep me up to date on your progress. I’d like a report every twelve hours, okay?”
“Once we get inside, we’ll be working night and day,” Jacques told her, “but I’ll get you reports.”
“Take care.”
“You too.”
Sandy left the Hispania League’s Independencia in orbit, protecting the transports and supporting a major collection of longboats that other battlecruisers had left behind to help get the civilians on and off the planet. Only two teams stayed on the ground. The team at Skull Mountain and the one at the most recently lazed city. The team working on languages and the strange behavior of the small groups around the pyramid kept listening in from orbit to their drones and nanos on the ground.
That team digging around the lazed town had now dated the attack to within a few months of four hundred and twelve years ago. They’d using tree rings for that bit of data. They were turning up a lot of artifacts, although it was now clear that quite a few small holdings, say farms or villages, had also been lazed from orbit.
The aliens did not allow any tech development on this planet. If some sophisticated culture did arise, they had no compunction about killing their own.
That left Sandy shaking her head . . . and preparing for her next meeting with the murderers.
Sandy and Admiral Miyoshi exchanged messages discussing options for stopping dead several possible assaults on their jumps. It was during those messages that Sandy discovered that they had another ace up their sleeve.
“A jump periscope? What’s that?” she demanded.
Her Chief of Staff and Ops Chief joined her in eyeing Penny.
“Hasn’t it caught on back in human space?” said a surprised Chief of Alien Intel.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Van snapped.
Penny eyed them, then began a hurriedly explanation. “During the circumnavigation of the galaxy, we had some scientists on board. Weird guys. Still, the two of them figured out how to extend a device, we call it a periscope, from one side of the jump to the other. That way, you can see what there is to see and pick up reactor noise and radio traffic. It takes two different periscopes to do that . . . the band width is pretty narrow . . . so you can only have one in the jump at a time. You can watch on the visual spectrum or listen in on the electromagnetic spectrum, but not both.”
“You can look through jumps!” Sandy marveled. “Why hasn’t anyone told me?”
Penny just shrugged. “I don’t know. I remember Kris saying that the logs of the circumnavigation got locked up something way past tight. Something about our fuzzy jump technology someone didn’t want out. What Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum came up with must have gone down the same memory hole. They both came out here with us. I guess they kept it so secret that no one back home knows about it.”
“We have that here, aboard this task force?” Sandy demanded.
“I don’t know which ship, if any, has it, but we can knock together a new set if we need to. Mimzy, have you got the designs in your memory?”
“Of course, Penny.”
“Let me get this straight,” Van said. “We can waltz a battlecruiser up to a jump, stick a probe through, and see what’s going on on the other side?”
“We don’t usually use a battlecruiser that close to a jump, but a longboat maybe.”
“So we can observe what the alien cruisers are doing on the other side of the jump. How close they are? How far back? What their battle array looks like?” Sandy asked.
“Yes, Admiral.”
“God bless!” Mondi exclaimed. “Why didn’t some one deploy that damn periscope for the last battle?”
“Sir,” Penny said carefully, “the periscope only sees the next jump out. The aliens were jumping from farther out than that. We couldn’t see into that system.”
“Oh,” Mondi said, almost meekly.
“But it will work for the system those cruisers are in,” Sandy said.
“Yes, ma’am. Right now, Admiral Shoalter has the Phantom and the Banshee on the far side of the jump passing us information. The alien cruiser force has topped out at one hundred and thirty-eight cruisers, all breaking at 3.5 gees. Two appear to have suffered engineering casualties and are headed our way ahead of the others, but we know how many they’ve got and it sure looks like they are planning on braking to a halt just the other side of the jump.”
“So, we may have to force that jump if we want to get home,” Sandy mused. “Certainly, if we don’t want them to see a relief expedition pop into that system out in the middle of nowhere.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“I sure wish we could goad them into attacking us,” Van said.
“Would you attack us if you had us bottled up in one system?” Mondi asked.
Both shook their head.
Sandy’s team and Miyoshi’s staff exchanged message traffic, tossing out ideas for study. Most were non-starters. All the ideas for engaging the aliens on their final approach to the jump got shot down. Neither system had a helpful planet to swing around and then use to send our forces shooting back toward the jump.
The only option that seemed to be available to them was to charge at the slowing enemy ships and hope to blow all of them out of space. Unfortunately, if they missed any, the aliens would be between the defenders and the transports they were supposed to defend. The battlecruisers would have to decelerate until dead in space, then accelerate in pursuit of the aliens who would, most likely be heading for their old home system for all they were worth with blood in their eyes.
No, the place to make their stand was on their this side of the jump. Of course, if the alien stayed on their side of the jump, matters could go long.
And it would be the aliens that had time on their side. They were likely seeking out any available allies to strengthen their cork in the bottle. The alien reinforcements would arrive knowing full well what the situation was.
Any reinforcements from Alwa would be sticking their head into a hornet's nest with no idea it was there much less how many hornets they faced or where they were located.
“When we came here, we used a high speed long jump to get into the B-1 system,” Sandy mused to Penny.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“So, there is no way Admiral Kitano can use that magic spyglass to see the situation in B-1?”
“No ma’am.”
Sandy, Van and Mondi studied the only remaining option if they and the aliens both took up a defensive position on either side of the jump; a full frontal assault through the jump.
“We’ll face the same thing we’ve dished out to them. We know they have atomics. They could mine the jump just like we did. They’ll have all their cruisers aimed at the jump, ready to shoot at our ships as we come through one by one.”
Mondi studied the general outline of the assault they’d drawn up. He scratched nervously at his ear. “It all depends on how good our crystal armor is, how close they put their mines and how fast the mines respond to our presence verses how quick we can shoot them down. Then you add in how fast the reaction time is of their fire control systems and gunners.”
Sandy was left shaking her head.
“Damn,” she said. “Jacques better be making this worth my while.”
The evening report from Jacques showed progress. They were in the tunnel, moving slowly and carefully. The new grouting they’d sprayed seemed to be holding the walls in place; the Smart MetalTM enclosure was preventing contact with the walls. Most troops moved up and down the tunnel with soft, barefoot steps.
They were through to the huge cavern now, but it presented an entirely new set of problems.
Normally, they’d drill in some pitons, belay lines through them and rappel down the face of the cliff. Problem was, no one wanted to hammer or even drill into the face of the rock for fear of bringing down the entire side of the cavern. Sonar studies said the cliff was likely strong, but there were seams running through it. Clearly, it hadn’t moved in a hundred thousand years or so.
But then, it hadn’t been touched in all that time.
“Oh, there’s one thing that you may find interesting as a fighter. We’re finding evidence of bullet holes in the tunnel. Right now, all the Smart Metal is transparent, so we can see the walls. They are pockmarked with what your Marines says sure look like ricochet hits. Whatever those tunnel diggers did to these walls back then, they made them really tough. The engineers would love a sample of the stuff, but they know we’d swat their hands off at the neck if they dare touch the tunnels right now.”
Sandy read Jacques’s report in her day quarters, then allowed herself to stare off into space.
Should I have cut and run when the second set of battleships first showed up?
Likely, that was the last time she really could have folded her tent and slipped quietly away. Since then, she’d just been reacting to one alien surprise after another.
If I ran then, we’d have been abandoning that huge potential alien find.
Of course, that assumed that these bones were from before the enslavement of the people of this planet and that the other aliens had actually messed with these aliens’s DNA. That they had somehow reprogrammed it to reinforce things like keeping their language unchanged, blind obedience to authority and absolute commitment to something which had somehow mutated into a driving force to making the galaxy safe for them alone.
Sandy shook her head.
What might have beens was a fool game. I’ve got a fight coming. Whether I like it or not, I am going to have to fight my way out of this situation.
After dinner that night, she spent the rest of the day going through options for assaulting through a defended gate. They tried one, then another of the ones in the book. Then they tossed away the book and started writing their own.
Having Mimzy there was both helpful and educational. Her ability to analyze a situation with lightning speed helped them move quickly from one option and assessment to the next without a lot of delay.
Sandy went to bed that night with a whole lot of different ideas spinning around in her brain and spent the night fighting aliens. Sometimes they won. Sometimes she won. Sometimes huge space monsters appeared and ate them both.
Her night was not very restful.
