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  — Preface —


  This, the fourth book in the Annals of the Human Legion, begins with the Legion’s retreat from their home planet following their defeat in the First Tranquility Campaign. Despite recovering 600 soldiers frozen since the earliest years of the Human Marine Corps, the Legion has lost not only a planet, but the millions of Marines hidden under the ruins of their former base of Detroit. Even now, it seems improbable that this band of humiliated stragglers will soon become a force powerful enough to become a major player in the Civil War.


  This fourth book is the account of how those refugees make the rest of the galaxy sit up and take notice of this peculiar movement known as Humanity.


  This is how they lay the foundations of empire.


  This is Human Empire.


   


  For those unfamiliar with earlier events, or wishing a refresher, a brief summary has been provided here.


  — Prologue —


  Arun rolled over onto his back and released a happy groan. He closed his eyes and folded his arms behind his neck, marveling, as always, at the way the Navy-spec mattress adjusted its contours to maximize support and comfort.


  As soon as he’d gotten his breath back, he opened his eyes because there was plenty to feast his gaze upon. He rolled over and regarded Janna, who basked in his attention.


  Janna was an Ancient, though she’d schooled him to never use that term when they were together. She preferred Wolf, many of them having come from Wolf Company. From her description her company had been more like a wild pack of animals than a disciplined military unit.


  Cryogenically frozen for centuries, her physiology was much closer to baseline human than his. Her great grandparents had actually walked the Earth, an idea that fascinated Arun nearly as much as the physical and emotional reality of the person next to him on his rack.


  Janna was small, and light enough for Arun to lift one handed, but her body was nothing like the elfin gracefulness of the zero-g adapted Navy personnel. She was ripped with muscle underneath the palest skin he’d ever seen. His gaze traced the path of interlocking rings tattooed up one side from her ankle all the way to her neck, where it disappeared underneath a cascade of coppery-brown ringlets.


  She might be small, but delicate sure wasn’t a word he’d use to describe Janna. Nor shy, not after the way she’d accosted him a week ago and declared with absolute conviction that she was going to have him as her lover for a while, but as soon as the novelty of a Marine officer had worn thin her attention would shift elsewhere.


  And like all Ancients, her mood could switch from loyalty and tenderness to unfettered violence in a heartbeat. Maybe Wolf wasn’t such a bad term after all, because she could be a relentless beast, as powerful and unstable as an X-ray bomb. To be honest, Arun was a little scared of her. Which, of course, was why he couldn’t resist her pursuit of him.


  His fellow officers disapproved of his fraternizing. But Arun wasn’t a machine. His rediscovered friend Hortez made for an honest sounding board, but that wasn’t enough. Arun had a destiny to fulfil, but he wasn’t strong enough to do it alone.


  Janna’s brows suddenly crashed down into a frown. “I’m still here,” she snarled. “But your mind’s someplace else. You’re thinking of her again. Aren’t you?”


  Which her did Janna mean? Springer: the only woman to whom he’d said the words: ‘I love you’? But Springer had responded by pushing him away, leaving the void in his heart that he’d allowed Janna to exploit ruthlessly. There were others – Xin and Indiya – but it didn’t matter who Janna was thinking of because Arun wasn’t thinking of any of them. Not this time.


  He grimaced. “I’m thinking of an old friend. One I have to say farewell to.”


  “Oh, the dying alien.” Janna’s anger evaporated, replaced by wide-eyed compassion.


  A dark void sucked at Arun’s gut. Thinking he’d lost Pedro the first time had been bad enough, but seeing the alien die a little more, day by day was brutal. His Trog friend had steadily faded ever since they had rescued him from Antilles. And no one had a damned idea why.


  He nodded at Janna. Almost gave her a smile. “Yup. I’m thinking of the big bug. Pedro.”


  She held his hand and squeezed. The comforting gesture would have helped too, if her face didn’t betray her relief that he wasn’t thinking of a rival.


  “It’s hitting me hard,” he said. “I’ve been putting this off, but Pedro deserves better than that.”


  “You’re right. Let him know that we’re grateful. We won’t forget…him.”


  He leaned over and kissed her. Of course, she wouldn’t forget. Every Ancient aboard had been secretly smuggled away from the deep levels of Detroit and the annihilation that would have been their fate, dumped out of their cryo pods to make way for more advanced models of human. Every one of them owed Pedro their life.


  And so too did Arun.


  Many times over.


  Losing Pedro was worse than a friend dying. He was vital to the Human Legion.


  “Go to it now. He needs you.”


  He brushed a copper curl from Janna’s neck, smiling at how difficult she found Arun’s need to assign the alien a gender.


  Without another word, Arun dressed, setting his fatigues to the formal dress uniform program. Then he set off to do his duty.


  ——


  Pedro was a large, insect-like alien perpetually fascinated with the human experience of gender, especially when that human was Arun McEwan.


  Or so he had been.


  Arun’s Trog friend was now bloated with the genetic material needed to begin a new colony. At first that had seemed shocking but exciting, even when his legs atrophied away to vestigial nubs. But now the life was draining from this huge body. His once-gleaming carapace was now furry and mottled with a mold-like growth that no one could identify.


  With Beowulf currently under modest thrust, Pedro appeared to be crushed against his couch under his own weight, no longer giving Arun the excited wiggle when meeting. His antennae drooped.


  The medical station converted for Pedro’s personal use was kept so warm that Arun was already starting to sweat, and yet the Trog constantly complained of being chilled to the core.


  After waiting a minute for Pedro to acknowledge him, Arun coughed loudly.


  Was that a faint twitch to Pedro’s antennae?


  Arun cleared his throat. “Are you dying?” he asked his friend.


  “Yes, Friend-Arun.” The muffled reply came from a speech synthesizer under Pedro’s head. “There is no hope for me now, which is why I called you here at the end.”


  Arun approached, and gently stroked the Trog’s closest antenna. Where once the feathery surface would have quivered under Arun’s touch, now it felt lifeless and sticky with a foul-smelling slime.


  “As an ally, an adviser, and a friend, I will miss you, Pedro.”


  “And I you. Which is why I must explain. My fatal ailment is cognitive conflict. I have tried to compartmentalize a terrible anguish. But as you can see, I have failed. While my race’s intellect is greatly your superior, human, your psychological adaptability and robustness are unparalleled amongst all known species.”


  “Wait, you’re telling me that you’re dying because you’re confused? That’s insane. Even for you! Just talk it through. Why didn’t you talk with me earlier?”


  “Because you would have executed me on the spot.”


  Arun pulled at his hair, searching his natural and augmented memories for anything that would make sense of the alien’s words. He laughed bitterly, convinced the stupid great lunk’s mission in life was to confuse the hell out of Arun. Pedro was well practiced.


  Oh!


  A memory flooded back of something Arun had said. He’d been furious at Pedro for withholding vital information. Knowledge that might have saved the lives of such a very large number of people. So many that Arun’s mind shied away from that train of thought.


  “You’ve been holding something back,” he accused.


  “I have.”


  “And in front of all my officers, I swore to execute anyone who did that again.”


  “You did. And so I have suffered the mental torment of both lying to my greatest friend, and contradicting my solemn promise to obey your order. My physical health has been ruined by my emotional malaise.”


  “And now you wish to tell me your secret anyway, even though you are certain I will kill you.” Arun thought on that. “Which means you now think it is better I have this information. What’s changed? Why didn’t you tell me before?”


  “Not enough has changed, Friend-McEwan. I always intended you would find out, but not yet. It is still too soon, but on balance, better that you know.”


  “Well, now’s your last chance, Pedro. Tell!”


  “Arun, when you rescued me from that moon, I secretly brought our children with me.”


  Pedro’s antennae had been drooping but now shot straight down either side of his head. He looked so forlorn. And dying. Arun mustn’t forget his friend was dying, but he couldn’t help himself: he laughed until his gut hurt. “Our children? Oh, Xin would love this. What did she call me back in Detroit on the day I met you? An alien faggot. You can’t be serious. Are we going to hear the scurrying feet of little half-Arun, half-Pedro kiddies?”


  Pedro said nothing.


  “Please tell me you aren’t serious,” Arun whispered.


  “Of course not, human.” Pedro flicked up his antennae in annoyance. “That would be ridiculous. I could not possibly contribute genetic material to your offspring.”


  “Frakk! You had me worried for a moment.”


  “Perhaps I should have said ‘your’ children. Human grammar is confusing in this context. I am referring to your children with Phaedra Tremayne whom you call Springer.”


  “What? Springer? No. That’s sick. Springer can’t have children, even if she could bear to be on the same deck as me. She’s sterile. And her cells are cancer-ridden, held together only through constant repair by medical nanobots.”


  “Not when I took her genetic material she wasn’t. Arun, please, you have to understand that I am connected to a Night Hummer conspiracy that has been planning a human empire for centuries. You and Springer are part of their plan. As a race and as an inspirational idea, you humans are so much stronger than many in the Trans-Species Union realize. Yet as individuals you are so frail. We needed… backups. In case you perished. I mixed your genetic material with hers. The results are embryos. Healthy but frozen.”


  “Well, I don’t know what to say. It’s… wow! I should be angry but… I don’t know.”


  “Please do not kill me yet, I haven’t finished.” The alien’s antennae drooped once more. “The situation is complex. This is why I had hoped you would have conducted your societal forming and be more stable before I told you.”


  “I grant you permission to finish what you have to say,” said Arun solemnly, trying not to grin.


  “Thank you. I worry for you, Arun, now that I have revealed the embryos’ existence. I have read much of your Earth dynastic wars. Rulers murder their own children to secure their thrones, and vice versa. It was commonplace for queens to murder the offspring of an earlier rival. Children and inheritance bring out the worst in your species. The embryos are meant as a backup if you should fail. Not to be a cause of your failure.”


  “I understand, I think. But like you said. We humans are so dumb that we’re pretty good at muddling through whatever life throws at us.”


  “Your confidence gives me hope,” said Pedro. “I have wrestled with this knowledge for a long while. I did not believe it is in the spirit of the Human Legion to keep this from you. And now that I have confessed my crime, you must put me and my unborn colony to death.”


  “How many?”


  “How many whats? Be more specific, human.”


  “The embryos… how many?”


  “From both parents, a total of one hundred.”


  “I’m a father, a hundred times over!” Arun laughed. He didn’t know what else to do.


  “Is this the human happiness laugh?” asked Pedro. “Or the manic one when you are emotionally overwhelmed?”


  “Both, big guy.”


  “Then I am happy for you.” Pedro flicked his antennae back, a gesture of serious intent. “Arun, for me to look forward into the near future, and see my demise, and that of my unborn, is a terrible thing. Please, conduct my execution without delay. I believe we were friends once. Respect our friendship.”


  “Oh, shut up. You’re forgiven.”


  “But…” Pedro raised his head and looked at Arun through his glossy, black hemispheres. “You cannot go back on your word as a commander. If you do, no one will believe anything you now say.”


  “People will understand. Mostly. Humans are complicated. You made yourself so sick with worry, you nearly died. That’s punishment enough.”


  “Then… Arun, I am at a loss. I did not foresee this eventuality. I have not planned for this. I am… unmoored.”


  “You mean, cast adrift. On a sea of confusion, not knowing what’s going on or what you should do about it.”


  “Exactly. Is this how you humans experience the universe? It is unbearable.”


  “Relax. You’ll soon get over it. Before you know it, you’ll be telling me what to do, same as you always did.”


  “Perhaps but first I need data. Now you know of the embryos, what will you do?”


  He shrugged. “I’ll tell Springer. She has a right to know.”


  “And what of Lee Xin?”


  Arun frowned. He was missing something. That happened often with Pedro. “What has Xin to do with this matter?”


  “Forgive me, I am distressed and may not have spoken with precision. With half the embryos I combined your genetic material with Springer’s…”


  Despite Pedro’s heaters, the compartment suddenly felt very cold.


  “The other half are genetically descended from you and Lee Xin. That way all the key DNA strains from the Detroit base are backed up.”


  Oh, crap!


  “I beg you to please answer,” said Pedro. “This is not a joking matter. What will you do now?”


  What would Springer and Xin do, more to the point? Kill each other, probably. The more Arun thought about it, the more Pedro’s fears regarding dynastic wars bothered the hell out of him. Springer had told him she’d had a vision about Arun starting future dynasties. She was so cut up about it she refused to see him. Guess she’d foreseen trouble ahead. Big trouble.


  “I’ll tell you what we do,” said Arun. We tell no one. Not a hint. Do you understand?”


  “I understand, Arun, but is that wise?”


  Arun doubted it. He didn’t need Springer’s pre-cognitive visions to know there was an entire galaxy’s worth of drent going to fall upon his head the instant the truth came out.


  Oh, Pedro. What have you done?


  —— PART I ——


  WOLVES


  — Chapter 01 —


  Arun checked his reflection one final time. It still felt odd doing so at all. Not so long ago he would have happily gone to any meeting without giving his appearance a second thought, but that was before they had thawed out nearly six hundred new recruits for the Human Legion, recruits who didn’t know him, who didn’t even know what a Marine was. Now he had to look the part as well as act it.


  Not everyone agreed with the decision to thaw out all the Ancients at once – Nhlappo for one had expressed reservations, but then he was used to Nhlappo having reservations about whatever he did, almost as if it had become a reflex on her part. If anything, this tendency had grown worse since she took on responsibility for the two orphans, Romulus and Remus, but as long as she continued to do her job he could live with her disapproval.


  Nhlappo had never been someone he counted as a friend; it was those who had been that concerned him. Somehow he had conspired to distance all of them, without ever meaning to.


  He missed Springer the most, but she was going out of her way to avoid him, while Xin seemed to despise him for reasons he couldn’t fathom, and Indiya had retreated so far within herself since the Themistocles disaster that a whole battalion of Marines couldn’t hope to batter down her defenses. Ironically, the closest thing he had to a confidante these days was Hortez, a man who until recently had been presumed dead and who had once been busted down to the status of Aux as a result of his actions. Who could have foreseen that? Well, Springer maybe, but if so he’d be the last to know.


  It was past time he did something about that. As soon as this meeting was over, Arun determined to confront Springer, to sit her down and convince her that none of her concerns mattered, explain how much she meant to him, how much he needed her, whatever her half-baked visions might say…


  A gentle knock at the door interrupted his train of thought. Perfect timing.


  Hortez waited for him outside. They exchanged a nodded greeting and set off.


  “All set?” Arun didn’t ask if he could count on Hortez’s support, he knew he could.


  “Yes,” the other man said. “To be clear, though, what exactly are you hoping to get from this meeting?”


  “Reassurance. Contingencies. Without a direct FTL comms link to Shepherd-Nurture 4 we’ve no idea what’s waiting for us there. The most up-to-date intel on the place Beowulf currently has is more than twenty-five years out of date. Has Shepherd-Nurture 4 stayed loyal, has it gone over to the rebels, or does it remain blissfully unaware of the ongoing conflict? We just don’t know, and nor will we until we arrive in system and Beowulf has the opportunity to update from the local net.”


  “And even then we can’t be certain of how reliable those updates are.”


  “Precisely. The intel could be false, deliberately intended to mislead. We need to be prepared to react to anything. We can’t afford to be caught flat-footed, dithering over what to do next. That’s the purpose of this meeting, to ensure we’ve allowed for every possible situation.”


  A thought of Janna reminded him of another matter. “Speaking of being prepared,” said Arun, “how is the Ancients’ training coming along?”


  “Pretty well,” Hortez said. “They’re used to discipline, and have greater experience in the field than we do. The main issue, as you know, is that they don’t have the wetware hooks we use to link with modern suit AIs, but the Navy freaks are working on that and seem confident. Otherwise, it’s just a matter of bringing them up to speed with modern equipment and getting them used to our tactics and procedures.”


  “Good… Good.” If anyone could solve the wetware problem then Furn and Finfth could. It was vital that when the Marines next went into action, which was inevitable, they did so as an integrated force, with everyone knowing what to expect from everyone else. A wrong assumption about how the soldier next to you was likely to react in the heat of combat could spell disaster.


  “In fact, I’ve never seen such ferocious fighters,” Hortez added.


  “Oh?”


  “There’s a savagery about them. They relish the act of fighting itself in a way that none of us ever have. Apparently they didn’t use combat meds in their day, did you know that? It doesn’t surprise me, mind you. Having seen them in training, I don’t suppose they need meds. Even Nhlappo’s impressed. The whole lot of them are frakking bonkers… But in a good way.


  “The thing that puzzles me, is that if they really are an earlier form of human – and you can see that in their physique: they’re slighter, less physically developed than us – but if that’s the case, why haven’t the White Knights ramped up our aggression, bred for it? I mean, they’ve pumped us up physically, you’d think they would have gone for a higher dose of the old blood lust as well. Instead, if the Ancients are anything to go by, they’ve dampened it down.”


  “Perhaps they reckoned a clearer head was more useful in a Marine than blind aggression,” Arun said. Though that didn’t sound like the White Knights and, if so, why develop combat meds? Then he had another thought. “Perhaps it’s not down to the White Knights.”


  “How do you mean?”


  “Well you know how hands off they are – none of us have ever even seen one of them. We’re so far down the food chain they don’t deign to interact with us directly, they leave that to lesser races. So perhaps one of these other races has been gradually reducing our violent tendencies over the generations, without the White Knights’ knowledge.”


  “Who? The Jotuns, you think?”


  “Maybe,” but Arun’s thoughts had turned to the memory of a midnight blue globule suspended inside a life-support tank beneath Beta City. He knew the Night Hummers planned for the long haul, but just how deep did their meddling go?


  They had been walking for some minutes without seeing another soul. Beowulf was a military ship. Everyone on board had their roster and duties – a proper place to be at any given time – and there was no reason for a person to be strolling aimlessly around the ship’s decks, but the fact that the vessel could be home to more than six hundred people and still feel so empty brought home just how big the Beowulf was.


  Maybe not that empty. Sounds of a commotion reached them from somewhere ahead – shouts, jeering, multiple voices animated and excited.


  “That sounds like a fight to me,” Hortez growled.


  They quickened their pace. Not for the first time, Arun regretted the need to maintain near-normal gravity on the ship during this phase of the Ancients’ training. In zero-g progress would have been much quicker. As it was, he itched to break into a run, but that would have been too undignified. Hortez alternated between long strides and a stumbling trot, clearly torn between the conflicting urges to hurry ahead and to stay with his commander.


  The noise grew louder as they approached a small assembly room. The place was packed. Ancients ringed the room, while two of their number faced off against each other at the center.


  The two combatants – it was pretty obvious that’s what they were – circled warily. Both were naked from the waist up, revealing healed scars and muscular torsos, and neither appeared to be armed, which was something at least. Arun recognized them both; they were NCOs.


  “Markowitz, Banner, what the hell is going on here?” he demanded from the doorway, his voice carrying over the hubbub, which quieted as the audience recognized who had found them.


  “Stay out of this, McEwan,” Banner growled, not even looking up, eyes remaining focused on his opponent. “It doesn’t concern you.”


  Markowitz tried to take advantage of the distraction, lunging forward to grapple with Banner, who met him with a punch to the kidneys while twisting out of reach. Not far, though. Banner moved in to catch the other man off balance and knock him to the floor. Markowitz rolled and came to his feet before Banner could pin him down.


  The renewed fighting broke the spell. Those around Arun shifted their focus back to the center of the room, closing in to partially block his view, and the cheers of encouragement started up again.


  “Get ’im, Banner!”


  “Come on Marky, smash the bastard!”


  As quickly as that the dynamic shifted and Arun felt his authority slip away.


  Somebody had to be monitoring this. Who was on duty in CIC? Not Indiya, she would be waiting for him at the meeting, and he couldn’t recall who else was on watch right now, but someone had to have noticed this.


  The shouts increased in volume, drawing his attention back to the fight as the pair grappled again, exchanging a series of blows that left Markowitz with a cut cheek and blood streaming from his nose, while Banner’s left eye had puffed up alarmingly.


  Amazingly, the two of them looked as if they were enjoying themselves. Arun began to realize the truth of Hortez’s earlier observations. Something primordial lurked in the two men’s eyes – Arun had never seen such ferocity, such a savage lust for violence. Nor was it confined to the combatants. Everyone in the room seemed affected; the air was electric and those looking on were swept up by the excitement. The scene brought to mind something Gupta had once told them, back in training. The tale of the Czech Legion wasn’t the only story of old Earth their sergeant shared. He had also spoken of berserkers: warriors who were deliberately driven into a frenzy before battle. Made ferocious and fearless by blood-lust, their very name became an instrument of terror. Yes, the concept seemed to fit these Ancients all too well. He had to put a stop to this before things got out of hand.


  “Don’t…” warned the woman immediately beside him, perhaps seeing him tense, anticipating his intentions.


  He didn’t know her name. That was the problem with bringing in so many new faces so quickly, damn it! He hadn’t grown up with these men and women, hadn’t bunked with them, hadn’t graduated with them. He couldn’t bark out a command and make it specific to an individual by appending a name. He could only say, “Soldier,” which was about as impersonal as things could be, given present company.


  Perhaps Nhlappo had a point. Maybe it had been a mistake to wake up so many together, but it was too late for such concerns now. He had to deal with the situation as it stood. Nor could he afford to rely on someone else noticing that so many of the berserkers weren’t where they were supposed to be. This was down to him.


  He stepped forward, intent on forcing a way through the crowd, but hands grabbed him and he was suddenly surrounded.


  “Let me through! That’s an ord…”


  Someone punched him in the stomach – hard enough to wind him.


  “I told you to shut the feck up!” the same woman said.


  Beside him he was aware of Hortez struggling, similarly held.


  The fighting hadn’t stopped this time, hadn’t even paused. Markowitz had gained the upper hand and seemed assured of victory. He had hold of Banner from behind, right arm around his throat, choking him, while his left pinned the other man’s arms. Struggle as he might, Banner was clearly weakening, his face purple with exertion and the effort to breathe, body twisting ineffectually. Then he wilted, the fight draining from him. Markowitz’s grin of triumph proved premature, however. Banner flung his head back, hitting Markowitz’s face with an audible crack. He dug his elbow into his opponent’s stomach and pulled himself free of the weakening grip. Once, twice, he punched the other man hard in the face, causing him to collapse, first to his knees then all the way down. Banner hadn’t finished. He kicked Markowitz firmly enough for the man’s body to fold around his foot, leaving a smear on the floor where blood bubbled from multiple wounds to his face. And then he kicked him again for good measure.


  Markowitz stopped moving.


  The onlookers went mad, leaping up and down, cheering and whooping, the tumult masking any groans that might have escaped from the loser.


  Still held firmly, Arun and Hortez were propelled forward into the center, where Banner was wiping the blood and perspiration from his body with a towel. He flung the stained cloth to an onlooker and accepted shirt and tunic from another, pulling them on. The dazed and blooded Markowitz was sitting up now, supported by a pair of his fellows.


  “Now, ‘sir’,” the victor said as he finished dressing, “you were saying?”


  Arun had to tread carefully here. There was still no sign of any help arriving and he was acutely aware of the excitable crowd around him, but at the same time he had to seize the initiative, reassert his authority.


  “Banner, I’ve no idea what personal issues have just been settled here, and frankly I don’t care.” He shook himself free of the restraining hands and raised his voice to address the crowd. “You soldiers, the fun’s over. Go back to your assigned duties and we’ll say no more about this.” He turned back to Banner. “I’m afraid I can’t completely ignore this, though, not as far as you and Markowitz are concerned. There will be consequences.”


  “Oh, indeed there will,” Banner agreed.


  Without warning he stepped toward Hortez and punched him in the stomach. Arun was too stunned to react, and before he could think how to, he felt hands grab him once more. Two, no three pairs, pinning his arms, holding him firmly.


  Hortez’s face looked frozen in shock. Slowly he glanced down towards the point where Banner’s hand still rested against his stomach. Only then did Arun see the knife in Banner’s fist.


  “No!”


  He screamed the word but to no effect.


  Everyone else had gone quiet, the earlier hubbub forgotten.


  Banner glanced across at Arun and smiled, as if this was a performance for his benefit. He then tightened his grip on the knife’s handle and pulled sideways, an extravagant gesture that saw the blade rip through flesh and clothing, to exit Hortez’s body in an arc of blood.


  Hortez didn’t scream, he simply groaned. His legs buckled but the leering Ancients holding him kept him upright, with the result that the red gash the knife had cut across his belly pulled wider, venting blood and intestines. For a moment, Hortez’s gaze found his, and Arun watched them lose focus, looking on as his friend died.


  The soldiers holding Hortez let go, allowing his body to crumple to the floor.


  “Right,” said Banner, crouching to clean his blade on the dead man’s clothes before sheathing it. “CIC now, I think. That’s where they run this boat from, isn’t it?”


  CIC? Good luck with that, Arun thought. What were they up to, though? Was there more to the fight he had just witnessed than a simple personal grievance?


  Arun found himself frogmarched along the corridor, his arms held by an Ancient on either side with more surrounding him. One he could take, maybe two – he was bigger, stronger – but not this many.


  No, not Ancients, he told himself, berserkers. The word ancient suggested frailty. Maybe that was why he’d underestimated them. He decided to bide his time, wait for the right opportunity. One thing he was set on: come what may, Banner was going to pay for what had just happened.


  “You’ve done pretty well, all things considered,” Banner said as they walked. “For a bunch of kids, I mean – and that’s all you are, trust me. Barely graduated and you think you can tell us what to do? Each and every one of us has seen more combat than all of you put together, ’cept maybe for Nhlappo, and we’re through with taking orders. From the White Knights, from you, from anybody! From now on, we make our own decisions. The only thing that needed deciding was who would be in charge: me or Markowitz, and, as you just witnessed, that’s now been settled.


  “You did us a favor, stopping by when you did,” Banner continued. “Saved us the trouble of coming along and hauling you out of that meeting you were bound for.”


  They had reached CIC. As anticipated, the place was locked down, in citadel mode just as regulations required. Even with Captain Indiya called away to the same meeting Arun had been bound for, those on duty would have sealed the room immediately they saw the berserkers approaching.


  “Tell them to open up,” Banner said.


  Arun had no qualms about doing so; he knew how they would respond. He activated the console set into the bulkhead outside CIC. “This is McEwan,” he said. “Give me access.”


  “Sorry, sir, no can do,” came his reply.


  Banner prodded him.


  “I order you to open this door!” he said again, attempting to sound forceful while secretly delighted.


  “With respect, sir, it’s not your place to order us to do anything.”


  Arun looked at Banner and shrugged. “They’re Navy, I’m a Marine. We’re just passengers on their ship.”


  “Try again; for your sake and that of your friends elsewhere on the ship.”


  Arun stared at him.


  “Listen, boy,” Banner said, “I’m not a patient man, so I don’t intend to mess around.” The berserker leader came closer, until his face almost pressed against Arun’s. His left eye had almost completely closed now, but that didn’t seem to bother him. “Have you any idea how freakish you look to us, you future humans? Lumbering great brutes, like muscle-bound Neanderthals.


  “You might have strength on your side,” he continued, “but that’s all you’ve got. We, on the other hand, have cunning, and numbers. Right now, each of your Neanderthal friends has four or five of my friends for company. You saw what happened to Hortez. A word from me and your people start dying, one by one. And they’ll keep on dying until you get us into CIC. You see, what you have to ask yourself is this: how important is retaining control of this ship compared to the lives of your friends? All your friends. My advice is: be resourceful.”


  Arun stared at the man, trying to determine if he was bluffing. Somehow, he didn’t think so.


  “Remember Hortez…” Banner repeated, smiling.


  Arun’s mouth felt suddenly dry.


  “Listen,” he said to those behind the door, meaning the words for the first time, “I know this is irregular, but you have to let me in. This is a ship-wide emergency. Lives depend on it. Open this door!”


  “Sorry, Major. You know SOP. The door stays sealed.”


  Banner was shaking his head and tutting. “Such a shame. Now, who shall we kill first? Let me see… Tremayne, I think. Yes, Marine Phaedra Tremayne.”


  Springer.


  “To hell with your standing operating procedure,” Arun shouted, desperation spurring him on. “People will die if you don’t grant us access now. Open the frakking door!”


  To his amazement, and relief, the door slid open.


  The Ancients pushed inside, carrying Arun with them. Within, the watch crew stood in a huddle, their hands raised. Facing them and covering them with a gun stood a single figure in Navy uniform: Pilot Officer Columbine, the former traitor that Indiya had vouched for, had trusted.


  Banner glowered at her. “You could have done that earlier.”


  “What, and miss you torturing that little prick?” She glanced at Arun. “We could hear every word, you know.”


  “Speaking of our former ‘commander’,” the woman said, the one who had stood beside him during the fight, “now that we control CIC, we don’t need him anymore, do we.”


  Those holding Arun tightened their grip as the woman stepped forward, a knife in her hand. Arun stiffened, anticipating the blade’s strike. At that moment all he could feel was despair. After all he had been through, it was going to end like this. Not at the hands of the Hardits or the White Knights, but one of his own people.


  “Wait, Dermont!” Banner commanded.


  The woman hesitated.


  “Let’s not be too hasty here. The lad’s got spunk, I’ll give him that. To defy the White Knights with just a handful of troops, claim one of their ships, raid a planet… That takes guts, and from what I hear even the Jotuns think he’s important.”


  “Yeah, but not to us.”


  “Maybe, maybe not; but if the time comes we discover he is and we’ve already killed him, what then? Besides, we’ve got all those empty cryo chambers just waiting for someone to fill them.”


  “No!” Arun blurted out. He had felt the stirrings of hope as Banner spoke, but the prospect of being frozen was just as bad as being dead – it would put him out of the picture when everything was being decided. What about the Legion? What about the fate of humanity? The future couldn’t be allowed to form without him.


  The blow was a hard one, catching Arun on the side of the head. “Shut up, boy, before I change my mind!” Arun felt the hair at the back of his head grasped, yanking his head round. Banner’s face loomed close again. “It’s time you learned your real place in things.”


  — Chapter 02 —


  Arun woke to the sound of screaming, and the tang of ozone layered over singed human flesh.


  He blinked his eyes open and looked upon a scene from hell.


  His mind still not cleared of the numbing cryogenic fluids, and the side of his head throbbing for no good reason he could think of, Arun faced too much strangeness to immediately grasp what he was seeing. He had to build it up, fact by fact.


  Fact: a pair of deep-brown eyes was peering at him. They were girl’s eyes. Pretty. Or would have been if not for their surroundings of yellow and indigo swellings from old bruises, and the dark sags of fatigue spreading underneath.


  Old dirt, pinched and sallow skin, hard scabs over her split lip: everything in that face spoke of neglect and decay except for the still-vibrant color of her violet hair.


  There was someone in his past with hair like that. Someone important. He knew this purple-haired girl.


  Indiya!


  He just had time to catch his flicker of recognition reflected in those desolate eyes before she squeezed them tight. Indiya clamped her jaws together too, but it wasn’t enough for the rightful captain of this ship to contain the pain welling within her. A low growl forced its way through her teeth, rapidly growing in volume and pitch into piercing howls of anguish.


  The captain’s screams shook him, but not enough to reach his partially thawed muscles. Only when Indiya snapped open her eyes and he saw the helpless pleading in her soul did her plight cut through Arun’s post-revival stupor, insisting that he act.


  Long-embedded tactical discipline made him assess the situation first.


  He was in an ice pod on Cryo Deck 4, with its top hinged back. Indiya’s arms were being pulled painfully behind her in one of Lieutenant Nhlappo’s sturdy hands. The other hand was rubbing a pain stick over Indiya’s shoulder, shooting perfectly calibrated bolts of electric agony into the captain’s nerves, while causing minimal scorching of her flesh.


  Like all ship-rats, Indiya’s physique looked tiny next to a seasoned Marine adult such as Nhlappo. Indiya looked like a lost child tormented by a leering adult bully.


  Which perfectly summed up Nhlappo.


  Traitor!


  Rage replaced the cryo fluid in Arun’s muscles.


  He surged out of the pod and flew at Nhlappo, fists first.


  But in his hasty status assessment, Arun had failed to notice that there was gravity. And in any case, his legs weren’t functioning.


  Instead of flying through the air, Arun slithered down the slick front of the pod, hitting the hollow metal-grid walkway with a wet thud. He lay there, so exhausted he had to fight to retain consciousness.


  Stay strong, he told himself.


  “Show resistance, and your friends will suffer,” said a voice off to one side. The voice sounded familiar but aged, as if it came from a withered old man. Ensign Dock was the oldest man Arun knew, and it wasn’t him, but Arun hadn’t the strength to turn his head and identify the speaker.


  Without warning, Arun’s limbs exploded into activity, thrashing his naked body across the walkway in an instinctive effort to generate warmth. He was chilled through. So, so cold.


  “I need to warm him,” Indiya pleaded between gasps. Nhlappo seemed to have withdrawn the pain stick for now. “I told you we shouldn’t have revived him so quickly. You need him alive. If Arun dies then you’ll never–”


  Whatever Indiya was about to say was lost in fresh screams.


  “We do need McEwan,” said Nhlappo, sounding mildly irritated, as if the business of torture was a distasteful inconvenience. “However, there is a wide expanse, rich with the possibilities of pain, that separates mere discomfort from death. I want you to spend more time there before you can warm your boyfriend. It will help you to absorb the chief’s words.”


  The chief? That other voice had to be Banner, but he sounded as if he’d aged decades. How long had Arun been left on ice?


  “Well spoken, Nhlappo,” said Banner. “You know, boy, I was impressed with you at first. Turns out that Nhlappo is more admirable in every respect. She understand the limits of her position, and her strength too. In short, former Lieutenant Tirunesh Nhlappo is a survivor, not a fool with a head stuffed full of wild dreams. And yet I find myself in a regrettable situation, McEwan. That little trick you played worked. Because of it, I do need you, as you planned all along.”


  Warmth and control were returning to Arun’s limbs. “I’ll never do anything for you,” he growled, drawing on his reserves of strength to turn his head and spit at the murdering Ancient. He managed to turn his head, but at the sight of Banner, his mouth dried.


  Banner grinned to see Arun’s shock, the berserker’s whole face energizing with glee. “I know you won’t do anything for me, no matter how skillfully I have you tortured. But you will serve me; to save her.” He nodded toward Indiya. “Springer too. How much of their pain will it take before you yield to my will?”


  The same threat he had used outside CIC, because he knew it worked. Arun could form no answer. His half-frozen mind was still too narrow, too sluggish, to encompass more than Banner in his wheelchair. The delight the berserker felt at other people’s discomfort shone from the man’s eyes like a beacon. But those eyes were sunk deep into their sockets. The way the skin draped over his shrunken frame was so ill-fitting that Arun started to question whether it actually belonged to Banner. Until he realized that Banner’s rasping breath, sallow skin, and the fact he seemed too weak to stand even in the low-g, were consistent symptoms: the berserker was afflicted by a wasting disease, as if the many centuries of his existence had asserted their claim on him.


  With a slight whine from the chair’s motor, Banner moved closer and gave Arun an evil grin, from a mouth missing half its teeth. “Go on, boy. Look! I’ve made a few changes while you’ve been asleep. The ship wears my symbol now. The mark of the wolf.”


  Unable to make sense of Banner’s words, Arun looked beyond the man himself, and flinched when he took in the entirety of the usurper’s wheelchair.


  It was, he decided, no longer a chair so much as a wheeled throne, bristling with weapons and backed by a peacock fan of three spears. Mounted on each spear was a severed head. Markowitz, Banner’s one-time rival for control of the Ancients, took pride of place in the center, directly above Banner’s head, his mouth still locked in a snarl, glassy eyes rolled upward onto the end of his spear. To Banner’s rear-left was Chief Petty Officer Turbine, one of the most experienced Navy personnel. To his right… Mercifully, Hortez’s eyes were too milky to give the impression he was staring at Arun, but his face still wore the look of surprise burned forever into Arun’s memory. Arun was hit again by the shock of that moment when Banner switched from rowdy soldier to ruthless murderer.


  Banner had changed in more than just appearance, though. Back then the man had struck Arun as not merely ruthless but calculating and cunning. Those qualities seemed to have withered with his body, perhaps driven out by desperation. In their place Arun now saw petty viciousness and barbaric display.


  If Banner’s intention was to intimidate by demonstrating the fate of anyone getting in his way, then it was working. Arun had never felt so helpless. Even back when he was in hiding on this ship from his twin brother, Fraser, he’d had resourceful allies. He’d hidden with Springer, but it had been Indiya and her freakish friends who had kept him alive.


  He looked over to Indiya, who stood with head bowed, using her gloved hands to wipe her face clean where it streamed with tears and snot. There was no hope there; her spirit was as badly beaten as her body. Even her self-cleaning smartfabric fatigues had been reprogramed to emulate a threadbare gray smock, with a crude wolf symbol displayed on the front.


  Captain Indiya looked owned, unrecognizable as the girl he had shared an adventure with when they’d first met. They had been kids then, still secure in the invincibility of youth. The universe felt grittier now and more daunting.


  The sense of smell was always the last to return after thawing from cryo. Now it came back with a vengeance, assaulting Arun’s nose and throat with the stench of death. The severed heads had been left to rot. The whole ship felt diseased.


  Arun was so overwhelmed with disgust that he didn’t notice the second chair being pushed by a wolf-liveried berserker, until Nhlappo gave him a kick to his kidneys.


  “Here’s your transport,” she said. “Enough sightseeing. We’re going on a journey.” She turned to the berserker pushing the chair. “Hood him, and double check he’s firmly strapped in.”


  The Wolf raised his fist – a salute? – and came over to drag Arun to his wheelchair.


  It was only when Arun was strapped to his chair, and the hood was being placed over his head, that he wondered why Banner needed him. The berserker chief seemed convinced that Arun had done something clever before he was frozen. So too did Nhlappo. But what?


  Arun didn’t have a clue.


  — Chapter 03 —


  They traveled to CIC, the nerve center of the ship, in silence, except when Arun tried to ask what he was needed for. A punch to his head, so hard it had to have come from Nhlappo, ensured he didn’t speak again.


  Once they arrived, his hood was removed, but they kept him strapped to the chair.


  Banner had made a few changes while Arun had slept.


  Berserkers were posted on seats throughout the lower deck, armed with plasma pistols and knives. They carried a sense of boiling danger that could erupt instantly, despite looking as physically wasted as Banner. They certainly had more fight in them than the Navy personnel at their stations with heads down. Among them were a few Marines that Arun remembered showing promise in the Navy cross-training program he had devised with Indiya.


  He spotted Laban Caccamo at the Sensor Team station. The big Marine was stripped to the waist, displaying fresh welts across his back.


  The upper deck of CIC was even worse. Berserkers outnumbered the rest five-to-one, many of them training carbines down into the lower deck where Arun’s chair had been parked next to the commander’s platform. A painted wolf’s head snarled down at him from the overhead.


  Banner was slowly hauling himself out of his wheeled throne and into the CIC command chair. No one offered to help, but the effort left him breathless.


  “What’s happened to you… Ancients?” Arun asked, unsure how they would take to being called berserkers.


  “Ancients!” Banner grunted. “The Wolves, that’s what my pack are called, and you’re in my pack now, boy, make no mistake. Learn quick if you want to stay that way.”


  Arun shrugged. “Are the Wolves affected by an epidemic?”


  Banner finished settling into his command seat. He leaned one elbow on the chair arm and sighed. “In a manner of speaking. We’re suffering bone and muscle atrophy. I don’t hold you responsible for that problem.” He waved at Nhlappo. “Explain!”


  Nhlappo moved to stand in front of Arun’s chair. “Space atrophy,” she said. “Early Earth astronauts had the same problem in low- and zero-g. Evidently the Wolves were kept on ice throughout the inter-system journeys on previous assignments. Now we know why. It’s a problem that’s been engineered out of our model of human generations ago. But the Wolves are only basic Homo sapiens stock with some crude grafts, bred for the psychological traits of violence and limited remorse.”


  “My favorite giant has no sense of diplomacy,” said Banner. He laughed, until the effort turned into a cough. “What she means is that we’re psychopathic barbarians,” he added when he’d recovered. “I know what you call us: berserkers. It would be a good name if we weren’t so fucking weak.” He slammed his fist feebly against the chair.


  “Is that why you thawed me out?” Arun asked. “Do I have a cure?”


  “Asshole,” spat Banner. “That’s a dumb question. Luckily for you, the answer’s yes.”


  At a hand-waving gesture from Banner, Nhlappo gripped Arun’s hair tightly in one hand, and brought the other back to hit him.


  Arun tried to buck and writhe away, but Nhlappo’s grip was too tight. There was no escape. When the blow landed it knocked the color out of his vision. His world shrunk to the inside of his head for several seconds until his senses returned.


  Nhlappo watched his face all the time, her grip on his head still unbreakable.


  Arun blew out a bloody tooth into her face. She nodded, satisfied, and stood erect.


  “Hopefully that’ll save us time listening to your stupid attempts at bravado,” she said. “Listen up, McEwan. We know you’ve locked up Beowulf’s controls. We’ve no comms. Can’t open any hatches or hangars. We’re decelerating at a constant 0.3g and can do nothing about it. The Wolves need a mix of higher and lower g to combat their wasting. This is the worst of all worlds for them. And the security AI is offline. Whether it’s plotting against us or dead, we don’t know, and I don’t like it either way.” She leaned in close to Arun’s head, the spatter of his blood still on her face. “You did this. Undo it!”