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Next morning Sandy’s battle squadrons joined the task force guarding the jump just in time to shoot up six alien cruisers as they shot through the jump. All died, and the Voodoo got the last shot off as the final cruiser through the jump tried to send something back through. A warning, likely.
Whatever it was, the aliens didn’t get it.
With the observation section withdrawn to this side of the jump, Admiral Shoalter’s Phantom deployed a small drone to stand guard at the jump. As ordered, it slipped a periscope through the jump. At present, with the approaching cruiser fleet still well out, a visual survey of the jump was useless. The one it deployed observed the electromagnetic noise off the reactors and other gear aboard the ships. It even picked up communications between the ships. The aliens were talking in the clear, apparently sure they had nothing to fear.
Mimzy managed to pick up and translate maybe every third word. The language of a cruiser fleet was not at all likely to be covered by the vocabulary of a band of hunter-gathers.
“They are going to stop on the other side of the jump,” Mimzy said. “I think the Enlightened One is issuing orders for the defensive deployment, but I can’t pick up enough of the orders to make sense of them.”
“That’s fine, Mimzy,” Sandy said. “That’s enough for now.”
So the two forces arrayed themselves for battle, one that neither one of them intended to give the other.
Sandy’s battlecruisers were a mixed force. One BatRon still had 20-inch lasers. The other two had the newer 22-inch ones. Two of the BatRons were veterans of earlier battles. The second 22-inch squadron had come out with Sandy and was facing its first fight. All told, Sandy had eight armed with the smaller laser and sixteen, including the Victory with the more powerful weapon.
The 20-inch lasers would determine how close she deployed to the jump.
Sandy chose to anchor her task force 150,000 kilometers out from the jump. Fifteen of the larger ships moored themselves in trios and formed a cross 2,000 klicks from each other.
To the right and left of them, Sandy deployed what was left. Two of them formed carefully balanced trios with one 22-inch battlecruiser and two of the smaller ships. The final four smaller ships anchored in pairs.
Sandy doubted the aliens would try to force the jump, but if they did, the first ship though would face a twenty megaton mine just five hundred klicks from the jump. Six more warheads of forbidden atomics, similar in magnitude, waited 10,000 klicks away on missiles ready to accelerate themselves at 12 gees into the maelstrom.
This waiting hell had swallowed an entire wolf pack’s battle fleet before. These cruisers would not have a chance against it.
The periscope quickly reported they were not interested in chancing the jump. One hundred and thirty-two cruisers slowed to a halt ten thousand klicks from the jump and deployed into five dishes, each of twenty-six or twenty-seven cruisers. They formed a cross with each wing separated from the center one by three thousand klicks.
The periscope scanning the electromagnetic scale caught no evidence of a ship coming forward to deploy mines. The visual spectrum also sighted nothing.
“They are mighty close to the jump,” Van noted.
“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Sandy asked.
“We baseball players would call it a brush back,” Mondi said.
“Have a plan ready for me in four hours,” the admiral ordered.
Mondi grinned and left to do as commanded.
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Two battlecruisers slipped from the moorings and two trios switched to pairs as the Steadfast and Dreadnought accelerated at one gee, then decelerated at the same until they came to a dead stop 25,000 kilometers from the jump.
These two ships were the only ones with atomic warheads aboard. Mimzy had dug up a designation from the bloody Twentieth Century: Special Weapons Ships.
What they carried was a special kind of horror.
Now drifting in place, they each deployed six packets of missiles. Most of them carried the standard anti-matter warhead, but hidden in each cluster was one missile with one of the cat’s gifts – a warhead with the destructive power of twenty million tons of TNT.
The periscope through the jump had been keeping track of communications between the alien cruisers. The chatter between ships was now at a low point. Sandy and Penny agreed the enemy was likely in a sleep cycle.
The periscope withdrew from the jump and drifted laterally a few hundred meters.
Recently arrived from human space, Dreadnought had been given the task of unleashing hell by the second. Sandy considered that rather poetic.
At slightly more than one second intervals, at orders from the Dreadnought, each of the packets of rockets came to life and accelerated at a brutal 12 gees toward the jump.
Not quite seven minutes later, the missile clusters were in a perfect line, headed into the jump at 49,440 kilometers an hour at a perfect interval of exactly 1500 meters.
No sooner had they shot through the jump, then the periscope was maneuvered back into place. Fifteen seconds after the first missile cluster passed through the jump, Sandy was once more tracking what was happening on the other side.
Mimzy, alone, however, was able to follow it in real time, if a bit less than a second later.
Fifteen seconds after the first missile had exited the jump, the aliens had yet to fire their first shot in defense of themselves.
The attacking missiles had exited the jump, traveling at 13.7 klicks per second. In that fifteen seconds, the lead missiles were already nearly 220 klicks closer to the alien cruisers, still accelerating at 120 meters per second, per second. The six missiles had separated in the first half second and were unfolding, very much like a flower. Behind the first wave, at one second intervals, six more missiles shot through the jump and separated in carefully spaced intervals so that one laser beam could not take out two of them with one shot.
In twelve seconds a blossom of seventy-two missiles, hiding among them twelve visions of hell, shot toward the five alien battle dishes. Accelerating at 12 gees, the missiles would be traveling at close to 100,000 kilometers an hour by the time they reached their target. They could be there in slightly less than seven minutes.
Four hundred and twenty seconds was the time the aliens had to defend themselves from the missiles.
They wasted the first twenty seconds.
At 21 seconds the first ship shot a laser beam at the missiles racing toward it.
It missed.
Over the next twenty seconds, a smattering of lasers came to life, usually only one or two from the forward battery of six lasers that each cruiser had.
They also failed to hit a missile.
Only as the attack approached the minute mark did the aliens begin to fire full salvos from all six of their forward lasers.
They continued to miss their targets.
The attacking missiles were not making the aliens’ defensive firing solutions easy for them. Mimzy had programmed them with evasion plans that her mother and siblings had been refining now for several years.
Still, when a missile is traveling at almost seventeen kilometers per second, it’s not easy to even slightly change where it is going. However, between maneuvering thrusters on the bow and a near infinitesimal swiveling of the rocket engine itself, the missile could aim itself each second to be a few meters to the right or left, up or down, of the place it would have been a moment ago.
The missiles closed on their targets doing a spiraling dance that confused the alien fire control. Mimzy’s analysis of the enemy’s firing pattern found what appeared to be a five second delay from the fire control sensed the missile, it calculated where it would be soon, and then aimed and firing the lasers.
Time after time, the 15-inch or 14-inch or 16-inch laser . . . no one was sure precisely what the exact caliber of the alien lasers were and they seemed to use different ones . . . passed through the space that would have been occupied by the ten meters long missile if it had held its course of five seconds ago.
For a second minute, the missiles closed the distance to their targets without a single loss to alien laser fire.
The aliens struggled to get better. It took them about twenty seconds to reload their bow guns. Most cruisers stayed bow on to the attack during that time. A few flipped and gave their stern chasers a shot at the attackers.
As the attack passed its three minute mark, with the missiles nearly halfway to their targets, the aliens had come fully alive. More ships were firing their bow guns, flipping, then firing their stern lasers, then flipping when the bow lasers were reloaded.
Many of them were starting to get under way.
The Enlightened One had chosen to leave his ships and their crews floating in space with at least a hundred kilometers between each one in their dishes. Now their rocket engines came to life. Some ships headed off to the right, left, up, down, moving anyway they could to offer less of a target. Others flipped to present their rear lasers and took off, increasing the distance between them and the incoming missiles. In most cases they were accelerating at ten or fifteen meters per second. It was hardly a race between them and the missiles that had already accelerated to twenty kilometers per second and upped it relentlessly by 120 meters every second.
Before the start of the fourth minute, two missiles died. One got nipped, took off for nowhere on a steady course and got slammed by a fusillade of lasers. The other zigged right into a laser bolt and was vaporized.
The Enlightened One must have noticed that sixteen of the missiles were coming right at the center dish. Likely that was where his flagship hung in space. He ordered every ship in the fleet to concentrate on those fifteen. One had already been blown to bits.
Now, with all lasers aimed for those remaining fifteen, four were blotted out in the next twenty seconds. One ship flipped and began to accelerate away from that dish at three gees. It did not flip back to fire its forward battery.