  “What has any of this to do with me?” Arun genuinely didn’t know.


  Nhlappo slapped him. Hard enough to make him see stars for a moment, but not enough to drive the sense out of him.


  “Nine days ago – six months to the day since you were stored on ice – the ship’s systems locked up. You boasted to me on many occasions that you’d set a special lock only you can undo, because of the unique pheromone implant you were given back on Tranquility. I never realized you were serious, or the extent of what would be locked down if you were.”


  That didn’t make sense. He’d never said anything like that to Nhlappo.


  A vein throbbed at Nhlappo’s temple. She was incandescent with rage! “No true Marine would ever endanger their comrades in this way.” She was screaming at him now. “What if you’d been killed in action? What if you’d died of natural causes?” She clenched and unclenched her fists repeatedly, so angry she couldn’t speak. He’d never seen her like this.


  “The ship would have locked up with your fellow Marines inside,” she growled when she’d regained control. “Your dead man’s switch is just the sort of selfish thing I’ve come to expect from you, McEwan. The Chief says you might be useful, but I know you’d betray your comrades again and again. Just as you’ve always done. I want you dead. And I want your death to be prolonged and agonizing.”


  Arun tried to read Nhlappo’s mind through the window of her eyes, but all he saw there was anger. Did she really think he’d betray his comrades? And where had Nhlappo’s cruelty come from? She was ruthless, for sure, but had never reveled in cruelty like this.


  A thought struck him. Secretly installing a dead man’s switch wasn’t like Arun at all, and Nhlappo knew it. But Banner didn’t. Taking the rest of the ship with him sounded exactly the sort of thing the Wolf would do. And if Arun had set a pheromone lock, they could disable it using the alien who had implanted the pheromone communicator inside Arun: Pedro.


  Nhlappo was playing Banner. But why? Was she seeking to take Banner’s position for herself?


  “Admit your responsibility to the Chief,” she urged.


  “Yes. It was me,” Arun replied. “Only I can unlock the systems. And, yes, the code is a sequence of pheromones.”


  She narrowed her eyes, as if seeking deceit on Arun’s face. Seeing none, she nodded to someone behind him. “Bring in the first hostages,” she said.


  “I might be weak,” Banner told Arun as he heard the hatch behind him open and the approach of shuffling feet, “but this space atrophy is not going to kill me. I’m not going into an ice box neither. You future humans will be our servants until the day I die. And you’re going to do it with a gun against your heads. As I’m about to demonstrate.”


  Beaten figures were shoved into a huddle about ten paces in front of Arun. Indiya was there, her hands gloved and handcuffed behind her. Springer was there too, as were Umarov and Janna. All of them kept their gazes down as they were made to kneel on the deck.


  “No countdown,” said Banner. “No negotiations. If I don’t think you’re cooperating, I’ll kill one of your friends without warning. And if we run out of hostages before you unlock my ship, we’ll just go get some more. Look into my eyes, boy!”


  Arun obeyed.


  “I would rather kill everyone on this ship, myself included, than concede defeat. You do believe me, don’t you?”


  Arun nodded.


  “Good. Now unlock my fucking ship!”


  Now what? Arun didn’t have any codes. Didn’t know anything about a lock. But what if Pedro had set a genuine pheromone lock? Maybe he could unlock the ship.


  “I need to get out of this chair first,” said Arun.


  “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” said Banner in his rasping voice. “But I’m not going to set you free. Tell me where you need to go, and I’ll have you pushed there.”


  “Over by the main sensor console,” Arun replied. It was as good a place as any.


  Before anyone moved Arun, Nhlappo spoke up. “Chief, I’ve an idea how to make this even more painful for McEwan.”


  She leaned in close to Banner with a glint of evil in her eye. The leader of the Wolves tilted his head to present his ear, a motion that looked so well practiced that it betrayed Nhlappo’s role as his regular confidante.


  But Nhlappo had no more words for Banner.


  She twisted the murdering bastard’s neck. Everyone in CIC heard his vertebrae snap.


  She released Banner as his eyes glazed, letting him slump down into the chair.


  Nhlappo stood back, looking confident and defiant. “Banner is dead,” she bellowed in her drill sergeant’s voice. “I claim leadership of the Wolves. Does anyone wish to dispute my right?”


  She glared at the berserkers stationed around both CIC decks. Every Wolf she touched with her gaze dropped their weapon and bowed their head.


  There was a sudden commotion over by one of the bulkheads. Strapped naked in his chair, Arun watched helplessly as Pilot Officer Columbine came near, her sidearm aimed at Indiya.


  “I make no challenge!” shouted Columbine, for the benefit of the Wolves who were glancing at their own weapons. “But I’m not going to let that freak who murdered so many of my comrades get away so easily.”


  Columbine marched over to Indiya, put her plasma pistol against the rightful captain’s head.


  “No!” screamed Arun. “Don’t do it!”


  “As if you’re in a position to demand anything,” Columbine sneered.


  From her knees, Indiya glared defiantly up at the traitor.


  Indiya’s dignity seemed to fluster Columbine. If she’d hoped to extract pleasure from the moment of Indiya’s death, she was to be denied it seemed.


  Arun looked to Nhlappo for help. The turncoat Lieutenant watched with interest but did not intervene.


  Columbine pulled the trigger.


  Nothing happened.


  Something flew down from the upper deck. It was a little flying robot with extra-large eyes. Nothing more than an AI toy, really, but Arun recognized him. It was Darius, the creation of one of Indiya’s friends, Furn.


  “Missing something?” Darius taunted. He circled Columbine’s head, just out of reach, waving his own plasma pistol in the air. “I swapped your charge pack for a fake. Here’s yours, inside this pistol.”


  Darius flew behind Indiya and started cutting through her cuffs. “It was I who locked the ship too,” said the AI cheerfully, “with help from my Father-Creator.”


  “Furn?” Columbine was incredulous. “But I watched him myself. All the freaks were under guard, with at least three pairs of eyes on them every minute of the day. And thick gloves.”


  “You did, but my Father-Creator has means of communication beyond your comprehension.”


  Nhlappo suddenly sprang into action and turned to Arun. “Standby, Major. Columbine isn’t a threat. Heidi, status report!”


  The Beowulf’s security system AI, who insisted on the name Heidi, brought up views from throughout the ship.


  “Engine compartments secure,” said Sergeant Majanita in one screen.


  “We met minimal resistance,” reported Gupta from another.


  “Crew quarters on Deck 3 are ours,” said Hecht. “Still mopping up resistance from Deck 2. But it’s a forgone conclusion.”


  “Hangars and all external airlocks are mine,” said Lieutenant Xin. “No one’s getting off Beowulf without my say-so.” She peered into the camera to get a look at Arun. She raised a teasing eyebrow. ”Welcome back, Major. It’s always a delight to see you.”


  Arun remembered that he was naked.


  Nhlappo stepped forward, blocking Arun’s view of Xin and the others. “I have control of the ship. Major McEwan—”


  “One moment…” interrupted Indiya.


  Nhlappo’s eyes narrowed. But Indiya had authority. “Captain?” she queried.


  “Thank you, Lieutenant. I have one more act to perform before I feel we have control.”


  Indiya got to her feet, and brought her hands in front of her, cut cuffs dangling from each tiny wrist.


  “Pilot Officer Columbine. I accuse you of mutiny. The Major believes in trials. I am mistress of my ship and I also believe in trials. Yours has already begun. Do you have anything to say in your defense? Any mitigating circumstances? Any confusions of loyalty?”


  “Go to hell.”


  “I’m already there, Columbine. Took a one-way ticket when I destroyed Themistocles. I have considered your case and find you guilty. I sentence you to death.”


  “No, don’t do it,” Arun shouted.


  “I have line authority over Navy personnel, Major.” Indiya brought her gun to bear. “That was our agreement.”


  “Then let me do it. Don’t have her death on your conscience.”


  “One more will make little difference,” replied Indiya. “And if we’re going to carve out an empire, we will all have further burdens to bear.”


  Indiya shot Columbine through the heart.


  The most disturbing thing for Arun was that no one in CIC looked remotely shocked.


  “Release me!” he said, no longer having the strength to shout.


  Nhlappo hurried over and undid the straps binding him to the wheelchair.


  Arun stood, and stretched his cramped muscles.


  Nhlappo came to attention. “Sir. The Wolves are proud to serve as loyal soldiers of the Human Legion. We acknowledge Major McEwan as commander-in-chief of the Legion. Major, what are your orders?”


  “Clean up the mess in CIC. Senior officers to meet in conference in the Captain’s Cabin in ten minutes.” He looked down at himself. “And Nhlappo.”


  “Sir?”


  “Better get me some clothes first.”


  —— PART II ——


  BLESSED

  BY THE

  GODDESS


  Human Legion

  — INFOPEDIA —


  HISTORY OF THE LEGION


  – The early Legion policy on the Civil War


   


  It is easy to forget just how weak the Human Legion was in the early years of the Civil War, and how audacious the ambition of McEwan and other key figures. But the contemporary reader needs to consider this context when they learn that there were those in the early Legion who wished to declare loyalty to one side or the other in the Civil War. But which side to declare for?


  On the one hand while the human Marines had little loyalty for the distant masters on the White Knight homeworld, many did feel the tie of allegiance to their unit, their officers, and even the Human Marine Corps itself, despite the brutality of the Cull and its treatment of those not up to the required grade. Yes, they were slaves – the freedom of their ancestors bargained by Earth as the price for White Knight protection centuries earlier – yet still conducted themselves with honor, and felt pride in their breast. To this faction of the Legion honor dictated that they should remained loyal to their former masters. After all, it was the rebels who had taken over the depot planet of Tranquility. The rebels who had murdered their own officers and slaughtered any human who did not come immediately over to their cause.


  Another faction in the Legion wished to declare support for the Free Corps of the rebels, even though they had fought against the Free Corps in the Beowulf mutiny. Arun McEwan’s own brother, Fraser, had been proof that humans could be officers in this new Free Corps. And while that might not be much more than a gesture, it could be a step on the way to freedom.


  But of the heart of the Civil War, of the conflict on the White Knight homeworld itself, almost nothing was known. Was this a simple power grab, or had the war been sparked by a religious or philosophical dispute? What were the names of the factions? Even that was unknown, which led to confusion in discussion about the two ‘sides’.


  Arun McEwan used this confusion to his advantage by insisting on new names to describe the two sides in the Civil War. There was the Old Empire, the incumbent regime to whom their ancestors had been sold. And then there was the New Empire, who had seized control of Tranquility in alliance with the local Hardits, and converted Human Marine Corps units into the scarlet-uniformed Free Corps.


  Other than the false promise of a few token junior officer posts in the Free Corps, Arun saw little to distinguish Old Empire from New Empire. By using such similar names for the two sides, he hoped to emphasize their similarity.


  McEwan was of the faction that hated both Old Empire and New with an equal passion. However, while the Legion was still so weak, he was adamant that they must not declare for one side or the other, instead building their strength on the periphery of the war until they were ready to either declare for the likely winner in return for concessions, or carve out an autonomous region of their own.


  Old Empire or New Empire? In his heart, Arun McEwan wished destruction upon both. He dreamed of a Human Empire.


  


  — Chapter 04 —


  The early evening sunlight cast golden echoes of the waves across the gently undulating seabed of the Sacred Grove. A red-speckled jetter puffed its way through the shallow waters, straining out the rich microscopic bounty that abounded in the archipelago.


  As the jetter shot across his face, the Listener Prime raised the outer flap of his neck gills, the equivalent of a human smile to the Littorane people. When the ring of coral that was the defining feature of the grove had been struck by disease, others in the priesthood had declared this disaster was a message from the gods, that the troubled times in the wider galaxy called for a new head of the priesthood, one who came from a different archipelago, where the coral still thrived.


  But the title of Listener Prime was more than a formality. The high priest of the Littoranes listened more intently than anyone in the world. He heard the message that change was coming, and that only he had sufficient communion with the gods to guide the people through this time.


  The jetter sped away, pursued halfheartedly by a family of rockfish, who had come to the grove to bask in the sun’s warmth, not to hunt. The Listener Prime raised his gill flap further at the sight. From the tiny fish and shrimps darting through the re-established coral he had transplanted from half a planet away, to the vibration of the burrowing worms he could feel in his feet, the grove was once again resonating with the sacred Song of Life… for those who could hear it.


  Even with his soul so attuned to the sacred melody of existence, the Listener Prime still required assistance from his priestly servants.


  Several priests listened to the ring of coral, rubbing their naked flanks along the unrelenting hardness of the branches, gently enough to avoid damaging the Sacred Grove but hard enough to absorb the subtle song of the coral into their bloodstream. The raw wounds to priestly flesh released purple ribbons that waved in the current before dissipating amongst the coral’s branches, adding their own contribution to the Song of Life.


  Others had smeared food paste onto their teeth and invited shrimps and coral darters to feed within their gaping mouths.


  Each priest concentrated on a single voice within the Song, absorbing the rhythm, amplifying it, retransmitting it. Every priest except one.


  At the grove’s center the Listener lay half-buried in the seabed, with his limbs splayed out. In his more secular moments, the Listener compared his pose in the Ritual of Listening to a communication dish, receiving and amplifying the song beamed at him by his priests. With the Queen beginning to imagine her rule was unconstrained, and the war in heaven growing ever closer, the Listener’s mind was of necessity often dragged down into secular matters.


  Dealing with the Queen, who thought her own counsel was superior to the priesthood’s, was a problem for another day. Today, the Listener sought guidance on his people’s role in the imperial civil war raging through the heavens. He had advised the Queen to be noncommittal, giving a halfhearted implication of loyalty to the incumbent regime, while not rejecting the advances of the rebels out of hand. The Littoranes had been permitted this position for so long only because of their great distance from the White Knight homeworld. But that was only a temporary respite. The time would come when the Queen would be forced to declare for one side or the other. Neutrality would no longer be an option when the civil war came to Littoran.


  Neither White Knight faction cared about the Littorane people’s interests, nor even acknowledged the existence of the gods. What the people deserved was freedom and respect. After countless generations of slavery, the Mouthpiece of the Gods was now whispering that freedom was finally within their reach. The Listener had no idea how they might achieve that freedom.


  Which, he gently chided himself, is why I am here to conduct the Ritual of Listening.


  The Listener Prime closed his eyes and allowed his thoughts to swim away, becoming the instrument of the gods that he was born to be.


  He dropped to a deeper level of the mind, becoming an unquestioning vessel for the gods, an aerial to receive their divine song.


  He listened.


  The tingling began at the tip of his tail, lingering there for a few moments before the sense of a direct connection to the gods shot up his spine and made his jaw hum like an overloaded power cable.


  Perception distorted, becoming a bewildering maelstrom of offset realities and dimensions. Colors without wavelength, scents that fitted no chemical receptor. Worlds without end.


  The priest was glimpsing the universe through the eyes of the gods. Others could do this. The experience sent many insane.


  But the Listener Prime had earned his post. No one else living and sane could do what he now did.


  The churning storm of perception calmed. He opened his eyes onto the Sacred Grove, and saw the little seabed clearing through a gaze blessed with temporary divinity.


  The speckled jetter returned, dangerously close to the predatory rockfish. The Listener Prime watched the basking fish spring into life, fighting over the doomed jetter which was ripped into floating fragments of flesh in a burst of blood. But the sights and sounds of this kill were faded, dim. Simultaneously he saw a stronger image of the same fish ignoring the little jetter. That reality won dominance, the alternative fading into non-existence, luckily for the foolish jetter.


  The Listener Prime’s body throbbed with power. He could feel his mind stretching further in distance and in time. He began to see what had not yet transpired, and what would never come to be unless the future was nudged onto new paths.


  His comm chimed.


  The many worlds centered on the Sacred Grove imploded, all of them, shattering against the Listener Prime’s mind. He gasped, drawing the sea into his lungs, making him choke.


  It took many draughts through his gills until his mind and body cleared enough to speak.


  The Listener Prime bared his triple rows of teeth and acknowledged the call on his collar comm. “If you value your skin, this interruption had better be worthwhile. Speak!”


  “Your Eminence,” came a humble voice clipped with compression distortion – which meant this must be relayed from an FTL link. “Deep Listening Station 271 has detected a multi-layered lightspeed transmission directed at our world from a starship inbound from the outer system, having passed Perimeter Two.”


  The functionary spoke without hesitation even though fear entwined through every one of his words. He was right to fear the wrath of his master, but the Listener had been pulsing with the song of the universe. This news was neither interruption, nor coincidence, but a part of that song.


  “What is your name?” he asked.


  “Religious Attaché Stenoo, embedded in 3rd System Defense Division.”


  “Then, Religious Attaché Stenoo, may I convey my blessings upon you, your family, and your spawn, even though my blessing is but a speck of dust in comparison with the favor of the gods, because it is they who have chosen you to speak for them.”


  Stenoo was too stunned to reply.


  The Listener didn’t have time to wait for him. “How long before this lightspeed transmission reaches our world, and the Queen’s ears?”


  “Six hours, Your Eminence. Our translation and analysis will be available momentarily.”


  Time enough to think. What does this message contain? Is it the answer to the war in heaven? Freedom? Perhaps this was his chance to replace the Queen with her far more respectful niece.


  “Translation ready, Your Eminence.”


  “Go ahead.”


  The Listener sucked in a deep draught of warm air through gills and… and heard nothing.


  “Where is my message?” he thundered.


  “Forgive me my presumption, Your Eminence, but…” Stenoo sounded distracted. An unforgiveable insult. Who could be more important than the highest priest of them all? “I request you stand by while I acquire an information update… It’s. No! Song of the Gods! No, it can’t be!”


  “Control yourself, Stenoo, lest I withdraw your blessings and transform them into curses. Explain!”


  “It is them, Your Eminence. They have returned.”


  “Who? Speak clearly.”


  “The monsters. Those who wrought the Year of Sorrows. Voice analysis matches those from recordings made three centuries ago. They have returned to punish us again. What have we done to deserve this?” The attaché hesitated and remembered his function. “Shall I alert system defense command?”


  “Hold!”


  The song of the gods was infinite in its complexity, and could be playful in ways difficult for most mortals to distinguish from cruelty. But he was the Listener Prime. This alien visitation was a message from the gods. He calculated trajectories in his head. If the inbound ship was at Perimeter Two, it was about eight days away. Three if they pushed it. Ten if they didn’t. Not long, but time enough to prepare.


  “Negative, Stenoo. Do not fire upon this ship. The evildoers within may be godless themselves but they unwittingly serve the purpose of the gods.”


  “Acknowledged, Your Eminence. The Queen’s people will be receiving the transmission within a few hours. I doubt they will note the connection to the Year of Sorrows. Shall I provide the Queenfolk with the message earlier, and should I alert them to the presence of the monsters?”


  The Listener thought quickly. Decisions made in haste would determine the fate of his people, maybe their very existence. But in haste they must be made. “Yes,” he told Stenoo. “The priesthood is duty bound to advise and support the nobility with the Queen at their head. Our roles and titles may differ, sometimes our opinions too, but we are all servants of the people. We must share everything we know.”


  “Of course, Your Eminence.”


  “But, let us not be hasty. Our role as advisors to the nobility requires us to consider the best course of action before the Queen is aware of an issue. I shall alert the Queen to this development personally, but first, transmit your translation of the aliens’ message.”


  “Yes, Your Eminence.”


  The Listener Prime wriggled his spine ridge, throwing up a cloud of rich sand. Even in a world renowned for its technology and shipbuilding engineering, he felt an irresistible instinct to conduct important matters screened by this primitive underwater privacy shield.


  He lay back in his cloud of sand and listened to the message from the gods.


  — Chapter 05 —


  The atmosphere in CIC as Beowulf approached the Shepherd-Nurture system was tense. They had been decelerating now at a rate of 1g for the best part of two months, using the time to prepare, which principally meant thawing out the Wolves and continuing with their training, while taking advantage of the pseudo-gravity resulting from the deceleration to repair berserker bones and muscles.


  Things had progressed well enough on that front for Nhlappo to declare that she was ‘reasonably satisfied’ – something Arun couldn’t recall her ever saying when he had been trained. He knew that the Human Legion was as ready as they were ever going to be. They had worked out a number of contingencies to meet every possible situation they could think of, but Arun couldn’t escape the feeling that the universe might still have a trick or two up its sleeve.


  “Updating now,” Indiya reported.


  The automatic data exchange Beowulf’s information systems were now accepting would be hours old rather than years, current rather than recent history. In peacetime it was a routine detail of arrival, a means to ensure navigational updates, nomenclature changes, software patches, and other minutiae didn’t diverge too much across the empire. But now? There was no way to tell which dangerous truths had been concealed and falsehoods planted, but they had little choice but to treat the update as a cautious truth. Finally their options would narrow down to the point where an appropriate course of action would become clear.