This kind of action drew the attention of the missiles.
Most had only a narrow focus. Initially, they could only see the dish they were targeted at. They were programmed to pick out a ship and aim for close to it, but not directly at it. A straight up-the-kilt shot was a perfect gift for defensive fire control. Even a slight deflection could throw off the calculations of WAS, IS, WILL BE that the fire control computers were making.
The exception to this limited view were the twelve atomic tipped missiles. They had a larger computer, made possible by the smaller, though vastly more deadly warhead. Eleven of them spotted the ship in the middle of the central dish that began running away the fastest. They observed and adjusted their target selection for that one.
Now the vast majority of the aliens found themselves on the horns of a dilemma. They could obey their Enlightened One, always fire in obedience to his orders, and shoot down the missiles seeking to kill him. Or they could take out the missiles seeking to kill themselves.
In developing this plan of attack, Sandy had foreseen that this terrible horned beast might get in among her enemy . . . and she was very much looking forward to what happened next.
The alien fire plan concentrated totally on the ten remaining lasers targeting their leader. Apparently, it took them quite a while to notice that eleven more missiles were seeking out the boss.
In the next forty seconds while five more missiles died, the ordered fire plan held. Then, as the battle entered its fifth minute, with the missiles hurtling toward the dishes at blazing speed, the aliens began to think about their own possible future.
Some ships fired their forward battery in defense of the Enlightened One and their smaller, aft lasers for their own survival. Others made the opposite choice, firing the six forward lasers for themselves.
A handful, but one that steadily grew larger, fired all ten lasers in their own defense.
When Sandy reviewed the battle in extra slow time, she found this part of it interesting. Discounting the twenty-six ships in the center dish, the number of ships firing according to the fire plan slid over one minute from near one hundred percent to start with to barely twenty percent at the end of the minute.
Someone felt free to issue orders to protect his own hide. Others were feeling less and less loyalty to that hide.
Maybe the nature that the DNA was forcing wasn’t quite as absolute as some thought it was.
Or maybe those with ambition who make it to the top played by a different set of rules. Was back-stabbing a national sport among the alien commanders?
Missiles were now closing fast on their targets. It was harder and harder for them to deviate from their crash course. Sixteen more were blown away before the sixth minute started.
The penultimate minute was destructive for the onrushing attacking missiles.
The anti-matter warheads had to be close aboard their target before the containment vessel was dropped and the shaped explosion initiated. The warhead was made of Smart MetalTM. When the proximity fuse identified a target in range, most of the warhead would flow around to face it. The explosion would then hurl fragments at the targets. These fragments would shape themselves into super-hardened darts. What they hit, they would pierce right through. The hull of the targeted ship would be turned to Swiss cheese. To have that Swiss impact, however, the warhead needed to be within a hundred meters.
Atomic warheads didn’t have to get that cozy with the ship they doomed. A kilometer or two would likely be enough to burn any thin-skinned cruiser.
As the sixth minute rolled around to seven, one of the atomic warheads took a laser hit.
Sandy had chosen to protect these twelve warheads the cats had given her. Each missile was clad in 50 mm of crystal armor. The overall missile was too small to get a lot of benefit from this kind of protection, but it might be enough to let a missile be grazed by a laser, or survive the scorching light if its course took it immediately out of the beam.
This missile took a direct hit.
Its armor held the warhead together just long enough for it to begin ignition. One moment it was there, then there was light followed by a blinding flash and a roiling gas ball that quickly spent itself on nothing.
It did, however, let the aliens know that this was an atomic battlefield.
The screaming of the Enlightened One, demanding protection did not bring him all that much additional protection. Now captains got busy. Ships took off at three gees, maybe more, fleeing the coming onslaught. When they fired, or turned to fire, they aimed for the missiles coming at them. One ship exploded as their reactor’s containment system failed under the stress of the sudden overload.
The flight of the entire fleet quickly turned into a rout as it became every ship for itself.
Sandy, studying this in real time, quickly realizing that her battle plan was completely falling apart. Only this time, it was falling apart in a good way.
She had intended this as a brush back. Threaten the aliens and push them back from the jump. Instead, like Drake against the Armada, she’d set fireships loose in the anchorage and was creating all sorts of confusion. Her enemy was in disarray.
It was time to take advantage of that.
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“Send to all ships. Change of plans. We will attack,” Sandy snapped.
“All ships, set Condition Zed over the next sixty seconds. Steadfast, you will accelerate at 3.5 gees and lead Dreadnought through the jump. Commodore Taussig, Victory will lead BatRon 17 though the jump. Admiral Shoalter, you will lead BatRon 7 and 5 though the jump behind us. Fleet will begin to accelerate to three gees in sixty seconds.”
Around Sandy, the Victory beat to quarters. “Battle stations, battle stations. This is no drill. Move your asses boys and girls! They’re getting away!” The last wasn’t quite standard Navy, but Sandy would let the Victory’s skipper decided if the young yeoman got a pass for that quip.
“Get me a high gee station,” Sandy ordered her computer as she kicked of her shoes and stripped out of her ship suit. Before she was bare, a Smart MetalTM high acceleration station flowed up from the deck to stand beside her, properly configured for an admiral’s battle station. Sandy ditched her bra and panties and slid into the station. She still had thirty seconds to spare.
From her station, she studied the battle board.
The Stalwart and Dreadnought were already accelerating at two gees toward the jump.
On the second half of the board, the Battle of the Alien Anchorage was in its final seconds. Alien engineers slammed all the reaction matter they could into their ship’s reactors where it was converted to plasma. That plasma cloud grew as the containment field hopefully also grew. Super-heated to the temperature of the sun, it shot out to the rocket motors on the ship’s stern, creating electricity as it went . . . which was immediately directed to the containment fields to keep the stampeding plasma demons under control.
Only the leftover juice was shunted to the lasers’ capacitors. Fleeing ships now took thirty or forty seconds to reload. Defensive fire slacked off even as the missiles rocketed toward the alien cruisers, at close to 25 kilometers per second, locked onto targets. Once the choice was irrevocably made, each missile began its final, mad approach.
The battle around the central dish became brutal. Ships that hadn’t moved quickly enough when their Enlightened One began his bug out, found themselves the first targets for the incoming missiles. Now it was clear that not only were they under attack by the remaining six missiles that had initially targeted them, but another eleven were adding themselves to the wave.
One of the last to join the flight, found itself the first targeted, not by one but two missiles. They came at it from both sides. Their fire control was unable to handle two targets simultaneously. It selected one, fired its four aft lasers – and missed.
One missile riddled the ship with shards of Smart MetalTM. They ripped into the hull. Somewhere, one did major damage in the engineering spaces. The ship vanished in a lengthening cloud of gas as plasma moved from stern to bow, eating the ship.
The second missile veered away, heading for a second ship. That ship suddenly found itself also desperate to take down two targets. It targeted the first missile, not spotting the new danger soon enough. They successfully shot the first missile out of space. The new attacker, however, slipped in and exploded close aboard. Suddenly the ship’s acceleration bled off to zero. It was executing a zig at that moment. It continued to zig. The bow seemed to not be going quite as fast as the stern. The ship bent around itself, then exploded and vanished.
A third missile, this one with an atomic warhead, got hit on final approach. The crystal armor lasted just long enough for the bomb to detonate. At first, it looked like all the alien ships was far enough away to escape, but the heat flash baked the side of one ship. Then the expanding cloud of gas washed over it. When it emerged, it was traveling on a steady course. That lasted for a long moment, then the ship exploded. Its destruction appeared to start somewhere forward, maybe a laser capacitor blew up, then the ship was rocked by a larger explosion before the engineering spaces exploded, engulfing the entire ship.
The Enlightened One was now screaming non-stop on the alien net. Sandy would later assign Mimzy to do her best to translate what he was shouting. For now, the terror in his voice was music to her heart.
The other dishes were now under attack. Most of them were saved from the atomic armed missiles, two or three per each dish, that switched target to the central dish. Still, all of them had thirteen or fourteen streaking at them. Many missiles were caught in the laser beams and evaporated, but the alien fire control wasn’t good enough to get all of them.
Ships in each array died when hit by the fragmentation darts from the exploding missiles. One dish lost two. Two lost three. The last one had really bad gunnery. Five died in the lower battle formation.
As those dishes on the periphery paused to catch their collective breath, the scourging of the central array continued.
Eleven atomic tipped missiles now closed on the final defenders of the Enlightened One. Because of, or despite his screams, they continued to fight, as much for their lives as his. It was hard to tell if the missile they aimed at was aimed at them or the rapidly fleeing Enlightened One.
By now, all the surviving ships had pushed their acceleration well past three gees. Some were edging toward 3.5 gees, right up there with the fearless leader.
One ship blew itself to bits as a red-lined reactor took its vengeance.
Another died as an atomic blast turned it to a cloud of superheated gas.
A third winged an onrushing missile, but it held together long enough to close the ship and exact its revenge.
A fourth ship fired itself dry as a missile shot toward it. All ten lasers passed within a hair’s breadth of their target. None hit. The missile almost smashed into the ship before it exploded. The cruiser simply vanished.
Suddenly, the missile attack was over. The Enlightened One’s own battle formation was down from twenty-seven ships to twenty. Nineteen, if you didn’t count their fearless leader.
Still, they would lose no more. There were no more missiles coming at them.
The alien net fell silent.
Sandy listened with one ear open for the Enlightened One’s orders, while her eyes watched her own deployment.
She immediately had to drop one order.
“Steadfast and Dreadnought, belay your last order. You are not to jump into the next system for,” Sandy glanced at the calculations her flag navigator was holding up for her from his hi gee station, “for two and a half hours. You will follow the last of BatRon 5 though the jump. I can’t have you arrive there in forty-five minutes when the rest of the fleet can’t come up to support you for another hour and a half. Besides, I don’t want to give them a hint of the hell that is about to land on them.”
The two battlecruisers’s skippers acknowledged the change in their orders. They didn’t sound all that happy, but they obeyed and their battlecruisers began to decelerate.
Among the aliens, several side nets were active, although what the chatter was, Sandy could not even guess. Mimzy said they were using a scramble.
“I can crack it,” the computer said, “but it would likely take a couple of hours.”
“By that time, it won’t matter,” Sandy said.
The report from the periscope still showed a fleet in disorder, some still withdrawing, some now decelerating, all now doing whatever they did at a comfortable single gee.
The Enlightened One didn’t come back on net for over an hour. When he did, he sounded just as authoritarian and pompous as ever. He issued orders, then bellowed when ships were slow to reply. One ship detached from the dish that had only lost two ships and joined the central dish. Apparently, more ships were ordered to join the Enlightened One’s flotilla, but didn’t move to obey quickly enough for him.
He got quite demanding. His voice became shriller.
Then everything changed in a blink.
The cruiser that had reinforced the center disk, spun around, aimed its forward battery at the ship that had bugged out before the rest and blew it out of space.
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Sandy was reclining in her high gee egg, under the pressure of three gees acceleration when that development blew up in their face. She would have loved to see the reaction on a few faces.
“I guess that’s one way to handle a change of command,” Van drawled.
“Sure saves on the retirement package,” Mondi quipped.
“Pity the poor dumb bastards that crewed that Enlightened One’s flagship,” Penny observed.
“I agree with all of you,” Sandy said. “Now, how does this impact my developing battle?”
“I think we wait and see,” Van said.
Sandy suspected a lot of her staff would have shrugged at that, but, at three gees, it risked a sprained back.
For the next hour, they watched as the alien force talked through the transfer of command. There was a whole lot of talking, and while they talked, some ships continued to fall back. Mimzy thought there was an argument inserted in the command debate about pulling the fleet back. Some seemed to want one measurement. Others wanted twice that.
“I’d guess that we’re talking about 50,000 kilometers verses 100,000. I don’t really have a frame of reference. My suspicion is based on some reference to what I think is the range of their lasers. We think that’s about 100,000 kilometers.”
“Thank you, Mimzy,” Sandy said. “Your guess is likely better than any one of us here.”
“You are welcome,” the computer said, sounding quite proud.
Since when did computers start preening when a human thanked them?
An hour and a half later, the Victory finished her acceleration toward the jump and flipped to decelerate at a bit less than 3.4 gees. It would lead the rest of the fleet through Alpha Jump Point at as close to 50,000 klicks per hour as possible.
On the other side of the jump, the aliens were still debating. A few had returned to the 10,000 klick line. More had flipped ship and were decelerating at one gee, headed for a distance of 50,000 klicks. A few were still leisurely accelerating away from the jump, some at as little as half a gee, enjoying the pleasure of weight and likely taking showers and attending to other necessities.
There seemed to be three contenders for the throne, so to speak. Mimzy had no guess as to the content of those discussions. Few participated in them, maybe ten ships out of the surviving 115 cruisers. While it went on, each skipper seemed to be a lord unto himself.
Sandy liked matters that way, and hoped they wouldn’t change too much for the remaining hour of her approach run in.
Meanwhile, she had the second half of a battle to plan. She discussed the situation with Admiral Shoalter, Commodore Taussig and the two other squadron commanders.
“I intend to flip ship and go through the jump bow first at as close to 50,000 klicks as we can. It doesn’t look like they have much structure, so I can’t give you much of a fire plan. No captain can do very wrong who picks a target and lays eight or twelve lasers on it. I don’t think any of these ships can take a full battery salvo from fore or aft.”
She paused. It was hard to read people who were reclining in an egg and under nearly three and a half times their weight. Even facial expressions were drawn.
“We have formed up at 1500 meters interval. It’s damn close for maneuvering, but it puts us through the jump at two second intervals. To reduce the prospects of collisions, I will set an acceleration of only one gee on the other side. BatRon 17 will also steer upwards at the two o’clock position. BatRon 7, you take the six. BatRon 5, you have the ten o’clock angle. Immediately target the ships still holding to the ten thousand kilometer line. Once they’re gone, aim for those around the fifty thousand klick distance, then those farthest out. There is no doubt that we will be in range of their lasers from the moment we jump into that system. But then, even the 20-inch guns of BatRon 5 will have plenty of targets.” That drew a chuckle despite these weighty circumstances.
“Evasion Plan 3 is our initial jink scheme. You may take it higher if things get too lively for you. Any questions?”
“Just a plea,” the commodore for BatRon 5 said, his Spanish accent strong under the weight. “You lead squadrons, please leave some targets for us. Remember, we’ll be over thirty seconds behind you.”
That drew a labored laugh, and the central command net closed down to give Admiral Shoalter time to give his own brief to the squadron commanders and them time to brief the skippers of their battlecruisers.
An hour later, the USS Victory carried Grand Admiral Sandy Santiago into the first battle of choice in her long career.
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The wolf was loose among the sheep. That was the only way to describe it.
The argument among the alien contenders was getting bitter, from the sound of it. In the meantime, the ships redeployed themselves any way their captain thought best.
Twenty-two cruisers lurked fifteen to twenty thousand kilometers from the jump. Of the remaining ninety-three ships, forty-seven were formed into five groups fifty thousand klicks back and the balance were slowly forming themselves into another five groups at a hundred thousand kilometer line.
Sandy had no intention of giving them any time to straighten themselves out.
The skipper of the Victory had been easily persuaded to allow Mimzy to access his ship’s network and command structure. After all, being alone for even two seconds with every alien laser aimed in your direction was a daunting prospect.
So it was that, as the Victory shot through the jump, the helm put itself over twenty degrees and began accelerating at one gee on a course sixty degrees to the right of the jump.
The periscope had given Mimzy a good layout of the alien deployment. It took only half a second for the fire control sensors to reach out for the closest targets and lock on to them. Aided by Mimzy’s lightning speed, it then processed the data and sent minor targeting adjustments to each of the twelve lasers in the Victory’s forward battery. That took another half second.
Bringing the lasers to bear on a target was mechanical, and therefore the slowest part of the process. That took one to three seconds, depending on how much the target had moved since the last report from the periscope. Once on target, the laser spoke.
A team of humans, Sandy, the Victory’s captain, Penny, and a few others, had decided what would happen next. It had taken them over a half hour to reach their conclusion and refine it. Now, Mimzy executed it in fractions of a second.