  “Very well, Captain, time we said a proper hello,” said Arun.


  “This far out?” queried Del-Marie.


  “We’re not trying to sneak in,” Arun reminded him. “They’ll know we’re here soon enough in any case. Even if they don’t have outsystem listening posts, the hail we sent a while ago will reach their planet in a few hours. The earlier we announce ourselves properly the sooner we demonstrate that we’ve got nothing to hide.”


  “Done.” Indiya reported.


  “Thank you, Captain.”


  The messages were standard greetings Indiya had prepared and stored well in advance. The first had simply identified the ship and their port of origin. The second one, which she had just sent, expressed their peaceful intent and requested permission to approach the planet. Follow ups were likely to be more hands-on but they wouldn’t have to worry about those for a while. Beowulf was still two light hours from the system’s outer edge, which was the first point at which any communication relays were likely to be stationed, and from there it was a good six light hours farther to Shepherd-Nurture 4 itself. Even if the locals responded instantly, it would be more than fifteen hours before they heard back, and by then they ought to have a better idea of what they were dealing with.


  When it came, the response was not all that Arun had expected. He had been back at CIC for the best part of an hour when it arrived, not doing anything constructive, just hovering, much to Indiya’s obvious annoyance, waiting for the anticipated message.


  The message came through as image and sound. The face that greeted them featured a broad mouth and large rounded eyes. Short fur-like hair started between those eyes and ran backward to cover the crown. Twin rows of gills, that opened and closed to a rhythm all of their own, ringed the native’s neck.


  “I am Religious Attaché Stenoo, speaking on behalf of the Listener Prime of the Littorane. Your call sign identifies you as the Beowulf, out of Tranquility. Our records indicate that Tranquility is populated by Jotuns, Hardits, and Humans, and is legally owned by the Empire of the White Knights. I ask that you clarify the composition of your personnel and confirm your purpose in being here.”


  Arun played the message again.


  “Hardly the warmest of welcomes,” Del-Marie commented from beside him. Del had been brought in because of his ability to get on with people – if anyone among those Arun knew and most trusted was cut out to be a diplomat, it was Del, so Arun had decided to include him from the top.


  “Agreed.” Arun shook his head. “Why the chodding hell are they asking about our personnel?”


  They had a little time to compose a response before their silence would raise questions, and Arun intended to use every second to at least try to answer that question, feeling the reason might prove crucial.


  “I think I might have something,” Indiya said. “I’ve had to dig a little – this isn’t an event that’s immediately obvious, almost as if they’ve tried to bury it, to suppress the memory…”


  “From visitors, you mean?”


  “No, from themselves; as if this is something so dreadful that they’re trying to block it from their own histories, but it’s too recent, too horrific for that to work…”


  “Go on.”


  “They refer to the period as the Year of Sorrows, and it happened nearly three centuries ago… An entire generation of their children was wiped out, murdered…”


  “By whom?”


  “By human soldiers.” Indiya sounded as horrified as he felt.


  “Oh, crap!”


  Talk about the universe having the last laugh – so much for planning for every contingency. Thank goodness he had delayed responding. Arun thought for a moment, then said, “Request the Reserve Captain’s urgent presence at CIC.”


  Getting the Reserve Captain anywhere was no easy matter, the Jotun being less than fully mobile, but on this occasion Arun felt her physical presence was essential. Eventually they managed it, with the aid of some of the Wolves.


  After explanation and brief discussion, both Arun and the Reserve Captain recorded a response, presenting a united front.


  “I am the Reserve Captain of the Beowulf,” and, “I am Major Arun McEwan,” they said respectively – Arun carefully avoiding any reference to precisely what he was Major of.


  “As you say,” the Reserve Captain continued, “we are out of Tranquility, and our crew is predominantly human with Jotun officers.” No point in admitting that the Reserve Captain was their only Jotun officer. “Our mission is a peaceful one. We approach you as allies in these troubled times, to explore the possibility of making common cause. Might I ask why you are so curious regarding our racial makeup?”


  The question seemed a reasonable one under the circumstances, the type that might be expected if those aboard Beowulf knew nothing about the Year of Sorrows. They had decided to play innocent and not mention the atrocity, leaving the Littoranes to bring the subject up themselves if they chose to.


  Sure enough they did, in the next communication: “Humans are not welcome here. They are responsible for heinous crimes against the Littorane people. We advise you to continue through our system without stopping, or face the consequences.”


  This time they had their response ready and were able to reply immediately. “Our deepest sympathies for past tragedies,” the Reserve Captain said. “But any such crimes were not carried out by these Humans. We know nothing of such deeds and are blameless. Our intentions are entirely peaceful.”


  As they entered the Shepherd-Nurture system and drew closer to their destination, communication became swifter, but the delays still seemed frustratingly long to Arun.


  “… three centuries is not long enough for us to forget or forgive…”


  “… if it was three centuries ago, a different type of Human would have been responsible. They have evolved greatly since then. We are not accountable for the misdeeds of others in the past…”


  “Human is Human. The passage of time does not exonerate them.”


  Finally, they played their trump card. “Attached to this message are my biometric identifiers,” the Reserve Captain said, “which as part of the White Knight Empire you will be able to verify. I am a renowned geneticist of unblemished record. I vouch for these Humans and will not be gainsaid. These are not the same Humans that inflicted historical atrocities on your people. If you are not yet convinced of this, meet with us, see the truth with your own eyes.”


  This time the wait for a response was considerably longer than it should have been. Arun could imagine the debate: what if this is a trap? Can we trust them?


  The Reserve Captain was tiring visibly. She had been at CIC throughout and the protracted period of activity was clearly taking its toll, but she insisted on staying. Arun summoned a party of Wolves to stand by, so that she could be maneuvered back to her quarters as soon as a response arrived.


  Eventually it came. “Very well. You may establish orbit according to our instructions and await further contact.”


  Arun sighed with relief.


  “We did it,” Del-Marie said, grinning from ear to ear.


  “We did,” Arun agreed, “but this is just the beginning.”


  “Ehm, Major?” It was Matias, one of the Wolves there to escort the Reserve Captain back to her quarters, who spoke. Arun recalled him as the very first Ancient to be woken from their long sleep. “We may have a problem,” he said.


  “Oh?”


  Matias looked distinctly uncomfortable. “Those fish-faces… sorry, Littoranes, they look kind of familiar… Didn’t realize until I actually saw the message, but we’ve been here before, the Wolves I mean. They never told us which planet we were being deployed to, you see. They just thawed us out and let us loose, and well… Our officers said the fish-faces needed to be punished for some reason, they never told us what, just that the masters were pissed off with the fish people. That’s what we were for, you see. Terror. We were only following orders, but the humans that killed all the fish-face’s children… that was us.”


  ——


  The Listener Prime sat in silence for a moment, the implications of what he had just been told sending his thoughts dancing along myriad paths of possibility. “And you are certain of this?”


  “Yes, Your Eminence, there can be no doubt. The human was at the fringes, not involved in the message itself, and he only appeared for a moment in the corner of the screen, as if they were trying to keep him out of sight; but facial recognition has confirmed that this is one of the same humans that inflicted upon us the Year of Sorrows. He is a murderer, a monster, Your Eminence. And where there is one…”


  “Thank you, Religious Attaché Stenoo.” The Listener Prime cut the subordinate short. He saw an opportunity here, one that could publicly humiliate the Queen, undermining her authority for good and helping to establish proper order for his people for generations to come. He felt the weight of destiny on his shoulders and knew that this was his moment. “You will speak of this to no one, do you understand?” he said. “May your spawn wither and your clan be forever barren if you do.”


  “Yes, Your Eminence,” said a clearly flustered Stenoo, “of course. My gills will seal before I utter a word.”


  The Listener Prime cut the transmission.


  “Your Eminence, what shall we tell the Queen?” It was Keldaa, his senior assistant, who asked.


  “Tell her Majesty… Tell her that Beowulf is to be welcomed, that the technology the ship represents could prove invaluable to the Littorane people. Tell her that a distinguished Jotun vouches for the humans on board, and say…” He allowed himself a hiss of satisfaction. “…say that there is nothing to be feared, nothing whatsoever.”


  — Chapter 06 —


  “Examples of your assault carbine would be useful,” Lady Kandalyz told the human negotiators, “but what you are asking for in return amounts to a full-blown alliance, based on the dubious legal assumption that our status as subservient races within the empire is suspended for the duration of the civil war. If we were to sign this treaty, neither party could ever disregard its terms without bringing upon our heads the retribution of the entire Trans-Species Union. You are not offering us anything like enough.”


  The Queen debated with herself whether to leave her negotiator to this dissatisfying business with the three humans, and return to the pressing matter of the industrial unrest simmering amongst the deep sea miners. Kandalyz had served as Littorane ambassador to several star systems in the White Knight Empire. She knew better than anyone how excruciatingly difficult it would be to conduct a mutual defense pact with these humans without being accused of breaking their accession treaty to that empire. And this Human Legion that came seeking pacts and treaties was increasingly looking like a tired huddle of stragglers aboard an abandoned starship.


  The arrival of these humans was looking less like a gift from the gods, and more like a trap designed by the Listener Prime to depose her and put someone more pliable on the throne.


  “The SA-71 carbine is only the start,” said Major Arun McEwan, who was proving to be the biggest disappointment of all. “Furn, please explain.”


  The tiniest of the humans got to his feet, using a stick to compensate for a missing leg. He bowed deeply.


  The Queen waved him upright, hoping he had more to offer than good manners.


  “Your Majesty, the zero-point engine is the mainstay of starships throughout the Empire.”


  “Address the Lady Kandalyz, not Her Majesty directly,” hissed the third human, who wore the scars of war on his face, and enjoyed the singsong name of Lance Corporal Del-Marie Sandure.


  The Queen waved away the one-legged human’s apologies. The humans had more to worry about than matters of protocol.


  “Lady Kandalyz. I assume you have many zero-point drives. Is this so?”


  “Indeed,” she replied. Her impatience was so barely disguised that the humans would soon be detecting her disdain even through the filter of translation.


  “We have converted the zero-point drive into a lethal weapon, deadly in close quarters ship combat. In addition, ships in orbit can tilt their engines to the planet below and wipe any aircraft from the atmosphere.”


  “Very impressive,” said Kandalyz. “But why would I want such a weapon?”


  “Why? To defend yourself,” replied the human who had the very practical name of Spacer Furnace-Shield.


  “Our defense is based upon us being uninteresting to potential invaders,” Kandalyz explained to the little human. “It is precisely the uniqueness of your weapon that would make it dangerous. It would attract attention. Warships and warboats engage at ranges far beyond that of a zero-point effect cone, so the innovation is of minor interest to us. An invading fleet would simply keep a safe distance from which they would destroy our warships with missiles, and wipe out our civilization by throwing small asteroids at our planet. And we have little use for the ground attack capability of such a weapon. We want defenses. Not to invade other planets.”


  “Lady Kandalyz,” began Major Arun McEwan, “do you have the capability of building zero-point engines yourself?”


  “Of course we do, human. Our system is a regional center for ship manufacturing. Engines are our specialty. We could produce tens of thousands every year.”


  “Then permit me to rephrase our proposal. Imagine a defensive array of ground-installed engines. Mount them on orbital platforms too. If an enemy were to throw rocks down your planet’s gravity well, your defensive array could obliterate them long before they reached the ground.”


  As befitted a semi-formal occasion, the Queen wore her royal diadem between her eyes. The gemstones were impressive, but not for their beauty so much as the many layers of semi-intelligent equipment squeezed inside, with a direct link to the augmentations implanted under her skull. The diadem alerted her to a signal being transmitted to McEwan by humans elsewhere in the palace. The translation would take several seconds to come through because the humans were encrypting their communications signals, though not very effectively.


  She didn’t mind the delay. Her mind was still coming to terms with the humans’ words. If their claim was true, then they had revolutionized warfare. At a strategic level, every serious military power had the option of mutually assured destruction. There was no way to defend a planet against bombardment from space, and no power was strong enough to defend every star system simultaneously. Every previous interstellar civilization before the Trans-Species Union had ultimately wiped itself out when rival powers escalated to systematically bombarding each other’s star systems. Civilization might last for thousands of centuries, but one day the madness of destruction would surely come. Despite its claims that the Union was different because no one power, not even the White Knight Empire, was powerful to stand up to every other member of the Union at the same time, the Queen had always believed that the Union would also fall one day.


  Unless the human claim was true. And planets could be turned into bastions, requiring legions of ground troops to overcome a determined defender.


  The Queen felt a chill in her bones. Her mind imagined endless warfare waging across the stars. The smell of burning was in her nostrils.


  No. She sniffed the air. The odor of warm metal and hot oil was coming from Major Arun McEwan. Was there a machine in his head? What exactly was he?


  An alert in her brain augments indicated the human signal had been decrypted. She allowed it to roll across her mind.


  “I can’t find Lieutenant Lee anywhere,” came the translation. “Neither the Lieutenant nor her group of Wolves rejoined us after our tour. Our minders insist they have merely been delayed, but refuse to offer any details. I’m convinced they’re lying. Captain Indiya is trying to trace our missing personnel from orbit. Her signals team are intercepting Littorane traffic for any clues.”


  When the Queen returned her attention to the aliens sitting on low couches beneath her throne, she wasn’t surprised to find Major Arun McEwan was on his feet and facing her directly. He seemed angry.


  She silently signaled for armed assistance.


  “Your Majesty,” said McEwan. “I must ask for an explanation. Where are my people?”


  “Precisely, Arun McEwan,” the Queen replied. “Where are your people?”


  Palace guards emerged from the alcoves hidden in the walls of the audience chamber. Their guns were aimed at the humans.


  “I care not whether this is happening under your direction or not,” the Queen told McEwan. “These… Wolves… as you call them, are servants of Saesh, the Great Destroyer. You have brought them to my world, and you will answer for any atrocities they commit.”


  The Queen shivered as she prepared to issue a kill order. Each Littorane reflected a mix of the spiritual ideals epitomized by the gods and goddesses. She herself liked to think she reflected the supreme divinity, Idrezjine-Koobe. But she could not deny the pleasure she felt at destroying her opponents, of crushing their broken ideas or bodies into the mud, of channeling Saesh the Destroyer, the huge goddess with a body of void, and a heart made from the singularity of a black star.


  But she did not feel pleasure at the prospect of this human’s execution. Instead, she felt fear that she would offend the Destroyer. What had the Listener Prime told her earlier that day?


  “Who else could these humans be but representatives of the Destroyer, sent to deliver us from our chains?” the priest had said. “The gods are in alliance. It is a rare age that is so blessed.”


  The human bowed. He looked more confident than he should. Perhaps he was not merely ignorant but stupid too. “Of course, Your Majesty. I expect nothing less. However, I have absolute confidence that if harm is, indeed, being done, it is to my entourage, not by them.”


  The Queen hesitated. This odious creature was related to the monsters of the Year of Sorrows. She wanted him dead so badly. And yet… he did not fear her, because he believed his words to be true. Maybe the priest was right and these humans were indeed the instruments of the gods. The Listener Prime was a liar, but even liars spoke profound truths sometimes.


  She ordered her guards to let the humans live. For now.


  The main double doors to the chamber moved. They were carved from polished rock and took several servants to operate. They had eased open little more than a crack when the Listener Prime squeezed through and scurried up to the throne.


  The priest did not bow in her presence as decorum required.


  “I warned you this would happen if you consorted with the devils,” he screamed.


  Was he actually addressing his Queen in this way? She lifted her gill flaps. He went too far. The senior priests would withdraw their support. But then he went still further. He pointed an accusing finger at the throne.


  “But you wouldn’t listen to my counsel,” he raved. “Oh, no. You are too arrogant to need advice from your loyal priesthood. Now the consequences of your foolishness are being played out in a new Year of Sorrows. The blood of innocents is being spilled once again by alien monsters. And this time their blood is on your hands.”


  — Chapter 07 —


  Xin came awake. Not slowly or dreamily but quickly, her head insisting a little too quickly. Conscious of hard ground beneath her, she took in immediately that this was somewhere out in the open. She pushed herself up, and as she did so the world lurched disconcertingly for a second before righting itself. Her stomach, however, continued to roll and she had to fight back the urge to vomit, which a part of her mind said was intriguing, because the vomiting reflex was supposed to have been engineered out of Marines. There was a stale, sour taste in her mouth, but her mouth was otherwise clean.


  Where was she? What the hell had happened? Even as the questions formed they were shoved to one side by more immediate concerns, as she took in more of her surroundings and realized that whatever had been done to her she wasn’t the only one affected. The unmoving forms of several dead or unconscious Wolves surrounded her. She scrambled toward the nearest and, in the process, put her hand on something… a gun; not the SA-71 carbine she was used to – this was a heavier, older model, but it was still recognizably a weapon designed for human hands. How did that get here? She hadn’t brought it; that much was certain. They were supposed to be on a diplomatic mission and had deliberately gone in unarmed. Now, apparently, she had a gun. In fact, they all did. Every single horizontal figure had a similar gun or a combat blade lying beside them.


  She reached the nearest Marine and recognized Janna – another of Arun’s… distractions, but this was hardly the time to dwell on that. Thankfully Janna was very much alive – warm and breathing regularly – suggesting the others had only been rendered unconscious by whatever had been done to them. Xin ran through events in her mind, trying to make a connection between memory and her current situation.


  Their delegation had been carefully selected, chosen to include Navy and Marine personnel, and a contingent of the younger Irregulars – or Wolves as they were universally known – those who had not been a part of the force that inflicted the atrocities. One of Xin’s responsibilities was to ensure the good behavior of these Wolves. No crimes had been pinned on them as individuals, which made them jolly nice berserkers, she was sure… but only until something pissed them off. Just below the surface, they were the same kind of nuts that had brutalized Beowulf’s crew and slaughtered the locals here three centuries ago.


  Arun knew how to make her feel good, all right, not only insisting that berserkers be part of the delegation, but selecting Janna as part of the group.


  They had come down atop the roof of a building that appeared to float on the sea, just offshore of an island. Waves washed against its walls and water surged between this and a host of similar structures, although the one chosen for their landing was by far the largest. The impression of floating was, Xin knew, false. The buildings extended down below the sea, their foundations firmly anchored in the bedrock below. A semi-sunken city built by an amphibious race around a substantial coral atoll. An achievement that provided stark reminder, were such needed, that their hosts should not be underestimated. Even a cursory study of the information Beowulf had gathered since arriving in system showed there to be a complex society here, one whose political structure they had barely begun to comprehend. The principal thing Xin brought away from the hastily organized briefing prior to departure was that state and religion were equally important here, and the leaders of both were to be treated with courtesy and deference.


  Deference? She was a Marine for frakk’s sake. But this was an ever-changing galaxy and she would play her part, and in the process remind Arun Destiny-head McEwan what she was made of.


  The delegation had exited the shuttle in smart order, eager to impress the Littoranes that they were disciplined and as far removed from the rabid killers that had inflicted past atrocities as it was possible to be.


  At any given time heavy cloud cover cloaked much of the planet’s surface – to be expected given the amount of open water on Shepherd-Nurture 4 – but not here, not today. Clear blue skies welcomed them. Judging by the number of storm fronts they had detected from orbit, though, Xin knew that the local weather had a darker side. The buildings seemed too fragile, too delicate to withstand all that nature might hurl at them, yet clearly they could.


  A party of Littoranes had awaited them, stepping forward as they descended the shuttle’s ramp. Seen in the flesh, they struck Xin as less bizarre than in the images she had viewed back on Beowulf. It was easy to see how a semi-aquatic race would feel at home on a world like this.


  One of the Littoranes stood to the fore. Xin couldn’t tell if this was a male or a female, but the matter was instantly cleared up. “Welcome. I am Lady Kandalyz.”


  As she spoke, the Littorane’s neck gills opened and closed disconcertingly. Xin wondered if this was an affectation or a genuine part of respiration.


  They were ushered swiftly inside, to where a large glass construct rose higher even than their landing stage. Kandalyz concentrated on Arun, leaving Xin trailing with the other humans in the delegation. Littoranes flanked them, and though the natives offered no overt threat and didn’t appear to be armed, Xin would still have felt a whole lot better with the familiar feel of a carbine in her hand.


  “Yes, the capital is deliberately situated in a temperate zone…” she heard Kandalyz say.


  Seriously? They were talking about the weather? She supposed it passed the time until the real negotiating could begin.


  Inside, the buildings lost their sense of fragility, at least this one did. The corridor was clearly intended to impress, with broad polished columns that looked to be carved from single pieces of rock, veins of minerals running through them to spectacular effect, and a high vaulted ceiling made of glass or something similarly transparent, which gave an impressive sense of space; though the blue of the sky seemed oddly muted, and Xin guessed there were filters involved, perhaps something necessary to prevent amphibious skin from drying out too rapidly. She knew the Littoranes were nominally friendly, potential allies even, but that didn’t stop her taking an interest in any possible weakness, just in case.