Against a door knocker, the lasers could pour five seconds or more of concentrated laser fire at one spot on the ship’s thick hull. Two, three or even four lasers might be concentrated on that single spot. Cruisers, however, were thin skinned. Meant for fast movement, they had just enough metal in them to keep them from collapsing at 3.5 gee acceleration. Mimzy modified the Victory’s fire controls to take advantage of just that situation.
The bow guns of the Victory shot out a very carefully measured staccato of coherent light. Half a second of laser fire, then pause for a second, then half a second more, then pause again. Repeat as often as necessary.
Mimzy took twelve of the twenty-two cruisers under fire simultaneously. Each got a half second laser bolt, then a second for the fire control sensors to observe the target and Mimzy to decide to correct as necessary. Most often, it took two of those cycles. In a few cases it was three before the lasers were tearing the target to bits. Then the computer ordered each laser to “fire for effect.”
Three or four more short blasts and there was no need to fire anymore.
What happened next was a complex decision the humans had made beforehand.
Like all battlecruisers, the Victory had a forward and aft battery. She could not fire a broadside. Her lasers could not fire more than fifteen degrees off her bow, right or left, up or down. Twelve targets were blown to atoms or scrap in only ten to twelve seconds. In that time, the rest of BatRon 17 had followed the Victory through the jump. Their fire control systems were now looking for targets, but at a much slower pace than any guided by one of Nelly’s kids.
They had orders to target the cruisers in the next line, 50,000 kilometers out. The Victory would take care of those still hugging the jump.
For that, the Victory had to adjust her course. Her bow swung around to bring her lasers to bear on the remaining ten targets. To avoid taking friendly fire, the helm took the battlecruiser high. While the ship adjusted course, Mimzy was on the hunt.
In ten seconds, ten more alien cruisers were smashed, slit open to vacuum and left blown to bits, or, if their reactors went gently into that night, a drifting, rolling hulk.
By this point, Admiral Shoulter on the Phantom had led half of BatRon 7 through the jump. Commodore Phil Taussig’s Hornet, Courageous and Furious had acquired targets, taken them under fire and was disposing of them.
A normal battlecruiser’s fire control system could develop a firing solution for one target and concentrate all of the lasers of the forward and aft batteries on it as they came to bear. Mimzy did not suffer from that limitation.
Again, Mimzy chose twelve targets for the Victory. Again, her gun laying was exact. Again, ten to twelve seconds later, twelve ships died.
Mimzy went through the forty-seven cruisers scattered around the 50,000 kilometer line in little more than half a minute. They hardly had a chance to get off a shot or a ragged salvo. Most missed. Those that hit only served to light up the battlecruiser, not fry it.
The other battlecruisers were finding targets and Mimzy left the rest of the middle line to them as she set her sights on the remaining forty-six that were trying to organize themselves in the far distance.
Many of them were alert now. Just about all of them got at least one salvo off but not a second. Before thirty seconds was past, thirty-six of them were history. Just clouds of cooling gas.
Then Mimzy did something that left both Sandy and Penny smiling softly to themselves.
The Victory’s guns fell silent.
By now all three battle squadrons were through the jump. All twenty-three ships were eagerly joining in the fight. Just as Mimzy had left the last eleven targets in the middle line to the other battlecruisers, now she left the last ten hostiles to the other ships.
Under the human battlecruiser’s combined firepower, they vanished quickly away.
The quite jovial commodore of BatRon 5 was happy to declare on line. “You did leave us some targets. Thanks a lot, amigos.”
“We certainly did,” Sandy muttered through a heavy grin. No doubt, every ship would put in a claim for at least one ship, maybe two. Since Mimzy had left them only twenty or so, the claims would clearly exceed the targets.
Sandy made herself a promise to endorse all kill claims. Her squadrons certainly deserved credit for a good fight.
Sandy left it to her Chief of Staff to get the fleet turned around and headed back into the other system. He quickly allowed the fleet to go back to Condition Able. Most personnel found their discarded clothes right next to their high gee stations as they passed through Condition Baker and most of the crew dressed at their battle station. The joy of survival was not to be denied. There was some ass slapping and the yeoman squealed when her boyfriend twisted a more delicate bit of her anatomy.
A thunderous frown from a chief put a stop to that before it went where it clearly was headed.
Sandy allowed herself a maternal smile and ignored the hijinks.
“Comm, as soon as we’re on the other side of the jump, send Admiral Miyoshi a full report on this battle. Advise him that he may want to try something like this himself.”
That done, Sandy dismissed herself to her quarters. Her ship suit was soaked through. It had been such a quick battle, she had no idea what had wrung so much sweat out of her.
In the shower, she got the worst case of the shakes she’d had in a very long time. She rested her arms on the back of the shower and let the sting of the warm water hammer her for a long minute. She felt the water more as a living caress. A proof that she was alive. That she had walked through the valley of death and come out the other side whole.
She knew that around her was the wreckage of ships. Ships that intended to do her harm. Now their crews hung, frozen in death or were nothing but gas. They had died. She now lived.
Sandy took several deep breaths, letting them out slowly, letting them leach from her the tension and, yes, fear. She’d been so intent on the battle that she hadn’t allowed herself to feel fear. Now, she felt it as she breathed it out.
She smiled as she mentally waved good-bye to it and sent it down the road.
Clean and dressed in crisp whites . . . they always made her feel good . . . she checked in on the bridge. She found that two battle squadrons were anchoring at their previous place, but BatRon 17 with the Victory were making a comfortable one gee passage for the planet.
Satisfied, she headed for the wardroom for a cup of coffee and a sandwich. The menu for tonight’s victory dinner to be steaks with all the trimmings. For the moment, Sandy was content to find herself a table and sit quietly.
Of course, absent a KEEP OUT sign, admirals don’t get to sit quietly, or maybe she had a TALK TO ME sign on her table. Whatever it was, Van, Mondi, Penny and her quiet cat shadow quickly settled in around her.
“I had no idea a computer directed ship could be so deadly,” Van finally said to Penny, breaking the long silence.
“We think in minutes,” Penny said. “Seconds if we have to. They think in nanoseconds.”
“I was only doing what you had decided I should do,” Mimzy said, sounding almost meek.
“You did damn good, gal. Damn good,” Mondi told the computer.
“Thank you, sir.”
“Well done. Very well done,” Sandy said, adding the Navy’s highest accolade. She sipped her coffee for a moment then added. “I’ll have to keep you close at hand, Mimzy, though I’ll have to be careful not to expect every battle to be a slam dunk like that one.”
Van nodded. “They were thin skinned targets. A fleet of alien battleships might not have been so easy.”
“Their command structure was in complete disarray,” Sandy added, turning to Penny. “Have you ever seen anything like that?”
Penny shook her head. “I’ve been curious about how brittle the chain of command might be. Tyranny, like what they practice, often has a weak underbelly. Now we’ve seen it. Under pressure, they cracked.”
“But would the alien fleet have broken into such a rout?” Admiral Perswah said softly, breaking her silence, “if the alien commander had not turned tail and run, showing a, you would call it ‘a yellow streak a mile wide’?”
That got thoughtful nods.
It was Mimzy that broke the pleasant quiet. “Admiral, a message is coming in from Jacques. He’s very excited. Would you like to hear it?”
“Please,” Sandy said. The people around her had as much right as any to see what their battle had bought for humanity.
Mimzy projected a 2D view of Jacques. The backdrop was clearly the inside of the cavern. Even at this bandwidth, it looked spectacular, colorful, and lovely.
“We’ve got the entire collection of bones, plastic, weapons and clothes. Even boots survived in the anaerobic water,” the anthropologist crowed. “We’ve also found more evidence of a fire fight. A hundred thousand years plus makes it hard to do a post mortem, but we’ve found a lot of bullet marks on the walls and even evidence of grenade fragments and explosive shells. Any remains of flesh and bone or of man-made objects are long gone, but all of us agree, the evidence we can find shows that this place was assaulted. One of the leg bones we pulled out of that deep well has a bullet nick on it. The ammo for the rifles we pulled out with the bones would very likely leave a trail like that one.”
He paused to look around him. People were moving purposefully in the background.
“We’re pulling out just as fast as we can, Sandy. I know you folks are sweating blood to keep those bastards off our back, or away from our throats. Thanks. I think we’ve got enough to study here that it will keep a whole lot of people busy for a very long time. Thank you. Thank all of you. Jacques out.”
Only when the view vanished did Sandy realize that half the wardroom was watching the report with her. The room had fallen so quiet that the other half had clearly heard it.
Sandy stood and switched to her command voice. “Our boffins think they’ve found alien remains from at least a hundred thousand years ago. Maybe a hundred and ten thousand. We may have samples of the aliens’s DNA from before it was messed with, or proof that it wasn’t messed with. This information is critical to us understanding our enemy and finding a way to negotiate an end to their madness.”
Sandy looked around the wardroom. Every eye was on her. Every eye shown bright with pride. “You, standing here, bought the time for those scientists to get at those bones. You have blown away a roadblock on our path home. Well done. A very well done to all of you.”
If she’d been talking to Sailors, a cheer might have followed those words. She, however, was talking to officers. They gave her proud, tight smiles or comfortable nods. She had given them the well-earned praise they deserved and they were content.
“Admiral,” Van said. “May I suggest that we pass along that message from the boffin to all hands? If you could do that speech again, I think it would go well with it.”
“Oh nuts,” Sandy said. “I have no idea what I said.”
“I recorded your entire soliloquy,” Mimzy said, “Video as well as audio. I could form the two into a package and distribute it to the fleet. Do you want a copy to be sent to Admiral Miyoshi’s task force?”
Sandy eyed Van and Mondi.
“I think it will send morale sky high,” Van said.
“Do it,” Sandy ordered.
Having one of Nelly’s kids around could be very helpful.
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About the time the Victory achieved orbit around the alien world, a message from Admiral Miyoshi arrived.
Even before the news of Sandy’s victory got to him, he had gotten tired of waiting at his rat hole – and had gone after the rat.
His battle plan was very similar to Sandy’s. However, as someone who had fought with Kris Longknife in every battle since the First Battle of Alwa, he’d gone at it better than his superior.
Like her enemy, the alien battleships were hugging the jump. All were deployed right up close, only ten thousand kilometers out, in five small dishes drifting in zero gee. The alien Enlightened One was ready to hit any ship coming through the jump with every one of their ten thousand lasers.
It would be a hot time for the first few ships though that jump.
So Miyoshi had chosen to release some mice among those ponderous pachyderms.
He had sent clusters of six missiles through the jump at one second intervals, twenty of them. The hundred and twenty missiles, forty of them atomic tipped, were all through the jump before a laser fired.
There were, of course, a lot of lasers aimed at the jump. However, like Sandy, he had chosen the middle of their night. The missiles were well disbursed before serious defensive fire began to respond. The attackers flew a course that sent them arching away from the direct line between the battleships and the jump before serious defensive fire began to respond.
Three minutes into the fight, the first atomic warhead exploded. Thirty seconds later, the battleships began to displace to the rear, in ones and twos, then fives and sixes.
It was at exactly six minutes, thirty seconds that Admiral Miyoshi’s battle experience showed the perfect correction to Sandy’s battle plan.
At 10,000 kilometers an hour, the Haruna led twenty-three battlecruisers into the alien’s disrupted anchorage. However, the Haruna did not lead the way alone. Bound together by Smart MetalTM at the molecular level, the Haruna came through with the entire First Division of BatRon 3. In one tight cluster, the Haruna, Chikuma, Atago and the Tone made the jump.
Cautious Admiral Miyoshi had chosen the slower speed to give himself choices right up to the last second. Had the missile attack not developed to his satisfaction, he would have aborted the mission and redirected his ships slightly to the right of the jump.
However, the missile attack was going much better than his most optimistic planner thought possible. The missiles were on their final dive at the alien battleships, pouring every last bit of fuel into a final acceleration, pushing themselves past thirteen gees, some even toward fourteen.
Every alien gunner was desperately fighting for his life and that of his ship.
At that moment of maximum danger, a blob shot through the jump, broke apart and, at 3.5 gees, performed a perfect fleur de lis and took off, racing away from the jump. That jump proceeded to cough up another cluster of battlecruisers every two seconds that did the exact same flower burst, but offset to avoid becoming predictable.
Within ten seconds, twenty-four human battlecruisers were through the jump and dialing in their lasers on their assigned targets.
While alien gunners were still focusing desperately on the close in enemy, the enemy ten thousand kilometers away reached out and burned them.
Each battlecruiser had been assigned a target. In five seconds, each battlecruiser acquired its target, slave its forward lasers to a revised fire control solution and let loose with twelve 22-inch lasers.
This first salvo, Admiral Miyoshi went for burn through. Four lasers concentrated on the exact same spot on their target. With only ten thousand kilometers between them, it was not that hard to do, and each laser brought full power to the spot. Each target suddenly had three sections of its hull taking heat, burning and blasting glowing magma away in huge, burning gobs.
Twenty-four distracted battleships took hits. Unprepared for a gun fight, the alien ships were not rotating. Worse, under the threat of the attacking missiles, many of them were withdrawing, presenting their vulnerable sterns to Miyoshi’s battlecruisers. Hits kept jamming heat into the same rock, ice, steel and flesh at an astounding rate. Some of the alien battleships were opened to space by at least two burn-throughs. A few suffered three.
Others found twenty-two inch laser beams penetrated directly into engineering spaces. On an alien battleship, there were a lot of spaces assigned to engineering. Aft were the usual propulsion systems fed in most cases by twenty reactors. Scattered along the hull, to feed the massive numbers of lasers, were twenty more reactors.
It was hard to pierce an alien battleship’s hull without hitting a reactor.
Eighteen or more reactors suffered catastrophic failure. Eighteen battleships found plasma a cancer in their gut. In hardly more than a blink of an eye, eighteen battleships with millions on board were reduced to nothing but expanding, cooling, clouds of gas.
Six lucky battleships had their hulls open to the vacuum of space. Their crews struggled to control damage even as fractured capacitors spat fire and death. Few of them would count themselves lucky.
These rolling salvos were spread out in time. It took five seconds for each battlecruiser’s fire control system to acquire a target. That time was spread down the line in two second intervals to ships that had arrived in the battle last, a good ten seconds into the fight.
Then, for six seconds, lasers sent blistering heat at three specific spots on the battleship they had been assigned.
Battleships began to explode eleven seconds after the first battle cruiser made its jump. For the next ten seconds, one after another, human laser fire set loose their own ship’s demons and the aliens suffered the consequences.
Eighteen alien battleships out of eighty-eight were gone.
Then the battlecruisers flipped ship. Now they risked taking fire on their vulnerable rear with its reactors, but they also opened the distance from the enemy while bringing the aft battery to bear. It had only eight 22-inch lasers. Some skippers concentrated all eight into two tight beams. Others chose to divide them into three, three and two.
Twenty-four different battleships came under attack. The five second salvos reduced twelve of them to a loose collection of atoms. The other twelve found themselves broken and burning as their crews fought for their lives.
All this time, the alien battleships had yet to recognize this new threat and take it under fire. Still, they swatted at the missiles diving madly at them, closing as relentlessly as a devil’s curse.
The human battlecruisers now flipped ship again in a rolling wave over ten seconds as each ship exhausted its aft battery and turned its armored bow to the enemy.
Thirty seconds into this new attack, the alien battle line was just beginning to notice the true threat it faced. Most central fire control systems on the battleships were still desperately plotting the path of missiles hurtling at them at over twenty kilometers a second
Five seconds later, the forward batteries of the first division were recharged. The targets for this second set of salvos had been assigned, but Admiral Miyoshi expected there to be some confusion by now among the enemy, and thus, some confusion in the fire plan.
There was definitely confusion among the alien battleships. Under the threat of the attacking missiles, some withdrew from the battle line at different angles and different accelerations. One had slammed itself into two gees for flight only to have its engines stutter and its acceleration fall below one gee.
Some of the battleships were trying to dodge and maneuver. However, the aliens in their poor high gee accommodations were badly treated as they were thrown about in less radical maneuvers than the human battlecruisers were doing. Also, huge half million ton ships did not jitterbug, even to save their life.
The first missiles began to hit. The anti-matter warheads seemed to hardly make a dent in a battleship’s armor. Some started a fire or two in laser batteries, but they didn’t really shake up the ship.
Atomic warheads were different.
Almost instantaneously, two battleships blossomed into roiling balls of gas as atomic warheads connected. Then a third.