  Xin left Del and Arun to observe the diplomatic fluff of exchanging meaningless small talk via software translators, while she took the opportunity to study their hosts, trying to understand how they moved. It might prove useful if it came to a fight. The Littoranes had stubby legs on a tubular body that ended in a long and muscular tail. Quadrupeds they might be, but she noted the way the front quarter of the body could be raised, allowing use of the front two limbs. It was a posture that probably made more sense underwater, and Xin was convinced this was the stance they would use to fire weapons.


  After refreshments consisting of flavored water in hollow tubes of coral (a welcome thirst quencher) and delicately scented roasted crustaceans served in polished shells (diplomatic idiocy because the humans didn’t possess the right enzymes to digest the local food), the party split up. Arun, Furn, and Del-Marie continued on to parley with Lady Kandalyz and the Littorane Queen.


  The composition of the negotiating team had surprised her. Del-Marie she could understand – he had the gift of the gab – but why include one of the freaks? Clearly for reasons she wasn’t privy to, which stung in itself. The more she came to know ‘Major McEwan’ the more she wondered what she had ever seen in him in the first place. Since they liberated him from cryo, Arun had barely said a word to her, and she certainly wasn’t about to go chasing after him.


  With the diplomats off being diplomatic, the rest of their party was divided into Navy, Marines, and Wolves, each given the tour by one of the Listeners, or priests. The Littoranes had insisted Xin must stay with the other Marines, but she’d snuck back into her group of young Wolves. The Listener looking after the Wolves didn’t seem to notice, probably because he was so busy giving his long-winded speech about what an honor it was to meet a new race. He led them into a less formal antechamber… And that was all Xin could remember until waking up here, on what was presumably an island, to judge by the amount of visible sea.


  Gas, it had to be. Or was it the water they’d been served? Frakking effective stuff, whatever it was.


  Xin took hold of Janna’s shoulders and shook her. “Janna!” No response, so she tried again, lifting the slighter woman’s shoulders off the ground and shaking more vigorously. “Come on, soldier, wake up!” Still nothing.


  Taking a deep breath, Xin slapped her on the face – no satisfaction in doing that… – and when that brought no results she slapped her again, harder.


  At last, a reaction: the other woman groaned, but then went back to being stubbornly unconscious.


  Xin gave up. Janna and the others were clearly going to come around in their own sweet time. For now, she was on her own. The only explanation she could think of for being awake so much ahead of the rest of her unit was because of their different physiologies. The treacherous Littoranes must have designed the gas to be effective on the humans they were familiar with, the berserker Wolves, rather than the newer model Xin represented. The weapons too must date from that time, from three hundred years ago. The combat knife hadn’t changed much, but the gun…


  She picked up the one that had been beside her when she came round. It felt cumbersome, the balance a little off, but the trigger and magazine were where they ought to be and the gun was loaded. It felt good to have a weapon in her hand again, even an unfamiliar one. Now all she had to do was find some Littoranes and show them what a modern human Marine could do.


  The implications didn’t escape her. It didn’t take a genius to work out that she and her unit were being set up. To leave them unconscious, with loaded weapons, what else could it be? Those responsible couldn’t have expected her to come to so quickly, though, and therein lay her advantage.


  For a moment she hesitated, torn between seeing what was beyond the rise to her left and being cautious, waiting for the others to come round and provide back up. Caution be damned! If she waited any longer, any advantage would be wasted.


  As she stomped over the loose sand, her anger mounted. Use her, would they, set her up to take a fall…?


  Arming her had been a mistake, one the Littoranes would come to regret.


  Dry sand wasn’t the easiest surface to walk on, especially going uphill and when a degree of caution was called for. As she approached the crest of the dune she heard noises from the other side. Voices, but not human ones: Littoranes, but different somehow, softer and higher pitched. Whatever it was her unit was supposed to take the fall for, it was happening just over this rise. Xin dropped to her stomach and crawled, using elbows, toes and knees to push her body along the sand, gun cradled on her forearms.


  Cautiously, she peered over the top, and what she saw sent a chill down her spine.


  — Chapter 08 —


  The Queen was so stunned by the Listener Prime’s accusation that it took a long, frozen moment before she noticed the hesitation of the guards. They knew instinctively what her mind was too horrified to acknowledge. A coup was playing out in front of their eyes.


  If she did not fight back, she would be dead by nightfall.


  “How dare you?” She raised her head high and glared at the priest. “What gives you the right to speak in such a way that you swipe your tail across centuries of etiquette?”


  “The truth,” thundered the Listener Prime. “Truth gives me the right.”


  He turned to the commander of the guard detachment. “Decurion, bring up a live satellite feed of Black Island. Let us witness with our own eyes the slaughter that is underway.”


  The Decurion looked at her Queen for confirmation.


  “Your slander can wait,” said the Queen to the priest. “Decurion, in my name, order all available rapid response units to Black Island. Only once they have reported shall you bring us visual confirmation of what has transpired there.”


  “I have already ordered response teams to the island,” said the priest in a tone of utter contempt. “Unlike you, my priorities are never in question. The will of the gods comes first. The well-being of the people second. By comparison, my own ambitions are as ephemeral as a crashing wave.”


  The Decurion spoke into the comm jewel in her collar, then reported, “I can confirm rapid response units are on their way. I have commanded that two surveillance satellites and one stratosphere balloon target Black Island. The first will come on stream in approximately two minutes.”


  Three of the audience chamber’s wall murals now revealed themselves to be display screens. They showed transmission metadata but no pictures, not while the equipment acquired its new target.


  The Queen returned to the prone position on her throne. Outwardly serene, in fact she was attempting to contact allies outside the chamber to fight the coup. But she could not; her transmissions were being jammed.


  She glanced at her guards, trying to weigh their loyalties. If she ordered them to arrest the priest, would they obey? It was impossible to say for certain.


  The priest must have arrived at the same conclusion, or he would have ordered her arrest. The very idea made her quiver with outrage, but she kept her outward composure.


  There was nothing to be done but wait.


  The pictures from Black Island would determine her fate.


  — Chapter 09 —


  Below her position at the crest of the dune, Xin saw children, Littorane young. A hundred or more at a quick estimate, huddled together, corralled by nine adults who hemmed them in on all sides.


  The children were fascinating, similar to the adults but underdeveloped, and not just because they were smaller: the tail was little more than a stub, and if the gills were present at all they were far less prominent.


  The children were responsible for the noise she had heard. They were whimpering, softly. No words as far as Xin could tell, just an inchoate sound. She guessed it was something instinctive, pitched to stimulate paternal or maternal responses in adult Littoranes. If so, it wasn’t working. The briefing on Beowulf had said the young were raised on land to keep them safe from ocean predators, but that had only made them targets for adults of their own kind.


  All this Xin took in at a glance. It was the adults who commanded her attention. They were dressed similarly to the priest that had led them to be gassed – which she guessed settled their allegiance – and, more importantly, they were armed. Each carried a gun identical to her own.


  So that was the plan. A massacre to mirror past atrocities, with her unit framed as the culprits. And by the look of things she had arrived in the nick of time. The adults were clearly in position and were raising their guns; not with any confidence, it had to be said, but with clear intent.


  Where the Littoranes hesitated, Xin acted.


  Setting the gun for single round fire – the last thing she needed was any collateral damage – she sighted, and squeezed the trigger.


  The first adult went down. Whatever these Littoranes might be, they weren’t soldiers. Rather than diving for cover at the sound of gunfire or seeking to acquire a target, they froze, as if unable to work out what was going on, perhaps even wondering which of them had fired prematurely. That suited her just fine. The second was dead before the others even thought to react. Unfortunately, that provided the stimulus they needed, and her third shot only wounded its target as the adults took cover.


  Xin had deliberately taken out those on the far side of the children first, but there were now two armed adults – admittedly one of them wounded – who were in effect using the youngsters as a shield. For their part, the children hadn’t moved; if anything, they huddled closer together. Xin cursed. She could really do with them running in every direction and leaving the Littoranes exposed. Pack instinct, she supposed, the reliance on statistics as a defense. Useful against an individual predator, not so much against enemies armed with automatic weapons.


  Xin switched tactics, shooting the adult closest to her. Three dead. The others, though, they were finding their range. Bullets thumped into the sand in front of her and whistled over her head. She ducked down behind the lip of the dune and rolled, moving across to come up in a different position, only to find that her enemies were on the move too. Not so stupid after all. The survivors were all scampering around to the far side of the clustered youngsters. Either she was going to have to accept casualties among the children – which sort of defeated the object – or she would have to try and outflank the adults; not the easiest of maneuvers with a force of one.


  She winged another before they made it all the way round, but that was her last clear shot.


  At least no one had started shooting at the kids yet.


  By her estimate, five of the fish-faced bastards were still shooting at her, and they were getting the hang of this at last. Automatic fire stitched a line across the fine sand, sending her ducking down behind the rise again. She scampered along to get a new angle, pushed herself upward, conscious that the shooting hadn’t stopped, if anything it had intensified. What she saw when she peered over the lip caused her to whoop with joy. Three Wolves were advancing on the Littoranes from her right, her Wolves, firing as they went.


  “Soldiers, keep to single round fire,” she yelled. “Don’t harm the children!” The last thing they needed was half the kids wiped out in order to get at the adults.


  “They know what they’re doing,” said a voice from behind her. Xin whipped around to see Janna clambering up the dune toward her, the rest of the unit following. “As do I.”


  Janna came to the top of the rise, taking up a semi-kneeling position, right foot planted in front, knee bent, left knee behind and on the ground. She sighted in one fluid motion and commenced shooting: single rounds but rapid fire. Looking back towards the Littoranes, Xin saw that the surviving adults, three of them, were retreating in the face of the Wolves’ advance, leaving the shelter of the children and exposing themselves to fire from the ridge. Janna had already accounted for one, but Xin wasn’t content to let her take all the glory. She joined in, and between them they took down the last two adults in seconds. The other Wolves, those who were only armed with combat blades, had joined them on the crest of the ridge and were cheering as the last Littorane fell.


  “And none of the children harmed,” Janna said. “Well, almost none…” One of the children to the left of the group was lying on its side and wailing, nursing an injured arm which presumably had taken a stray bullet, but none of the others appeared to be any the worse for wear.


  Janna grinned, but then winced, rubbing at the livid mark Xin had slapped into her face. “I reckon we can count that a result… Ma’am.”


  — Chapter 10 —


  One of the screens at the rear of the palace audience chamber came to life. Arun held his breath. The display showed a sandy hollow half-ringed by dunes that housed a huddle of what must surely be Littorane children. They were smaller and their limbs more like legs and less like flippers. They made keening noises and, while evidently terrified, they appeared mostly uninjured.


  He breathed again.


  What had he expected? Children’s heads on spikes held aloft by gloating Wolves?


  He wouldn’t put it past them. Not after the way they’d gutted Hortez without batting an eyelid.


  What was that beside the children? The camera zoomed on the fresh corpse of an adult Littorane.


  Then another screen came online. A blur quickly resolved into footage of a Wolf. And not just any Wolf but the one who had won his affections: Janna.


  She was holding a gun, and she looked ready to fire. Eager, even.


  Where did she get the weapon? He’d never seen such a model. More to the point, what was she doing with it?


  All the screens blanked out.


  “What did we just see?” asked the Queen.


  She had barely whispered, speaking to herself Arun guessed, but the translator she was wearing picked up on the words, stripping them of all emotion.


  The high priest had heard too.


  “I’ll tell you what you saw,” said the Listener Prime. “This was an atrocity about to unfold. We should be grateful that we lost the transmission when we did.”


  “But you said it had already occurred,” said Arun. Del-Marie was gesturing for him to shut up. He carried on anyway. “You knew what was going to happen, in advance.”


  “Insolent alien,” shouted the priest. “Your death will be slow.”


  “Perhaps,” said the Queen, “but if anyone is to be put to death, it shall be at my command. The human’s words are accurate.”


  The Listener Prime glanced at the Decurion for support. He was about to reply to his Queen, but before he could a new voice came out of the screens. A human voice. More or less.


  “Major,” said Finfth, sounding immensely pleased with himself. “Tizer and I thought something didn’t smell right, what with all the paramilitary movements and weapons discharges. So when we saw surveillance assets redeploying to the same location, we hacked into them.”


  “Guess what we found?” added Tizer, another of Beowulf’s specials.


  Del-Marie rose to his feet. “Spacer Food-Synthesizer. This is a diplomatic mission, not an off-duty drinking bout. Speak plainly.”


  “If you insist,” answered Finfth. Arun had to hide a smirk when he heard the Navy special’s wounded sniff. “We found the surveillance assets were being blocked by someone on the ground… So we unblocked them.”


  All three screens flickered back to life, showing the island. The children were still there and still alive. Human Wolf-berserkers were moving amongst them. What were they doing?


  As if hearing Arun’s thoughts, a camera zoomed into the huddle of children. The humans were offering them comfort, the Littorane young clustering around the Wolves because they saw the humans as pillars of reassurance and protection.


  The other two cameras showed Xin taking charge, sending out perimeter guards and supervising the examination of equipment seized from the spread of dead Littorane adults.


  “Deceiver!” The Queen hissed at the Listener Prime. “You would murder our children to seize power for yourself! What kind of a monster are you?”


  “It is a lie,” retorted the high priest. “The humans have fabricated these images.”


  “I doubt that,” said the Queen with more composure. “But we shall soon see. The rapid response teams will discover the truth of it. Can you assure me they will report that the humans have slaughtered the children after all?”


  For once, the priest had no reply. He flicked a glance toward the room’s great stone doors.


  “I didn’t think so,” said the Queen. “Arrest him!”


  As the guards rushed to obey, Arun seized the moment. He approached the Queen with his head slightly bowed.


  “Your Highness, I trust that something positive can come of your priest’s terrible deceit. Humans are your friends and allies, not your nightmares. I hope you have learned today that you can trust us.”


  Arun raised his head and looked into the Queen’s eyes. They appeared disarmingly human, but he could only guess at how the mind behind them operated.


  “No,” she replied. “I have learned today that in an uncertain galaxy I need to win my people every available advantage. And I desire your zero-point weapon. I have restricted the connection to your ship so that they can no longer hear us. When I restore voice contact, you will order them to receive Littorane shuttles bearing my military advisers.”


  “Beowulf is a proud military vessel,” said Arun. “Do you really expect me to hand it over without a fight?”


  Del gripped Arun’s shoulder. “Choose your words with more care,” he hissed. Then he turned and bowed to the Queen. “What the Major means is that there must be a less provocative way to proceed.”


  “I know what your Major means,” said the Queen. “I regret my actions. Not least because my patron goddess, Idrezjine-Koobe, Queen of Gods, will be disgusted by my dishonor. I will no longer be worthy of swimming in her heavenly shoal when it is time for my soul to ascend. But I am a ruler, and a ruler’s burden can be crushing in life and in death. You humans here and on Black Island are hostages. And if your starship does not accept my boarding parties I shall have it destroyed. Do not waste our time with protests of your martial prowess. You have a lone fourth-rate ship with a single weapon of power. I have the military assets of an entire civilization at my command, orbital defense batteries, three dozen ships of the line, and ten flotillas of system defense boats. Major Arun McEwan, order your ship to surrender.”


  “It’s okay,” Arun told Del. It was too, in a way. The Queen had forced his hand, which meant he had no more decisions to make. But he still had a part to play. Turning to the screens, he said, “Finfth, can you still hear me?”


  “Loud and clear, Major.”


  “Please patch me through to Commodore Indiya.”


  Finfth hesitated as Tizer whispered something to him that Arun couldn’t make out. Good. The Navy specials were about the least martial people Arun had ever served alongside, but between them, the pair had remembered that by referring to Indiya with the wrong rank, Arun was giving them the coded message to flee.


  “The, ah, Commodore is asleep,” Finfth replied. “The XO is officer of the deck.”


  “Very well. Patch me through to the XO.”


  “Aye, aye, sir.”


  In the CIC command chair, Loobie looked resplendent in her black Lieutenant-Commander’s uniform. Her face was the epitome of calm professionalism. Only in the corner of her eyes could Arun see a flare of suppressed panic.


  “Lieutenant-Commander, our negotiations are going well. The Littoranes wish to land several shuttles on Beowulf. There will be armed troops on the shuttles. You are to allow them to take control of the ship, so that they can defend it against rebellious factions who are trying to stage a coup. We can’t take the chance that these plotters will appropriate the ship.”


  “Understood, Major.”


  Arun opened his eyes wide and tried to warn Loobie using only frowns and jerks of his head that a figure behind her was donning his maneuver suit in partial view of the camera. It was a Marine. Hecht, the great lunk.


  Loobie took the hint and rose from her chair, blocking the view of CIC and the frantic preparations that Arun hoped were underway.


  “I have woken the Commodore,” she said. “She will be here presently.”


  “Major!” shouted the Queen. “Why is your vessel maneuvering? Order it to maintain its position.”


  An unknown voice from the Beowulf shouted: “Captain on deck.”


  Loobie stepped aside to reveal Indiya racing into CIC.


  “I am relieving you,” Indiya said. She wore her maneuver suit, a tight-fitting silvered outfit that encased her body and head to leave only her eyes visible. In the background, Arun saw other personnel already in their suits and with their stations transforming from padded chairs to the acceleration-proof couches that would allow them to stay conscious despite high-g acceleration.


  As she darted away to her fire control station, Loobie announced: “I stand relieved, aye.”


  Beowulf should now be leaving the planet’s gravity well as fast as it could.


  Indiya secured herself in her command seat that was fast wrapping itself around her. She leaned into the camera. “Arun, next time you cause an incident, wait till I’m on watch. Okay?”


  “I’ll do my best,” Arun replied, smiling because even though all he could see of Indiya were her eyes, there was a spark there. A fire of belief he hadn’t seen since that day when she’d pressed a button and ended the lives of thousands of her comrades and passengers.


  “Enough of these games,” said the Queen. “Decurion, restrain Major Arun McEwan. Control all of them. If any human in this room speaks. Kill it.”


  “Yes, Your Majesty.”


  Arun didn’t resist as one guard grabbed his hands behind his back while another put a gun a very short distance from his head.


  “Haven’t fired on us yet, have you?” Indiya taunted. “Too scared of what we’d do, Fish-face?”


  The insult seemed lost on the Queen. “The only reason you live,” she replied, “is because I have no need to destroy you. Scores of boats laden with boarding crews are headed to intercept you. They have the same engines as you but less mass. The implications are obvious. No one need be harmed in this, but you are forcing me to employ violence. The technology you claim to possess is too valuable. I would rather see you destroyed than allow you to escape.”


  Indiya appeared to be paying little attention to the Queen, which Arun took to be a calculated insult. No longer even looking into the camera, she peeled back her hood, adjusting her wild purple hair into a more comfortable position, and then pulled the hood back up again, as if this were her only concern in the universe. Perhaps Arun was giving her too much credit; the sleep dust still in her eyes made it clear she had come straight from bed. Perhaps she really had been simply trying to get more comfortable, but he liked to think otherwise. Indiya grimaced against the mounting g-forces, her skin pulling taut.


  She turned back towards the screen then, and she was glorious in her defiance. “All right, you slimy newt, we’re going, but mark my words. I’m human, and you know the level of violence we’re capable of Inflicting, so understand this: if you harm any of my kind still on your planet, I will haunt you for the rest of your life and beyond. Trust me on this.”


  Arun expected a retort from the Queen, but she was silent. So was the Listener, who held himself rigid, staring at the image of Indiya. That was nothing compared to the reaction of one of the guards. She set down her gun, which had been trained on Arun and Del, and splayed her limbs out with her belly flat to the floor, as if a giant boot had descended from the heavens and squashed her. The other guards looked as if they wanted to follow suit, but their discipline held, for now.


  The Queen was mumbling to herself. “Oh, Goddess. Oh, Goddess. Oh, Goddess.”


  Indiya had slipped her maneuver hood back on and was rapidly being swallowed by her acceleration station. But she must still have had a good view of the audience chamber because she asked: “Arun, What’s going on?”


  “Search me,” was all Arun could think to answer. “That’s why we need alien allies in the Legion. They think differently. Why they need us too, if they’re ever to win their freedom. The Legion… it’s all down to you now, Indiya.” Arun thought of the embryos Pedro had created. For the first time, he was glad of his alien friend’s foresight. “Actually, my role might not be completely over. Pedro will explain. Now get your ass out of this system. Freedom can be won!”


  “It’s been a blast, Arun. Indiya out.”