A fourth managed to wing the missile, causing it to explode itself. Still, it was close enough aboard to stove in one side of the hull and turn its rock armor into molten fire. Spinning off in space, it must have been hell inside that ship. It fired no more salvos.
With four battleships now added to the list of dead ships and others no longer anywhere close to where they had been before, the second salvo only engaged twenty-one alien ships. Another ten of them vanished in balls of hot gas.
Now, some of the aliens began to recognize their true danger.
How the aliens managed it, there was no way for human logic to comprehend, but five of the remaining battleships concentrated their fire on the Topaz from Hekate. Maybe it was because she was the last through the jump. Under the heat of five hundred or more lasers, the crystal armor glowed bright, then failed and the battlecruiser joined the alien battleships as a ball of superheated gas.
The other battleships had only a fraction of their broadside charged and ready to take Miyoshi’s ships under fire. On their own, the battlecruiser skippers went to Evasion Plan six and presented their sterns, aiming for most of the remaining battleships. Nineteen were hit, some by two battlecruisers.
Too many of the alien battleships were running by now. Twelve vanished under the lightening bolts from the eight 22-inch stern chasers as the fewer lasers slashed into the unprotected sterns of the fleeing battleships.
The alien battleships still had a lot of fight in them. Most were firing wild partial salvos at the dancing battlecruisers. The human ships took in the hits on their spinning surface. Both the spin and the crystal armor helped to spread the heat around the hull. Ships glowed, but only two burned.
The Idzumo was pouring its aft lasers into a battleship when her vulnerable stern took an enemy salvo right into the engineering spaces. She blossomed into colorful globe of expanding gas and was no more.
Another loss came when five enemy battleships concentrated their fire. Again, they aimed for the ship closest to the jump. Poor Hekate, a highly industrialized planet that wasn’t even a member of the United Society, suffered the loss of the Sapphire as it was penned by hundreds of beams. Nothing could protect from that much concentrated power. She managed to dodge out of the core of the light, but to no avail. Lasers that would have missed her now added the last bit of coherent light that tipped the armor past its limit.
The Sapphire exploded like a sun.
Five seconds later, the first division of battlecruisers had fully charged its forward batteries and was ready to fire for the third time in fifty seconds. They targeted three of those four battleships that had killed two of their own. Moments later, the second division opened fire. They also targeted the four. Three battlecruisers hit the one that the first division had skipped. Before the squadron had shot itself dry, four battleships blew themselves to bits.
Now all that was left was the cleanup. Sixty of the eighty-eight enemy battleships had been consigned to their own plasma. The remaining twenty-eight fired few and ragged salvos as their crews struggled with damage control and fire parties.
One managed to put a few hits on the Admiral Miyoshi’s flagship, Haruna, but she seemed to shrug them off. Over the next fifteen seconds, while keeping their fully armored bows pointed at the struggling alien battleships, the humans eliminated what was left of this force that had seemed so imposing only ten minutes ago.
Miyoshi finished his report with his conclusions.
“I respectfully commend the use of the felines’ atomic weapons. Placed on our high acceleration missiles, they proved to be a threat that the aliens responded to with terror. We might want to have one missile intentionally explode early in such a missile attack. It is clear the alien fire control does not respond as quickly as ours. If I can find a ship that’s not too badly damaged, I’ll send a crew aboard to recover one or two of their systems, assuming we can identify it. Their slowness to respond to the missile attack may also be a function of their lowered alertness during what appeared to be their after midnight watch.”
He paused for a moment to construct his conclusion. “I would not recommend that we use our success in this battle to assume that the aliens are not a competent enemy. They are learning. So are we. We better learn faster and better than them or we could be on the wrong end of the next battle.
“I did not observe any ships leaving the system, so I do not think the aliens will learn anything from this battle. I intercepted Professor Laduke’s report to you. It looks like our work here may be done. I will await your orders.
“Respectfully,
“Admiral Miyoshi sends.”
Sandy saw nothing to add to that report and sent back a WELL DONE 2nd FLEET.
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The Victory made orbit just as the last of the scientists were lifting off the planet.
Sandy collected Jacques, Amanda and any boffins who wanted to accompany her down to the pyramid for one last look. The boffin who had led the examination of the alien trophy room of horror, accompanied her.
“We’ve removed everything from the place. There’s not so much as a scrap of DNA anywhere in there. We did find quite a bit of stray skin cells that we suspect flaked off of crew from the different ships that visited here. We now have DNA from a good two dozen lines. Likely twenty-four mother ships,” he spat.
“One set of DNA closely matches that we got off of one body recovered from the first mother ship Kris Longknife blew away. The one that first saved Alwa. I strongly suspect at least one of the folks that dumped sentient beings here like trash is not going to do that again.”
“Good,” Sandy said.
She eyed the two large open passageways on each side of the cramped and booby-trapped tunnel that again was blocked with rocks.
Methodically, she paced off the distance, through the comfortable breeze way. Air seemed to flow into and out of the place, as if it might cleanse it of the evil it had been put to.
Inside, the engineers had installed lights high up on the overhead that shown everywhere. There was no dark to hide in now.
The senior Marine engineer beamed proudly. “We installed solar cells high up on the pyramid. They won’t be easy to spot. Then we drilled holes through the damn rock right to the lights. My best guess is that those light will burn for a good fifty years. I suspect they’ll be shot out way sooner, but whoever gets here first is going to see a really different show from what they expect.”
“Yes,” Sandy said. She looked around at the brightly lit tomb for so many races, and her blood boiled. She was old enough, mature enough, to know what she was about to do was childish, still she did it anyway.
“Fuck you,” she screamed at the top of her lungs. In a moment, the vast cavern was filled with more of the same. Some were voiced by those around her, others, no doubt echoed off the stone walls.
Satisfied, Sandy spun on her heels and walked out of that place.
As she strode along, ideas began to come to her.
“Major,” she said to the engineer. “I want to leave a message. Kris has blown away eight alien mother ships, right? That’s the banners I see in the Canopus Station O club?”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said proudly.
“This has been their trophy room. Let’s make it ours,” she said stopping to look at the wall above the again filled tunnel.
“I don’t care how you do it,” Sandy said. “Maybe use the anti-aircraft lasers, but I’d like you to carve eight nice round representations of mother ships. Carve them deep so they won’t come out. Then carve big X’s through them. Let them know we keep trophies too.”
“Yes, ma’am,” the engineer said. Grinning like a mad fiend, he came to attention, saluted and repeated. “Damn yes, ma’am.”
Then he paused in thought. “Admiral, could we add a bit to that?”
“What do you have in mind, Major?”
“Notches. One notch for every damn door knocker, battleship and cruiser that our records show we’ve nailed.”
“Computer, get me Mimzy.”
“Yes, Admiral.”
“I got an engineer beside me. We’re down in the alien’s trophy room. We want to make it our trophy room. Can you tally up all the alien ships, by type, that we’ve blown away.”
“Yes, ma’am, I just did.”
“Please pass that information along to our chief Marine engineer when he asks for it, okay?”
“It is a very large number, Admiral.”
“No doubt, Mimzy. No doubt. Major, you may need more people to do this.”
“I doubt if I’ll have trouble finding volunteers. And, oh, if you don’t mind, I’ll repeat the trophy show on the outside of the pyramid. Make it even larger. I aim to really piss them off. Next time we come by, there may be nothing here but a hole in the ground.”
“That wouldn’t bother me. Not at all,” Sandy turned to fulfill a second thought. “Jacques.”
“Yes ma’am.”
“I want to leave a message to those bastards. A clear statement. Something like ‘We have filled this hell hole with your skulls. We will fill it many times over. Talk to us or die.’ Can you carve that over the mouth of these two passages? Maybe above or below our own trophy count?”
“Not exactly, ma’am, but I can get pretty close.”
“Good, between those words and all the X’ed out mother ships and other ships, that ought to let them know not to mess with us. Maybe even come and talk to us.”
“We’ve been trying that ever since Kris Longknife first met one into them.”
“Yeah, yeah. I know I’m dreaming, but a girl has the right to dream.”
“Yes, Admiral,” Jacques said, a bit of a grin on his face.
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Three days later, as the alien home planet disappeared in the rear-view mirror, the chief Marine engineer brought Sandy a series of pictures as she sat in her command chair on her flag bridge, surrounded by her key staff.
The Marine AA gunners had done what she asked for. They’d also written in huge letters what Jacques had given them.
Then, both inside and out, a long, long, long, long line of miniature representations of alien ships stretched. The closest showed the rather well-padded door knockers. The next represented large, egg-shaped battleships. Way down the line, the small, thin cruisers started and went around the corners, both right and left.
Inside the same was repeated. The line of warships filled most of three walls.
Inside, the Marines had also added some of their own thoughts. Sandy’s own remark was drilled into the stone large and often. The Marines then added comments of their own about the aliens possible lineage, habits and dietary customs.
There were a few remarks in a strange alphabet. “Jacques?”
“Some of the aliens had left remarks on the walls behind other wolf pack’s trophies. A few of the mother ships were in competitions to collect the most heads. I just borrowed their own snide remarks, juggled the words, and turned them back on them. Something like ‘You are the vermin. You losers can’t find a head if we rolled it at you.’ Those kinds of thoughts.”
“I think you’re right, Major. After the next mother ship drops by here, they are going to go crazy. Jacques, do we have that pyramid fully documented?”
“Fully documented and every scrap of data about the species they murdered is now in our keeping. We will treat them reverently as we study them. Trust me.”
“Have you got any report on the DNA off the bodies you pulled out of that well?” Sandy asked. She’d waited patiently for a report. She’d had enough of waiting.
“We don’t have any results back,” Jacques said.
“Pardon me, Monsieur. But I bring you good news,” came in a French accent from the torque around Jacques’s neck.
“Spit it out, Marie, and drop the accent. Sometimes I can’t understand what you’re telling me when you do that.
“Oui, Monsieur,” the computer said, unrepentantly. “Do you want to hear what I have to say and not?” was straight up Standard.
“Please tell us what you have to report,” Sandy said, with maybe a bit of pleading in her voice. She really wanted to know whatever this computer’s ‘tude was holding back.
“Since the lovely madame asked so nicely, I will tell you. They have the initial report back on the DNA off of your two aliens. You were right, the present alien’s DNA is not what their species started with. Our first effort to sequence the DNA failed. The DNA in the portion of bone we chose for study was too degraded. However, they found usable DNA in the teeth of both subjects. It has only four nucleonic acids like the rest of the plants and animals on this planet. There will be more tests, more efforts to extract usable material so we can fully sequence these two people’s DNA and match it up with the DNA of the aliens we’ve found in present day Bug-eyed Monsters.”
“Good God,” Sandy said, almost a prayer. “Someone did mess with these people. Changed them right down to their very DNA.”
Jacques nodded. “The other aliens, the ones in plastic, the ones we think are from the planet next over, had eight nucleonic acids. I wonder if we found some animals from that planet that we’d find they have less than eight nucleonic acids in their DNA?”
“Someone certainly changed the DNA for these people some hundred and ten thousand years ago,” Sandy thought out loud, “Someone got to play God and didn’t quite get it right.”
“For ten thousand years, the new DNA turned these people into docile slaves,” Penny said, slowly. “Then a mutation occurred, something went off the rails and now we have what we have.”
“I wonder if we’ll ever know what really happened,” Sandy said.
“Madame,” Jacques’s computer put in, “we may have more answers to your questions. While the Marines were lazing our trophies into the pyramid’s walls, they knocked opened a small hole in the wall.”
“We have the results now?” Jacques said, almost in awe.
“We have opened the golden tablets and translated them,” Marie said.
“Opened what? Translated what?” Sandy demanded.
Jacques turned to Sandy. “The Marines knocked a stone out of the wall and there was a small alcove. At first, we thought there was just a block of something. Then we figured out it was gold. Then we discovered it was a stack of gold tablets. Something that someone wanted to last a long time.”
“And?” Sandy urged Jacques along when he paused for a breathe.
“When had to separate the tablets very carefully. When we did there was a picture engraved on the top sheet, turned face inward. The other three sheets had words inscribed on them, along with what looks like a couple of signatures.
“What’s the picture look like?” Sandy demanded.
“Marie,” Jacques ordered.
A heliograph of a golden plate appeared. “This is ten times the size of the original,” Marie pointed out.
Jacques, Sandy and Penny stepped closer to examine the 2D picture. It showed several men. On one side, they appeared to be in uniforms. On the other side, they were in breechcloths and leggings. From the fringe, they looked to be leather like. Most stood bare chested, although two wore blankets of large animal skins.
On a table between them were what looked like the three tablets. Both of the men closest to the tablets held a stylus or something to sign it with.
Sandy turned to Jacques. “You’re the sociologist. What are we looking at?”
“It sure looks like a signing ceremony for some kind of treaty,” he said.
“It is the consensus of the sociologists, anthropologists and archeologists on board,” Marie said, “that this is the signing of the agreement contained in the three gold tablets.”
“What do the tablets say?” Sandy demanded, her patience running thin.”
“We were able to translate some of it, based on what words we’d found in the library of the little base ship we discovered in the cat system. We also have built up quite a vocabulary from listening in on the locals as well as that fun election debate that was raging among the cruiser captains before you shot them up. Even with that, we are getting only every other word.”
“And it says?” Sandy growled.
“They are signing an agreement, a pledge. The star walkers will go to the stars and destroy something, unclear about that. The others will remain here and live a simple life. At least we think it means simple. It may be primitive.”
“I’ll take your word for that,” Sandy said.
“Can you stand one more bit of information?” Penny asked Sandy.
“I’m not sure. Can you spit it out and will I know what you’ve told me when you finish?”
“We tracked the conversations of the dozen small groups closest to the pyramid. Several of them still wore parts of or scraps of ships’ uniforms. We think they are groups recently marooned by the ships as some kind of punishment, no doubt, to instruct the others.”
“And?” Sandy said, her curiosity up.
“Most of their languages are very similar. The word they use for ship and home are the same. The thing is that four of the twelve really hate home, the ship, or the Enlightened One. The group Jacques talk to last time were all sure they deserved to be dumped here. Of the thirteen we’ve observed this trip, nine think they have done wrong and deserved to be left here. Four think the Enlightened One, himself, is a shit eating vermin.”
Penny raised her eyebrows to Sandy, leaving the final word to her.
“Interesting,” she said. “We have one cruiser force that mutinied against a cowardly Enlightened One. We have another cruiser where the Enlightened Ones are getting to screw the prettiest gals and impregnate them, and a dozen exiles, four of which hate the boss. Am I the only one that thinks the submissive gene is starting to run thin out there?”
Sandy’s team looked at each other, all sorts of thoughts going on behind their eyes.
The trip back is going to be a fun one, she thought.
When I get back, I’m really going to need a vacation. I wonder if I could buy into a fishing boat. I do love to fish.
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They jumped into the Alwa system to find a message waiting for Sandy on the jump buoy.
“Sorry to do this to you, Admiral,” Admiral Kitano began.
Grand Admiral Santiago allowed herself a groan.
“Alex Longknife somehow found out we’d shipped his management team off to Chance and a new team arrived on a large liner with quite a few armed people I’d call thugs if they didn’t have official looking security guard badges.
“Anyway, they are demanding access to their property. Our response that the locals nationalized it did not go over well. They must have expected it. They have lawyers and even brought out their own tame judge, claiming that they had a right to a court of their peers and that Alwa, not being a sovereign planet, cannot establish a court. They are suing us, which I guess means everybody, for compensation or return of their property, and those Nuu Enterprises thugs are swaggering around the station looking like they want to start a fight.
“As if that wasn’t enough, Granny Rita has done it again. She pulled one hell of an ace out of her sleeve.
“She points out that she ain’t dead and Nuu Enterprises belongs to her. Her daddy left it to her and she owns the whole shebang, lock, stock and barrel.
“In the meantime, production continues, thought we lost much of a shift while the workers rolled on the floor, laughing their asses off.
“I don’t know if this is good news or bad news, Admiral, but it is the news. Looking forward to sharing a beer or three at the O club when you get down here.
“Admiral Kitano sends.”
Sandy found herself struggling not to fall out of her chair and roll around the floor, laughing.
What are the legal ramifications when someone comes back from the dead and demands their property back? Oh Lordy, God, you do have a sense of humor!
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