  The instant Indiya disappeared from the screens the Queen snapped out of her stupor and stared at Arun before beckoning the disgraced high priest to approach the throne.


  “Is this truly happening?” she asked the Listener Prime.


  “It is her.” Behind the bland translation in Arun’s ear, he thought the priest’s voice had regained its swagger. “I hear the gods speaking clearly to me,” declared the Listener Prime of all the Littoranes. “She is the unwashed purple warrior. She who was prophesized to be our deliverer.”


  The Queen went quiet again. But this time Arun thought she was silently issuing orders rather than succumbing to shock.


  “Major McEwan, can you hear me?” Indiya’s voice came over the screens. There was no incoming video feed, probably because the captain would be cocooned in her station by now.


  “Still here, Captain.”


  “The Littorane orbital platforms have powered down. So have their warboats. They’re just drifting under their own momentum. I have firing solutions. Do I destroy them?”


  “Fire upon us,” said the Queen. “Let the blood of our sailors, wash away our insults.”


  “Major?”


  “Hold your fire, Captain. Keep your weapons trained on the Littoranes, but do not fire unless they power up or I issue fresh orders.”


  “Maintaining combat readiness, aye.”


  “That order not to fire extends to you too, Your Majesty,” added Arun. The Queen had accepted a gun from the Decurion and was aiming at her own head. At Arun’s words she hesitated but did not drop it. “Are we acting out a prophesized scene, Your Majesty?” Arun guessed.


  “We all are.” The Queen fingered her gun’s trigger.


  “Which makes Indiya… what? An aspect of your goddess? A messiah?”


  “Our chains of bondage will never be lifted,” said the Listener Prime, “until the gods send the unwashed purple warrior to deliver us.”


  “Figures,” said Arun. “I’ve some experience of prophecy myself. Except whenever I peer behind the veil of mystery I don’t glimpse a divine being. The puppet masters are mortal, scared, and place no value on life unless it’s their own. You call it prophecy. If I’m right about who is really behind this, it’s not prophecy but tyranny.”


  “You dare?” The translation of the Queen’s words was as lifeless as always, but Arun guessed she was seriously pissed. “The prophecy came from the Mouthpiece of the Gods!”


  The Listener Prime approached the throne. “Your Majesty, please forgive the humans. It is ignorance rather than insolence. A lesser sin. They are holy instruments of the gods, but they are no more aware of their role than the bacterial film coating the deep sea vents that release vital oxygen into the water. Even the Mouthpiece denies its own heavenly blessing. It insists the gift of foreseeing is not the divine providence of the gods, but rather a pseudo-scientific notion it calls recursive quantum tunneling through near futures of high potential.”


  “This Mouthpiece of the Gods,” said Arun. “It isn’t by any chance an orange blob in a life support tank?”


  Arun felt a painful clawing at his mind. <See for yourself, Arun McEwan.>


  This wasn’t the first time he had experienced a Night Hummer’s touch, but familiarity didn’t make the experience any more pleasant. The worst part was that the pain lacked a center, a focus; instead it seemed as if scores of little needles pricked at his thoughts. Never intense enough to be called agony, this was rather a multitude of irritating stings, itches that demanded to be scratched but could never be reached. Arun suspected that prolonged exposure to a Hummer’s unique form of communication would drive him mad.


  The chamber’s vast stone doors rumbled open, apparently of their own volition, and a brilliant orange light shone through the widening gap. Arun had to squint, but thought he could make out a darker something at the center of the glow. As the light advanced, so did Arun’s anger. He had enemies aplenty in this universe, but doubted any were more dangerous than the Night Hummers, the creatures who claimed to have shaped his destiny.


  The glow lessened to the point where the Hummer could clearly be seen, swimming within its orange sphere; a nebulous blue-black mass that dwarfed any human, its shape constantly shifting, as impossible to pin down as the pain of its communication.


  Arun wouldn’t have thought that anything could upstage a Hummer, but even as the creature entered, he saw Indiya react: a frown, a grimace, as if she was affected by its presence too.


  “Frakk!” she said. “I can’t see what’s going on, but have you got a Hummer down there?”


  “Afraid so,” said Arun, trying to keep the anger from his voice. There would be time to explore Indiya’s reaction later.


  “And did those fish-faces just call me unwashed?”


  Arun laughed. “Captain Indiya, unwashed, I believe, means in this instance the same as the dispossessed, hopeless, the untouchables.” He turned to the Queen. “Am I on the right lines?”


  It was the Listener Prime who replied. “That is correct, Major McEwan. Like many in this region of the galaxy, our loyalty to our White Knight masters was bought by the threat of extinction. When we say unwashed, what we mean is… unwashed.”


  Arun frowned. Was this a deliberate insult after all?


  Del-Marie spoke up. “Listener Prime, I believe the translator system is masking your intent.”


  “Thank you,” said the priest. “The word I used to describe the Purple Warrior is a secret word, a rallying cry for rebellion against the White Knights. The word is…” He flicked a control on his collar to turn off his speech synthesizer and used his natural voice. It sounded like his throat was smothered in well-churned mud, but the word was unmistakable.


  “Hu-man.”


  The half-strangled word echoed around the chamber like the report of a gun.


  <My sister was right to send you here.> Arun winced at the Hummer’s mind in his. It felt like a barbed drill bit slowly rotating inside his brain.


  <Arun. Arun! Can you hear my thoughts?>


  <Xin, is that you?>


  <Who else did you think it would be?>


  What was the Hummer up to? <How do I know you aren’t a mind trick of the Hummer?>


  <Smart thinking, Major Twinkle Eyes. Beowulf says you can see me. Can you see this?>


  Arun looked back at the screens. What he saw was Xin making an obscene hand gesture unbecoming of an officer. <Okay, I’m buying,> he thought.


  The Hummer spoke its thoughts. <You hate us, McEwan. Your cruel words to my doomed sister trapped in the fires of Beta City made that clear.>


  <Your sister sacrificed the lives of innocents just to get my attention.>


  <You told her you hoped she would boil in her tank. That is harsh, but I accept not unwarranted. I begin to make amends by telling you that I heard your words.>


  Arun frowned. What kind of frakked-up apology was that?


  Some of Xin’s emotions leaked through the Night Hummer’s link. She was excited and her animation was infectious. What shook him was how much her excitement was tied up with working alongside Arun. The two of them against the galaxy. Somewhere along the way, he’d bought into Springer’s unrelentingly bleak view of Xin, forgetting how he used to dream of Xin every night. Now he could feel that he was no stranger to her dreams. A thrill of excitement ran through him.


  <You do realize I’m getting this, don’t you?> Xin said. <Sex on the brain, that’s your problem, and always at the most inappropriate moments. How about turning your thoughts back to more grown-up matters? The liberation of the human race, for instance. Did you hear what the Hummer just said?>


  <What did I miss?>


  <This Hummer heard her sister’s words. Yours too.>


  <So? You and I have talked over an FTL comm link several times. Hummers know how to manipulate entangled chbits, same as many other civilizations.>


  <Arun, I don’t think there were any comms devices involved.>


  <Xin Lee is correct. My species does not make such a firm distinction between time and distance. We can manipulate both in ways you cannot.>


  The Hummer’s words took a moment to sink in. <You are a natural FTL communication system!>


  <I prefer ‘nodes in an instantaneous communication network’. FTL implies a multiplier of lightspeed, which is inaccurate. Our communication is instant.>


  <Tell that to someone who gives a frakk.> Arun assessed the implications quickly. <How many of you blobs are on this planet?>


  <Five.>


  <Then one of you can stay here and the others come with us. Once I have a full-sized navy under my command, I want a Hummer with every fleet element and flotilla. Then, when we capture more of you, a Hummer on every ship.>


  <That is not acceptable.>


  <I’m not negotiating. Forward observers directing fire through instantaneous links, stealthed spy probes built around a single Hummer. Yes, we can make use of your talent.>


  <That will not be possible.>


  <Why not?>


  <Because we do not enjoy spaceflight, or indeed travel of any kind. We are too valuable to be placed into warships. Even the White Knights do not know of our secret. I tell you of our ability, so the planets you recruit to your cause can converse with one another. I do not permit us to be your … artillery spotters.>


  <Listen to me good, Hummer. You might have prepared the way for the Human Legion–>


  <And done so entirely for your own selfish reasons,> added Xin.


  <But Indiya, myself and Xin are running the show now.> He loved the way Xin swelled with pleasure at his words. <And I say we’re all in this together. Welcome to the Legion, pal. You’ve just been conscripted.>


  Arun felt the Night Hummer brooding in its tank.


  Then he noticed Del-Marie mooning at him, and remembered that he was in the audience chamber of a Queen who had just survived a palace coup and then tried to take over the Beowulf.


  “I apologize,” Arun told the Queen. “Lieutenant Lee and I were just—”


  “Communing with the gods via their Mouthpiece. We know. You could not afford me a courtesy higher than to bring the attention of the heavens to my audience chamber.” The Queen waved at her guards, who hurried away. She rose from her throne and started to follow them. “We shall leave you in peace. When you return to the mundane matters of this plane, we have many arrangements to discuss. There must be no delay.”


  “No delay to what, exactly?”


  “Why, to our alliance, of course. We had not expected to launch a holy war of liberation throughout the stars, but the divine speak clearly through you and must be obeyed without question. I shall strain every fiber of my being to place my forces at your disposal as soon as possible.”


  — Chapter 11 —


  “Kreeaghegh!”


  To Arun’s right, Admiral Kreippil gave a shout and wriggled his long tongue, colored a lurid orange and extended by thick cables of muscle. The commander of the Littorane Navy had his attention on the thousands of his service personnel parading along the lanes and shallow water channels below, so Arun decided to assume the admiral’s outburst was the correct etiquette to convey enthusiasm.


  The other Littorane military dignitaries on the hovering aerial platform made a variety of grunts and clicks to accompany similar tongue waggling. It was a strange sight, made all the more surreal because the Littoranes were wearing the black uniforms of the Human Legion. Arun had only chosen black as a stopgap. Looked like he was stuck with it now.


  Kreippil glanced at Arun.


  Although he couldn’t read the expression on the rubbery Littorane face with its high, upward-pointing nostrils, Arun suspected Kreippil was not pleased. Arun nudged the slight figure to his left and started to clap. Indiya took the hint and joined in with the applause. As the only two humans on the platform hovering over the parade, they clapped hard enough to hurt.


  Satisfied, Kreippil turned his attention to the thousands of Littoranes and humans parading below. Thank frakk he didn’t want us to stick our tongue out too.


  With the alien dignitaries happy, Arun tuned his ears into the words that echoed along the dry lanes, and rumbled through the water channels of what in normal times was the largest sporting venue on the planet that wasn’t deep below the sea. He’d been over the prepared text enough times that he knew the human version word for word. Even so, the final statement still chilled him with its significance from the instant Del-Marie’s recorded voice began to speak the words.


  In a time of unrest and civil war our two people shall unite for mutual defense and commercial health until such time as we are able to declare our allegiance to our rightful masters, the White Knights.


  “Are you certain we won’t just give up our freedom as soon as the civil war is over, Arun?” Indiya asked. “No one wants to fight a war with the intention of surrendering at the end.”


  “If we win big enough,” Arun replied while the next statement was announced in the most commonly used Littorane language, “we can dictate our terms to whoever wins the civil war. Until then we have to continue this charade of loyalty to missing masters.”


  On behalf of our absent White Knight overlords, came the human version of the final statement, we name this new alliance the Human Legion.


  Arun’s heart skipped a beat. Right on time, the air filled with the prearranged light show. Beowulf shot its zero-point weapon down from orbit. The newly installed ground defense battery shot a similar array of searing beams up through the air.


  The techs of both races had tested the weapons extensively beforehand, but Arun still didn’t allow himself to breathe until he was sure the sky hadn’t caught fire.


  Then the climax: the Queen herself ascended from the waters in a jeweled bubble.


  The stadium rang with cheers.


  The underwater Littoranes splashed at the surface of their pools and channels, which probably amounted to the same thing.


  Many of those Littoranes would soon be joining with the humans in their crusade for freedom. In exchange for the secret of the zero-point weapon system invented by Beowulf’s specials, the Queen had placed half of the Littorane fleet under Arun’s command. It was a massive step up in responsibility, and the prospect made him nervous as hell. There was also a practical problem that needed addressing…


  “You seem to have acquired a fleet, Captain Indiya,” he said. “Does that bother you?”


  “Of course not, Major. Although I’d hardly call it a fleet. I prefer flotilla.”


  “Flotilla? Not even a squadron? Hell, you’ve a quarter of a megaton carrier in your flotilla.”


  “Nonetheless, a flotilla.” she stated firmly. “Of which I am in command, and so I decide how we shall refer to it. And to answer your question, commanding these ships is much easier than you might think due to the excellent assistance of the Littoranes. I’m sure their belief in me personally will grate in time. But for now they know of my inexperience and are as eager to train me and my senior officers as they are to get out there and take the fight for freedom to the enemy.”


  Their glances locked for a moment in silent understanding. The Littorane were caught up in the excitement of setting off on a holy war of liberation, but the humans knew that there was no clear enemy to fight. How was liberating planets any different from conquering them? Who spoke for the wishes of a species? These questions had already sparked many hours of heated debate within the Legion. The morality of this war would get messy at some point, but Arun pushed that quandary away to be faced another day.


  “I admire your confidence,” said Arun, “but I have a concern with your leadership of the flotilla, Captain Indiya.”


  Indiya’s face hardened. Arun couldn’t resist letting it sour further. It had been too long since he’d teased her.


  “As supreme commander of the Human Legion,” he said, “I think it’s inappropriate for a captain to lead the combined naval forces of the entire Legion. A more senior officer is required. Congratulations on your promotion, Commodore Indiya.”


  He’d expected her to lighten into a smile. She didn’t. She might be tiny but she glared at him in a way that made him feel much smaller than her. He seriously wondered whether Nhlappo had been passing on the secret skills of a drill instructor.


  “I shall accept your promotion on one condition,” she said when she was good and ready. “Our Littorane allies have added 9,000 spacers and 32,000 Marines to the Legion. I hardly think it appropriate for their supreme commander to be a lowly Major. Do you?”


  Arun hadn’t considered that.


  “You don’t wear modesty well,” she said. “On you it looks more like weakness. You’ve shown me footage of your encounter with that Amilxi vessel we encountered in deep space. Who did that wounded man think you were?”


  “General McEwan. He said he mistook me for General McEwan.” The memories came flooding back from their deep stores. “I’d forgotten about that weird ship. Did I ever tell you it had artificial gravity?”


  “The Bonaventure had more mysteries than that. Whoever controlled it ripped apart a future that they didn’t want, and replaced it with an alternative that better suited their purposes. Anyone with that kind of power scares the chodding wits out of me. As it should… Arun? Arun, what is it?”


  A realization had escaped from his memory of the Bonaventure. He glimpsed its shape but couldn’t hold onto it. “Something about the wounded man,” he said. “I didn’t notice before because the covers of the infirmary bed cloaked him, but he wasn’t like the other Amilxi.”


  “In what way?”


  Arun shrugged. “He was larger than the other Amilxi, I think, and there was something about his voice… I think I’ve heard it before.”


  “Don’t force the memory. It will come back. It’s a mystery we’ll unravel one step at a time.”


  He looked down upon the Littorane soldiers, human Marines, and Navy personnel of both races. The humans were utterly outnumbered for now, though back home, beneath the ruins of Detroit, a sleeping Marine legion waited that numbered in millions. Tomorrow the parading service personnel would begin embarking on the ships in orbit before leaving the system on their war for freedom. Like the sleeping legion, the mystery of the Amilxi would have to wait.


  One step at a time.


  —— PART III ——


  DEATH

  TO THE

  WHITE KNIGHTS!


  Human Legion

  — INFOPEDIA —


  HISTORY OF THE LEGION


  – The Khallini Strategy


   


  Having secured the first allied power and supply base in the form of the Littoranes of Shepherd–Nurture 4, the senior commanders of the Human Legion were split between competing objectives. Were they to conquer, liberate, or negotiate with the inhabitants of the systems they now encountered? Until that point, the two sides in the civil war were each factions of White Knight supporters competing for the prize of imperial power. Should the Legion support one faction over the other, at least for now, or declare a war of independence immediately?


  And always, there was the Earth.


  The Human Marine Corps base at Detroit had allowed access to terrestrial data, but nothing beyond the point of First Contact between humans and other species. The White Knights did not encourage vassal worlds to communicate directly with each other. Even the honored Jotun scientist known as the Reserve Captain could not say whether the Earth hosted a thrusting junior power or was a radioactive cinder.


  With limited understanding of the political and military situation, McEwan pushed against a strong resistance from the Littoranes to keep the Legion’s options open while they gathered better intelligence. Instead of heading coreward toward Earth, the Legion set out for Khallini, which lay in the opposite direction, out to spinward. The Khallini system itself was uninhabited for reasons that were unclear at that time – given the hospitable conditions on the fourth planet – but the strategic importance was clear even to the Human Legion in its tactically blinded state. Nine inhabited systems were within just ten light years of Khallini.


  The plan was simple.


  Establish a forward base at Khallini, and then send scouting/diplomatic missions to the neighboring inhabited systems. Had their inhabitants declared for a faction in the civil war? Could they be converted to the cause of freedom?


  McEwan hoped to keep the fragile Legion alliance together long enough to make this quick, initial assessment of the local situation before developing a longer term plan. From start to finish the operation wasn’t expected to take more than 35 years.


  Of course, as the reader will doubtless already be aware, this strategy is of interest only to historians and counter–factual fantasists, because it fell to pieces the moment the Human Legion flotilla entered the Khallini outer system.


  — Chapter 12 —


  HUMAN LEGION INTELLIGENCE REPORT: KHALLINI SYSTEM


  DATE (STANDARD): 1,436,192.017


  DATE (TERRAN): 2569.089


  SYSTEM GEOGRAPHY:


  Khallini is a main sequence star. Q-Class. Unremarkable.


  Starting from the star, heading outwards, notable planetary bodies are as follows:


   


  Hot Zone:


  2 inner gas giants and 1 lifeless rocky planet.


   


  Habitable Zone:


  Khallini-4 is 60% water covered. Oxygen levels in both water and air are good for Littoranes and humans to breathe without needing equipment. Toxin levels low. There is great colonization potential. Previous attempts at colonization have failed for unknown reasons. However, data from colonization missions within the past hundred thousand years suggest marine fish stocks are plentiful, and enzyme programs to allow digestion of native fish are already on record, and can easily be adapted for humans and Littoranes.


  A dominant, bipedal land species is semi-intelligent with sentience rating of 0.9. Previous contact suggests this species is not aggressive unless attacked.


  An automated listening post was left on the surface by the last imperial mission, and returned sensor data until only a few centuries ago. Our assumption is that enemy forces have repaired and upgraded this listening post.


   


  Cold Zone:


  One outer gas giant, which is currently being mined for fuel and has orbiting fuel refineries.


  There are no asteroid belts, making mining less profitable. However, the system’s Oort Cloud is rich in heavy elements and rocky material.


   


  ENEMY DISPOSITION:


  The enemy has nearly completed a major dockyard facility orbiting Khallini-4. The yards are currently constructing two major capital ships, which are approximately 80% complete.


  No nano sensor grid detected. If any exists, it is likely to be limited to the vicinity of Khallini-4. The planet once hosted a listening post, which might have been brought back into use.


  The enemy has its main forces in fast and highly elliptical orbits around Khallini-4.


   


  Consists of:


  18 Tactical Unit (TU) warboats – assessment: dangerous when used in numbers due to ability to rapidly deploy their Marine contingents to close assault Legion craft.


  4 Tactical Unit ‘sleeves’ – these appear to be unmodified from the standard design used to transport TUs across interstellar distances. Minimal combat relevance.


  3 heavy construction vessels – used in construction of the orbital dockyard.


  2 capital ships. Unknown type.


  14 destroyers of a variety of ship classes. Most have significant offensive missile capability. The two Havoc-class destroyers have limited missile capability but high survivability and single, spine-mount meson weapons that are highly dangerous at close range.


  8 frigates of a variety of ship classes. General-purpose warships of limited survivability rating and designed for point defense systems to interlock with both heavier warships and other frigates.


  We note that the composition of this fleet is counter to any standard tactical doctrine. Our interpretation is that this is most likely an ad-hoc assembly of straggler vessels. We see no AI-drones, but assume they will be carried in the larger ships.


  In addition to warships and warboats, there is limited in-system travel by shuttlecraft and trawlers. Traffic is almost entirely between Khallini-4 orbit, Khallini-4 surface, and the gas giant being mined for fuel.


   


  ASSESSMENT OF ENEMY PRESENCE:


  We think the enemy presence has come to this system for the same reason we have: to use Khallini as a forward supply base and jumping off point to attack or defend nearby star systems, several of which have significant economies and war manufacturing capability. What we cannot yet explain is the high level of activity taking place on the planet’s surface. We think there is a slight possibility that it is an attempt to establish a fast-growing colony, but to do so in a warzone seems unlikely, as any population on the surface would be extremely vulnerable. Unless the enemy feels the planet is less vulnerable than we do due to unexplained reasons. Those unexplained reasons could be dangerous. Consideration should be given to an active reconnaissance of the planet to discover what the enemy is doing, paying particular attention to the possibility of hidden anti-ship defenses.


   


  FRIENDLY FORCES IN SYSTEM:


  1st Flotilla, Human Legion


   


  Human Contingent


  Beowulf (flagship)


  41 Human Navy personnel


  46 Human Marines


  571 Human Irregulars


   


  Littorane Contingent


  9,086 Navy personnel


  31,928 Marines


   


  Warships


  The Enveloping Water of Ecstasy (tactical name: Vengeance of Saesh) – Songsmasher-class battleship


  Cleanser of Doubt – Revenge-class battle cruiser


  Storm of the Gods – Revenge-class battle cruiser


  Now You Listen – Royal-class cruiser


  Deep Current – Royal-class cruiser


  Eviscerator – Royal-class cruiser


  Orphanmaker – Shield-class missile cruiser


  Bloodletter – Shield-class missile cruiser


  Scourge of the Godless – Purify-class destroyer


  Blacktail – Purify-class destroyer


  Purifier – Purify-class destroyer


  Forwards – Shield-class destroyer


  Liberty – Royal-class destroyer


  Divine Hammerblow – Lightning-class destroyer


  Hellbringer – Lightning-class destroyer


  Human Endurance…


   


  Human Endurance! Where did that name come from?


  Arun sighed. He didn’t bother to read the entire list. He hardly needed to be told the Littoranes had 19 ships in their contingent. Only the Littoranes had the facilities to scout an entire system while, hopefully, avoiding detection. Which was good. Unfortunately, that meant the Littoranes got to write the intelligence summary… and ram home how miniscule the human contribution was. He had to get that sleeping legion hidden under Detroit operational as soon as possible.


  Normally, Arun would read through the intelligence briefing a second time, but on this occasion he had his own intelligence to gather: how was his new joint command reacting?


  They were conducting the campaign planning session in the tertiary control center of the Littorane carrier, a compartment they called the Chamber of Decisions. The immense capital ship’s official name was Scourge of the White Knights. Arun had insisted on a change to a less confrontational name and had won a compromise with an everyday working name of Vengeance of Saesh. He had a feeling that was just a taste of problems to come.


  The Littorane senior commanders were still giving the appearance of digesting the report. The humans – Xin, Indiya, Loobie, and Del-Marie – were glancing at Arun for guidance. He decided to allow his allies their time. After all, they had shown courtesy by filling the Chamber of Decisions with air, despite their frequent protests that the Littorane mind only operated keenly when underwater.


  Arun hated all this political drent. The senior Littoranes surely must have read this report already.


  When Admiral Kreippil opened his eyes, Arun decided to take the advice that Del often gave him and opened with an uncontroversial topic before addressing the disagreements he knew were inevitable.


  “Admiral, I’m not clear on the significance of the indigenous inhabitants of Khallini. Can you explain the description of ‘sentience level 0.9’?”


  “Of course, General.” The senior Littorane commander bowed. “They are proto-sapients. About the level of the species on your homeworld called…” He rolled his eyes up and kept them there for a second. “… called baboons.”


  Frakk it! Was the alien trying to make a point about Arun’s fitness to lead? “I do not know much of the species of Earth,” Arun admitted. “Are these baboon-analogs a threat?”


  “Or an opportunity?” added Xin.


  Kreippil rolled his tongue around his mouth – a sign of Littorane approval. Already they respected Xin while merely tolerating Arun’s command. “It is unlikely the Khallinies, or however we shall name them, will play a part in our holy war. Sentience 0.9 indicates limited tool use, language, and the mental capacity to imagine the future in order that they may influence events. The capacity to make the leap to civilization and advanced technology is there, but at their current level they are no more a potential ally than any intelligent animal that relies on pure instinct.”


  “I have to ask,” said Xin, a teasing quality to her voice that would be lost in translation but Arun heard loud and clear, “what is the sentience rating for humans?”


  “One point one.”


  “And what is the maximum score?” Xin asked.


  “Five.”


  Xin rolled her dark eyes. “Figures. What else could you expect from a scale dreamed up by aliens?”


  Admiral Kreippil flapped his gills in amusement, but many of the other Littorane Navy officers present went rigid at Xin’s comment. Arun struggled to take in how the Littorane were pumped up with desire to fight in the human cause, but distrusted every human being they met. Mind you, Xin had that effect on most species. Love or hate her, you couldn’t ignore her.


  “Let’s move on,” said Indiya. “If we decide to contest this system, then control will be determined by naval superiority. If we hit the enemy vessels head on, we may achieve victory, but the cost will be unacceptable. Do you agree, Admiral?”


  “The Commodore is accurate in her assessment,” said Kreippil, “as always.”


  “What we need is a way to split up the enemy forces so that we may defeat each portion in detail,” said Indiya. “Suggestions on how we divide them?”


  “What if the Wolves had succeeded in their mutiny?” asked Xin.


  Barney whispered in Arun’s ear that Littoranes were livid at this mention of the perpetrators of the Year of Sorrows. The AI needn’t have bothered; Arun had already worked out what the sharp upturn of their tailtips meant.


  “I’m serious,” said Xin. “Imagine they had exterminated us all and didn’t suffer from zero-gee weakness. They would see the enemy forces and withdraw, but not before taking what they could grab easily.”


  “They would need to refuel,” said Indiya. “The main drive can mine the quantum foam directly, but secondary systems run off chemical fuel. Before running for a safer system, the Wolves would mine the outer gas giant for fuel.”


  “No they wouldn’t,” said Xin. “The imperials are already mining the outer giant. Dredging is inefficient and dangerous in the inner gas giants because they are so much warmer. All their fuel mining and refining is taking place on that one outer gas giant. The Wolves wouldn’t mine for fuel themselves. They would hit the refineries and take what had already been mined.”


  Indiya nodded. “And if raiders were interrupting fuel supplies, the defenders would have little choice but to dispatch ships to chase them away. If the enemy thought they were facing a military fleet, they would be reluctant to divide their forces, but if we can convince them they faced only thieves and pirates, that would be a different matter. Meanwhile the Human Legion strike force attacks from the opposite direction to the gas giant, and defeats the core of the enemy fleet before the detachment returns from chasing the raiders.”


  Arun didn’t like the way this was slipping away from him. “Commodore, your use of the term ‘enemy’ is premature. I have not received intelligence regarding the allegiance of the forces we have discovered here. May I remind you that our purpose in taking the Khallini system is to establish a forward base to conduct a campaign of liberation across the nine inhabited systems within ten light years of here. It seemed too good to be true that Khallini for some reason was never colonized. It appears that a faction in the civil war thought much the same and has been busy establishing a base while we were in transit. Do they support the Old Empire or the New Empire – the faction who destroyed Detroit and mutinied on Themistocles and Beowulf?”


  “Does it matter?” asked Kreippil. “You talk of Old Empire and New Empire. Old? New? What do I care? You talk as if they are different yet both are empires of the White Knights. My warriors are eager to flood this system with the blood of the White Knights’ servants, because through that scarlet stream we shall swim to the place of their masters and slaughter them.”


  Arun clamped his jaws before he said something he could never take back. Kreippil was changing the mission objectives by the second, and in front of the senior command staff too. “I see, Admiral, that I have not explained this adequately. Corporal Del-Marie, would you please explain in your own words, so that even the Admiral understands.”


  Del’s face lit up, grateful of the opportunity, and then winced at Arun’s choice of words. As a mere corporal, he had no place at this table, but Arun was grooming him as a negotiator, or even an ambassador. For now, he was needed as an intermediary between sparring allies.


  “There are often levels of meaning that are lost in the translation between species,” said Del, “so forgive me when I tell of some things we already know. Before the civil war, the White Knight Empire was the major regional power, but still only one polity within the Trans-Species Union, which extends coreward for hundreds of light years. Every previous interstellar civilization we are aware of has eventually wiped itself out in wars of mutual destruction. The Trans-Species Union has survived thus far due to the inevitable slide into mutual destruction being offset by mutual paranoia. Every polity in the union fears that if the rule of law were ever to fail, then the anarchy that would surely follow would wipe out civilization and render planets uninhabitable for megayears. Interaction within and between polities is through contracts. The paranoid vengeance of the entire Union will fall on anyone who appears to break a contract that binds them. The whole of humankind is bound by our treaty, the Vancouver Accords, signed by President Horden five centuries ago.”


  “I know that,” said the Admiral. “The Littorane Articles of Servitude were signed eight thousand centuries ago. It is not coincidence that the gods sent the Purple Warrior to us at a time of civil war. This is our chance to crush the White Knight tyrants. The gods seek always to test us. Victory will not come easily, but our divine backing means we shall prevail. Defeat is only possible if we are too cautious to even fight. Too cautious, or…” The Admiral twisted his tail so that its tip pointed at Arun. “Or too cowardly. Makes no difference.”


  “Don’t—” Arun took a deep breath and deviated from the furious response he was about to spit at the Littorane. “Don’t forget that we are still weak and need the shield of loyalty to the Old Empire. If they emerge as the victors in the war, we can argue that all the Human Legion did was loyally secure assets from the rebels. Behind the public statements, the stronger we are militarily, the more concessions we can demand from the Old Empire.”


  “And if the so-called New Empire wins,” Del added, “we challenge their right to inherit the rights and privileges of the predecessor White Knight Empire. Our bargaining position is even stronger.”


  “Thank you,” said Admiral Kreippil. “This matter of politics is finally clear to even an old warrior such as myself.” He bowed to Arun, who managed to relax a little. Perhaps sense would prevail, after all. “Our political position is strongest if the New Empire wins the war. Therefore we must declare for the New Empire without delay and betray them later.”


  “It’s too risky,” said Arun.


  “War is always risky,” retorted the Admiral.


  “True. But a good leader controls the risks. Not the other way around.”


  The Admiral was angry – his flicking tail needed no interpretation – and looked at Indiya for her judgement. Kreippil had stopped a few nanometers short of openly challenging Arun’s status as overall commander, but he was getting closer all the time. As far as the Littoranes were concerned the entirety of Arun’s legitimacy came from Indiya’s backing for him.


  “General McEwan is correct,” said Indiya. She could have replied quicker.


  Kreippil hissed but eventually calmed enough to say: “Very well, we bide our time. This will be hard for my warriors, who have seen the White Knights insult our gods for countless generations. They wish retribution.”


  “Admiral, I have an information update.” The officer who spoke was Xoomar, the captain of the Vengeance of Saesh, which Arun reckoned made her Kreippil’s second-in-command.


  “Update on enemy comms. We now have partial decryption. We’re hearing nothing but chatter but the enemy refer to themselves as ‘Free Corps’. Linguistic interpretation suggests the enemy species is human.”


  Humans! Arun flicked a glance at Indiya who had never fully healed after killing so many people in the Free Corps mutiny years earlier. If the prospect of going to war against fellow humans daunted her, she did not show it.


  Captain Xoomar paused, studying the reaction of the humans before continuing. “We still don’t know what is going on at the surface of Khallini-4, but there is even more activity there than in the orbital dockyard. It’s the rebel side for certain. The so-called New Empire.”


  Kreippil flapped his gills. “See, General? Our enemy is in plain sight, which means we need no longer concern ourselves with your moral and political complexities. The entire Human Legion is united in simplicity. Every one of us is but a simple warrior now. And as warriors our sacred duty is clear. We must destroy our enemies with every iota of strength. General, do you still hesitate?”


  Hesitation at this point would be indistinguishable from weakness. Arun knew that perfectly well and, much as he would prefer not to be rushed, realized that the time had come.


  He raised his fist high and declared: “Freedom can be won.”


  Chants erupted, engorging the atmosphere with a sense of common purpose… or so it seemed until Arun realized the chanting was Littorane, in their own tongue. Barney had enough years of interpreting that he was flooding his translation with convincing human passion.


  Freedom can be won. Human Legion! Human Legion!


  When the cheers had quieted, Kreippil added his own words. “May foul water confound our enemies as we crush the life from them. Death to the enemy! Death to the White Knights!”


  Frakk it! Trying to control the Littoranes was like taming a herd of nuclear-tipped missiles on final attack vector.


  Chilled with foreboding, Arun raised his fist too and tried to inject passion into his voice as he joined in with the chant exploding from Littorane lips. “Death to the White Knights!”


  — Chapter 13 —


  Laughing, Arun stretched across his rack to stroke a stray curl of copper hair from Janna’s neck. “Say, you’re not going to run off with the Beowulf are you? Indiya and the Marines will be joining me with the Littoranes on the far side of the star system. What’s to stop you taking the ship and running?”


  Janna frowned. Frakk, she was considering his words carefully! He’d only been joking.


  She shrugged. “Never thought of that. With all the drugs you’re putting into us now to combat the effect of zero-g, I guess enough of us could stay strong to keep control. To be honest, Arun, I don’t want to let you down, but the answer depends on what the Chief wants.”


  “Chief? You mean Lieutenant Nhlappo?”


  She nodded. “She’s the Chief. And so long as she’s loyal to you, so am I. Same with the other Wolves. We respect her. Not like that bastard Banner. And her kids are so cute. Absolutely adorable.” She gave what would have been an angelic smile, if not for the teeth that had dropped out before being cured of space atrophy.


  Arun shook his head in wonder, and not for the first time. Janna swore she hadn’t been part of the Year of Sorrows, but others among the Wolves had been there in person, butchering Littorane children and setting their heads on poles. Janna could easily have been a part of that, had she been older. How could these ancient forerunners of the Marines be such brutal monsters? But her split nature made logical sense. The Wolves were artificially engineered killing machines, terror tools for the White Knights. They weren’t normal humans any more than the Marines or the Navy rats.


  And Arun was the biggest freak of all. Who knew what the Hummers had planted within him?


  “Sometimes I hate being the commander,” he said. “Did I ever tell you that?”


  She raised an eyebrow at that. “Once or twice.”


  “Half of the Legion expects me to be some kind of messianic leader. The other half is waiting for me to fail.”


  “I know,” Janna whispered. She rolled over and placed a comforting hand on his shoulder. “You’re just a regular guy caught up in a Hummer conspiracy.”


  “Exactly. I never asked for this. My role is to calculate the possibilities and then make choices. People live or die by what I decide. Not just the thousands in battle. Now that we’re beginning to act openly, the survival of our species could rest on any single one of the decisions I make. I know I can face enemy fire without flinching, but I don’t know whether I can face the consequences of my decisions.”


  Janna shuffled up onto her knees and looked down at Arun, shaking her head sadly. “You’re making this easy for me,” she said.


  She kissed him, the longest and most tender touch he’d ever felt from her lips. She was normally like a hungry animal. Just thinking about their furious intimacy of recent weeks brought a gasp of anticipation to Arun’s mouth.


  “We’re off to war tomorrow,” she said. “Separately. Your way of dealing with it is to lie there and talk. Can you guess what I would rather do?”


  A grin came to his face.


  She sighed. “No, McEwan. It feels all wrong now. I’ll get what I need back on the Wolf Deck.”


  Janna rolled off the rack and snatched up her clothes.


  “I never promised to be exclusive,” she said as she dressed, “but I was anyway. It’s not difficult to see you would have been upset if I’d allowed myself unrestricted entertainment.”


  “Would have been?” The words drained out of his mouth like fine, desert sand.


  “It’s been fun, Arun. And with your freaky engineered superbody, exotic fun.” Arun faded under the pity behind her smile. “You’re too needy,” she said. “Shame really. There’s a fun person hiding under all that man-of-destiny crap that weighs you down. If you were just the cheeky dickster you were born to be, then I’d stick around longer.”


  As she reached out her hand to press the hatch opening control, she hesitated and turned her head. “No tears, McEwan? Not going to tell me you love me?”


  “I don’t love you,” he replied, sensing that bluntness was appropriate. “I never said I did. But I’m very fond of you. I’ll miss you, Janna. Keep well.”


  “Yeah, you too. Look, McEwan, I’ll give you a bit of advice because… well, they did a good job on boosting your body, but forgot about your brain. You’re no good on your own. Pedro’s your best mate, which is weird but works for you. But he’s not enough. You need someone human to share your fears and your rack, and not some random piece of tail like me.”


  “Random? Hey, you came on to me, remember? You waited for me at the Deck 4 entrance to Deployment Tube Alpha and told me to take you back to my quarters.”


  “I did. But only because your eyes never stopped caressing me whenever you inspected the Wolves.”


  “They did?”


  “Shit, McEwan! You’re so clueless sometimes. Look, let me spell it out for you. Indiya’s dead on the inside. Springer’s cut you off, and you should respect her. She’s all right, that lady. There’s only one other woman who could possibly give you what you need. Even you can figure out who that is.”


  Advice given, Janna opened the hatch and walked off without saying a farewell.


  Arun hated being told what to do as if he were a frakking imbecile. The Jotun officers had made a habit of that all through his time as a novice and a cadet. He didn’t like it then and he didn’t like it now. Pedro had been almost as bad – he couldn’t stop himself from treating Arun like a child – and even Springer spoke to him as if he were an emotional simpleton at times. Perhaps that ought to have told him something – the fact that everyone around him had independently chosen to treat him in a similar fashion… Maybe they had a point.


  Arun sighed. Janna’s advice had been well-intentioned, he realized that, but the Wolf girl didn’t know what he did. She didn’t know about the embryos. They changed everything.


  — Chapter 14 —


  “How certain are you that this will work?” Springer clenched her fists. Maybe punching Furn wouldn’t help their mission, but it would definitely make her feel better. “This entire campaign was vulleyed-up from the start, and now you want to rescue the Legion using your… your magic.”


  “I think the problem is your lack of understanding regarding my implants,” replied Furn, calmly enough to show he at least had a little backbone. “Their original purpose was to give us control over our hormones, like a super-effective version of your combat drugs. In the present context it’s better to think of them as nanobot-factories. Give me the right design and diet supplements and I can build anything, including spybots and mini comms relays capable of flight. You should already know this, because it’s years since Tizer hacked the implants and made them something far more.”


  “Tizer,” muttered Umarov. “That’ll be Spacer Magnetizer, I take it – the one who was assigned to this mission in the first place. So how come we’ve ended up with you instead?”


  The sound of movement nearby caused all three of them to freeze. The two Marines readied their carbines, but it was only an animal, probably one of the mud-suckers declaring its claim to a scrap of alluvial mud at the nearby riverbank. The mudsuckers were at their noisiest now, as dusk approached.


  “When we first met you Marines,” Furn answered in a whisper, “Tizer was on ice. He doesn’t know you the way I do, and I’ve surpassed him in hacking my implants for surveillance and more.”


  “But you limp,” said Springer. She palmed her face. “I can’t believe I’m saying this of all people, but my prosthetic leg is much better than yours. If we have to move quickly, you won’t be able to keep up, especially in this terrain.”


  Springer grimaced. As concealment, the marshlands were excellent, with their tall reeds constantly waving in a breeze that also carried the damp loam’s rich organic stink. Even at its widest foot setting, her false leg was constantly sucked down into the mud. Beowulf stored components for Marine-sized leg prosthetics, but nothing for the much smaller Navy personnel. Presumably legs were considered to be of limited value in zero-g. Furn’s equivalent was more of a peg.


  Furn smiled. “If we have to run, we’ve already failed. You know that. I won’t let the loss of my leg stop me playing a full part in the Legion. You’re my inspiration in that, Springer. That’s why I wanted to be the one to watch over you.”


  Jealousy, pity, and implacable opposition… Springer knew how to deal with those. But admiration? This was an unknown scenario. “I’m Marine Tremayne to you,” she corrected halfheartedly. “You haven’t earned the privilege of calling me Springer.”


  Umarov wasn’t helping. The little veck was so amused by Furn’s words that he was struggling to suppress his laughter, but the Old Man’s amusement was too much for Furn. The Navy rat who was normally as cold as an inactive robot now snapped. “We’ve been on this planet for three days. Why these wixering questions now?” Fury blazed from the ship-rat’s nearly gray eyes. Springer saw impatience there, a frustration that his comrades didn’t simply trust his judgment without question. She’d seen that look on Arun’s face before now. The general’s eyes might be a lusher brown but the similarity was uncanny.


  “Why? Because this is crunch time,” Umarov explained. “Now is when our comrades’ lives depend on you being right.”


  “I’m sorry,” Springer said, drawing out her words while she dreamed up an apology. “I wanted to see whether you still believed in yourself when we put you under pressure.” She placed a hand on the little ship-rat’s shoulder, and was surprised to find so much muscle there. “You squirmed well, Leading Spacer Fusion-Furnace. I still don’t understand how you took Tizer’s place, or how you can control a man remotely, but I have decided we shall trust you. For now. Come on, disguise us, and we’ll be on our way.”


  Furn took calming breaths to compose himself, before beckoning the two Marines over, ready to place his outstretched palms on their chests.


  Springer hesitated, remembering an hour or so before when Furn had laid those same hands over the enemy Marine they had captured.


  Sergeant Felix had fought viciously in the seconds before the sedative quietened him. The NCO’s body had fought again when Furn squeezed his hands over his victim’s neck. Sergeant Felix had gone from barely conscious to thrashing so hard that he gouged chunks out of the dirt. Furn’s face had been utterly without compassion as he had… She wasn’t entirely sure what he had done. Possession was as good a description as any.


  Afterwards, the imperial sergeant had gotten to his feet, blinked at his surroundings, and then walked off as if nothing had happened.


  And now it was her turn for Furn to lay hands on her.


  She bit her lip and moved forward to press her body against Furn’s palm. Too late to back out now, whatever her misgivings.


  As she watched, the instructions Furn squeezed out of his hands reprogramed the smartfabric of her fatigues. The black and gold of the Legion changed to the midnight blue of the void Marines. The epaulettes were absorbed and the collar softened. New insignia appeared over the shoulders to match the unit they were to infiltrate: Crimson Squad, 8th Company, 4th battalion, 599th Regiment of Void Marines.


  The mud splashed up the sides of her uniform remained unchanged.


  The 599th… Springer had never heard of them. Wherever they came from, it wasn’t Tranquility.


  One thing was clear, though, they had discovered something already that threw everything into doubt. The 599th were loyalists, or Old Empire as the officers were calling it now. The briefing for this covert mission had focused on the need to find out what the enemy were up to on Khallini-4, but it had been made absolutely clear that they would be infiltrating the rebels of the New Empire, the traitor Marines who called themselves the Free Corps. The briefing had been wrong, and the comms window to tell Arun of the mistake wouldn’t open for another two days. This mission was a frakk-up before it had even begun.


  “I know what you’re thinking,” said Umarov. “We all knew the day might come when we would square up against the Human Marine Corps. Let’s face it, the only thing separating our new chum, Sergeant Felix, from Sergeant Gupta is that you and McEwan weren’t assigned as cadets to his squad. I just never expected we would have to face this so soon. Tell me you’re not going to hesitate to shoot if it comes to it.”


  “I’ll be all right, Old Man.”


  Umarov held Springer’s gaze for a moment longer before nodding. “Civil wars suck, eh? Let’s go be traitors.”


  They set off through the boggy ground to contact the loyalist Marines who were in woodland about two klicks away. The distance wasn’t far, but until they left the marshland, the going was tricky. Springer considered that a blessing: the mud soon sucked the fears from her mind.


  — Chapter 15 —


  As the shadows lengthened toward dusk, Springer estimated six rifles had been trained on them for several minutes before a corporal emerged from behind a brace of trees and blocked the path through the woods.


  “Who the frakk are you?” the corporal challenged.


  “We were ordered to find Crimson Squad,” replied Springer.


  “You’ve found us.” The corporal raised his plasma pistol and pointed it at Umarov. “Now answer my question.”


  The corporal had flank guards with SA-73 rifles. Springer couldn’t get a good look at the other loyalists deeper under cover, but they had rifles of some kind. The Marines of the 599th weren’t wearing battlesuits: reason unknown. The Legion spies had spotted this in their initial reconnaissance and decided to leave their own battlesuits in the concealed stealth dropship that had brought them here. Without the powered armor, Crimson Squad’s rifles looked heavy, but at such short range they wouldn’t miss.


  A klick or so away, at the edge of the marsh, Furn should be deep in cover, seeing everything through his nano-magic. But even he wouldn’t make a difference if the enemy decided to shoot.


  Springer sighed and tried to relax her hold on her carbine.


  Sergeant Felix suddenly burst into view and looked the two Legion infiltrators deep in the eye. Springer felt her thumb creep toward her carbine’s manual safety release. Felix wore confusion on his face. Hopefully this was the signs of Furn fighting for control of the sergeant’s mind. Furn won.


  “It’s all right, Corporal Massi,” said Felix, “I’m expecting them. They’re the reason I was called away. These are our two replacements.”


  The corporal lowered his weapon, but the look on his face said that this was not all right.


  Massi was going to be trouble.


  — Chapter 16 —


  The birds had roosted in the dense trees, and bat-analogs were fluttering about their heads as the roster of daytime wildlife made way for the night. As she stumbled over one more frakking tree root, Springer was just beginning to wonder whether their escorts were ever going to use the flashlights they carried on their hips, when they emerged into a clearing containing a vehicle park and around twenty enemy Marines sitting around a heater, mostly with their butts sat on fallen logs.


  Crimson Squad.


  Felix whistled for attention. “Hey! Got two new squad members for you.”


  “New, Sarge?” said a Marine inspecting one of the six trucks in the vehicle park. He turned from the engine inspection hatch. “How can they be new?”


  The question was echoed in the suspicious expressions of the other Crimson Squad Marines.


  Sergeant Felix narrowed his eyes. Instead of replying, he gasped. Was he fighting Furn’s possession? Come on, Furn. Make this work!


  “Replacements…” said Felix absently. Then with a shake of his head, his mind latched fully onto the question. “Replacements? What’s so weird about that? The boneheads in the 471st Assault Marines took on a bunch of stragglers a while back. This brace of beauties was too good for the 471st. Made the rest of them look so bad that they sent them planetside to join us.”


  The sergeant’s words were met with a wave of silence. Then the mechanic over at the vehicle park burst into laughter, which rapidly spread through the squad.


  Well done, Furn!


  “Show them what you’re made of,” Felix told his two new charges. “Step into the light.”


  Umarov advanced toward the heater that was giving off a ruddy glow. Reluctantly, so did Springer. Without her battlesuit and helmet, she felt terribly exposed. The explosion years before on Antilles meant half her skin on show was coated in puckered scars. Sure enough, her new squadmates soon poked at her old wounds with cruel jibes and ironic wolf whistles. She held her head high and gave them all a look of withering contempt that told them to go vulley themselves.


  A Marine got to his feet and the jeering ceased. Springer recognized him as Corporal Massi. “Seriously, Sergeant it’s not as if the 471st are exactly picky. What’s the matter with these two? Why dump them?”


  Sergeant Felix rolled his eyes in despair. Springer had no idea Furn could make him do that. “No fooling you, is there, Corporal?” Felix shrugged. “The one with the melted face is also legless. The runty one is a throwback to the frakking Stone Age.”


  From amusement at the newcomers’ expense, the attitude of the squad members was shifting by the second toward annoyance. Furn’s cover story, voiced through the sergeant, made Springer and Umarov sound like liabilities.


  Could Furn see this? He said he had nano-scale eyes and ears on the sergeant wherever he needed them, but were they good enough to read the mood?


  Felix gave a conspiratorial wink and lowered his voice. “I shouldn’t be telling you this about our noobs, but… one of them’s a sex addict. Can’t get enough of it.”


  Furn! Springer shook with rage. Wait till I get my hands on your scrawny body.


  “Which one, Sergeant?” called out one of the squad, a bald woman with a livid scar zigzagging down one side of her face.


  “That’s for you to discover.” Sergeant Felix walked behind the two newcomers and slapped them on the shoulders, resting there as if best mates. “Welcome to Crimson Squad, you maggots. If anyone gives you grief, I don’t want to know. Replacements!” He shook his head. “I asked for replacements. They give me Hop-a-long Hannah and Grunt the Caveboy. Mader Zagh! My brain hurts, I’m going somewhere quieter where the galaxy makes more sense.”


  The sergeant’s words won a few odd looks from his squad that swiftly turned to jeers as he walked off. A happy crowd, or so Springer thought, until she caught the suspicious look Corporal Massi was throwing the sergeant’s way.


  Her heart jumped when she realized why. Mader Zagh was a Navy saying, not something a Marine sergeant would ever be caught saying.


  Furn had screwed up.


  — Chapter 17 —


  “I reckon you two are part of the mysterious Curse of Khallini,” said Doxxer, one of the younger Marines in the squad. He sucked the nutrient nugget off the end of his fork and jabbed the tines in Umarov’s direction. “I can buy your friend as a genuine replacement, but you’re too miniscule to be a Marine.”


  “I don’t care what you buy,” replied Umarov, “because I’m not selling anything. But I am interested in this mysterious curse. What is it?”


  Doxxer laughed at Umarov. “I don’t know, do I? That’s why they call it mysterious, you dumbshit.”


  The boy was trying to get a rise out of Umarov. The Old Man managed to keep his cool, but Springer worried how long that would last. Umarov’s birth didn’t stretch back nearly as far as the Wolves, but Springer wondered how much of that animalistic streak was still in her friend. She’d seen the mania behind his eyes as he flicked his poisoned combat blades through his enemies, the way he would rather run screaming at a foe than shoot them from a distance. Now she’d seen the Wolves, Umarov’s behavior made a little more sense.


  “Every mission to this planet fails,” said the Marine who had made sure some hot chow was provided for Umarov and Springer. Her name was Kazanne, and although she didn’t seem to have any formal authority through rank, Springer noted how the others deferred to her.


  “Yeah, for thousands of years,” said one of the nearby Marines, an almost Jotun-sized brute called Louis. “Every mission to Khallini was abandoned.”


  “As ours will be,” said Kazanne. “Why should we be any different?”


  “That’s enough defeatist talk,” snapped Corporal Massi. He held Kazanne’s gaze for a moment before she looked away.


  “I only meant we’re not planning on staying here long term,” replied Kazanne, staring at the heater. “We’re only staying here until the scumsucker rebel vecks of the 3rd Fleet arrive. Then they’re welcome to the place… and the surprises we’re leaving for them.”


  “Kaz is right,” said Doxxer. “I mean look at us. We’re making camp like some frakking primitives and keeping contact via short range radio because planetary comms are forever wigging out. If they weren’t permanently glitched, we’d walk to the target zone in our armor, pick the mudsuckers up and walk back, all in the same day. Not this six-day round trip with these low-tech trucks. What’s going to happen if the rebel fleet ever gets to fight us on the ground? We’re not even allowed our SA-71s… unlike these two who pranced in carrying their carbines.”


  “I said, enough!” Corporal Massi let the silence sink in before adding: “No one’s standing and fighting. The plan is to lay a trap, which you frakkwits seem to have forgotten is why we’re out here in the first place.”


  The squad realized the Corporal wasn’t going to give another warning, and maintained its silence. Animal shrieks pierced the night from multiple sources. Was that a hunting pack of predators? Springer looked to the Marines of the 599th for her lead. A few had noted the cries but none looked perturbed.


  If I’m not about to be savaged by beasts, she thought, I’d better get on with digging for intel. “Anyone got any serious suggestions as to why there are so many glitches?” she asked. When she saw the glare on Massi’s face, she quickly added: “I need to know what we’re facing. We were sent here with our SA-71s, and now you’re telling me they don’t function reliably.”


  “The simpler the mechanism, the less likely it will fail when you need it most,” said Louis. “Hence we’ve left our SA-71s at base. I believe whatever’s causing this has to be a natural phenomenon. Space is a big place. Even the White Knights and the Jotuns don’t understand it all.”


  “Why natural?” queried Kazanne. “Perhaps its exotic radiation from the remnants of failed black hole engineering left behind by an earlier interstellar civilization from another star.”


  “Or maybe it’s the natives,” suggested Doxxer.


  “What the mudsuckers?” scoffed Kazanne “Have you had too much sun?”


  “No. Course not. I mean the mudsuckers are only animals, right? But what if they are the distant descendants of a once great civilization that reached too far, and plummeted from a great height?”


  “You’re all full of drent,” said Kazanne. “The officers tell us it’s because the inner gas giants are in alignment and that makes Khallini-4 into an aerial for the high energy particle stream coming from the local star.”


  ““Don’t pretend like you understand a word you’ve just uttered,” said Doxxer, but then wilted under Kazanne’s glare. “I may be wrong, but I think that’s just the Jotuns telling us something to put our simple mammal minds at rest. The old Earth tales had it right. It’s gremlins.”


  “What are gremlins?” Umarov asked.


  “A legend,” answered Doxxer, pausing when he saw Kazanne roll her eyes. “Little pixie things. Mischievous vecks who sneak in from some hidden dimension to vulley up your equipment. Just for the sadistic pleasure in doing so. Bastards.”


  “These gremlins…” said Springer thoughtfully. “Sound suspiciously like Navy ship-rats to me. You sure all our problems aren’t just a tribe of ship-rats who crashed here generations ago and went feral?”


  Crimson Squad erupted into mirth. Hoots and catcalls shot into the night air, silencing the native wildlife.


  Kazanne set down her meal tray and came over to Springer. “It’s as good a theory as most of the drent that people say. Better in fact.” Kazanne patted Springer’s shoulder. “You’re all right, Springer. And your small friend. Welcome to the Planet of the Ship-rats!”


  “It’s all stupid talk,” said Sergeant Felix who had been standing in the shadows. “All those other colony missions failed because the colonists were aliens. Leave it to humans if you want a job done properly.”


  Was that the sergeant talking, wondered Springer, or Furn?


  Felix didn’t sound convincing, even to himself. As he walked farther into the light from the heater, Springer could see him scratching his head and blinking.


  “Perimeter’s not yet secure to my satisfaction,” said Felix in a lucid moment. “Number 3 truck is still showing diagnostic warnings. Cut the chatter. You all have work to do.”


  ——


  After Springer had spent an hour trying to leech intel out of her new squadmate comrades, Louis came over. He was built like a grav-tank, but seemed thoughtful. More importantly, now that she was a spy, in his few comments she had heard he seemed knowledgeable.


  “Your eyes…” said Louis softly, “that violet smolder… it’s like nebula gas glowing with the light of proto-stars.” he looked away.” I’m sorry, you must have heard that kind of talk all night.”


  Louis was right, and the clumsily admiring comments about her eyes were getting very old.


  “I think you’re beautiful,” said Louis.


  “Really? And how is my physical appearance even relevant to my performance as a Marine?”


  Springer tried to fix Louis with a withering stare, and was surprised when he held her gaze placidly. “Because your appearance clearly matters to you. That was obvious in the way you stood when we first saw you.” Louis spoke without rancor. He smiled. “We’re squad mates now. I need to have your back, and for that we must understand each other.”


  “By handing out smooth-tongued flattery. I’m not convinced that helps.”


  “I was stating a fact – offering an intel update, if you prefer. Whether you wish to see that as flattery is your choice.”


  Springer sighed and looked away for a moment, which was as close as she would go to an apology.


  “You’ve been trying to pump the squad for information all night,” Louis said. “But there’s no need to flirt or be sly about it. If the unit ever gets into a tight situation, we all need to have each other’s back. And for that you need to be up to speed with everything that’s going on with this crazy planet.”


  “Fair point.”


  “Fair point? What the hell does that mean? Where on Nanatsu were you trained?”


  “Nanatsu?”


  “Yes.” He frowned “Nanatsu–7. The Marine Corps depot planet. Jesus! You’ve never even heard of our home have you?”


  “Guess it never came up in conversation.”


  Louis shook his head. “Better recall your caveman from wherever he’s prowling. I’m gonna need to start at the very beginning, and I have no intention of repeating myself.”


  ——


  Sitting together on an upturned log, Springer and the big guy, Louis were chewing the fat like old pals. It was what they were here to do, and so far Umarov hadn’t learned much. Still didn’t seem right, though, to fraternize with someone you might be shooting at the next day.


  What was she doing? Was she waving him over?


  Umarov mumbled something to the Marines who had been ignoring him anyway and crossed the clearing toward Springer. He’d only managed a few steps before he heard a crackle in his ear that stopped him in his tracks.


  It sounded like a comm device registering a new channel. But that was crazy. He wasn’t carrying any comms.


  “Umarov, get to the vehicle park. Quickly!”


  The voice was Furn’s. How Furn was talking with him was unknown. Umarov whispered into the air: “Why?”


  “You may have to deal with a problem and then get Springer out of there. Listen to this…”


  Umarov scowled, but hurried over to the vehicle park without trying to seem in haste. Furn had called his friend Springer, despite her instruction not to. From what he’d heard, Furn had spent years fascinated with that Navy freak, Indiya, with no result. Why he hadn’t gone elsewhere for his pleasures was beyond Umarov, but he had a nasty feeling that Furn was transferring his obsession.


  A new voice came into Umarov’s head. This wasn’t Furn. This was a translator system of the kind aliens used to communicate with humans.


  “What is this about?” came the translated voice.


  “It’s Sergeant Felix,” replied a voice that sounded familiar. Corporal Massi. “The sergeant’s been acting very strangely ever since he brought in the two replacements.”


  “Replacements? What replacements? Talk sense, Corporal, if you value your life.”


  Massi had to be talking to a Jotun, reasoned Umarov. The squad’s officer.


  An officer who would soon reveal them as imposters.


  Umarov pinpointed Massi’s voice behind one of the trucks, and headed that way. He drew his blade, pushing his thumb against the pressure plate to release the nerve toxin to the blade tips. Getting Springer out alive was going to prove a challenge. Umarov shrugged. What did he expect? The First Law of Soldiering: never volunteer for anything… should have listened to his own rules.


  “Stand down, Umarov,” said Furn.


  He lowered his blade. “Explain.”


  “Massi was cut off before he could give us away.”


  “You mean you cut off the comm link?”


  “Not me. If I could, I would have.”


  Umarov sheathed his blade. Then who? Sounded like they’d just experienced the Curse of Khallini for themselves.


  “It’s not over,” said Furn. He’d never sounded panicked until now. “There’s an incoming call… to the sergeant. Patching you in now…”


  “Sergeant Felix,” asked a machine voice.


  “Yes, Lieutenant Torgrim?”


  “I have received a perplexing communication from Corporal Massi. Explain to me what he means by your two replacement Marines.”


  “I cannot explain, sir, other than to say that the corporal has been showing signs of fatigue.”


  “I knew it! Every mission to this planet has been plagued with bad luck. I don’t believe in luck. Not when it is so consistent. When your squad has deposited the disease vectors in the bioweapon compound, report directly to Decontamination Area 2 where you will be examined under quarantine.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Torgrim out.”


  “What the frakk are you doing, Marine?”


  Umarov snapped his attention away from Furn playing with his head and onto Massi who had crept up behind him.


  “Admiring the trucks, Corporal.” Umarov tried to sneak his blade into its sheath without Massi noticing. “Are they custom made?”


  “Do you have a need to be here, Marine?”


  Umarov glanced down. “No, Corporal.” His blade was away and safe with only a small splash of toxin on his uniform. “Not anymore.”


  He headed over to join Springer.


  — Chapter 18 —


  “Hey!”


  It was Umarov.


  Since Crimson Squad had headed out at dawn, Springer had been marching with the main group through the near-jungle for five hours now. One of the trucks had developed a fault and Umarov had been tasked with helping to fix the crude vehicle. As time had passed Springer had begun to worry. Maybe she was right to because her friend looked troubled.


  He drew closer and whispered: “I noticed you disappear with Louis last night, after our talk.” He grimaced. “Did he give you what you need?”


  Springer narrowed her eyes while she decided to laugh or kick the Old Man’s legs away and smash her artificial foot into his nose. “I don’t know how to take that, Umarov. No, strike that. Your face tells me all. Either you’ve swallowed your own nuts, or… Well, vulley me, I actually think you’re blushing.”


  “Fine. Just answer the question.”


  She took her time to check no one else was within a hundred paces. “Louis gave you and me the bare facts, but later, when we were just chatting, I learned the squad’s stories. Whom to trust, sore points to avoid or prod. That sort of thing.”


  “Good.”


  “And for your information update, I didn’t prong with him.”


  “Even better.”


  “Why Umarov? Why is that so good? Why should you care?”


  “It’s good you didn’t have to lower yourself. That would leave bad memories.”


  “Lower myself? You’ve gotten that the wrong way around, Old Man. Louis is a good guy. If he’d been raised on Tranquility he could’ve been in the Legion. And we’ve come to this system to murder him and his comrades. The only reason I didn’t sleep with him last night, was because I was too ashamed. Satisfied?”


  “No.”


  What the frakk! That negative had come from Furn, speaking somehow in her head.


  “We’re on a covert mission,” said the ship-rat’s voice. “You’ve just blurted that out.”


  “Yeah, but no one could hear.”


  “I could.”


  That’s because you’re a freak.


  “And even if I couldn’t, you’re easy to lip read.”


  Springer tried to keep a serene expression while she cursed the ship-rat, partly for invading her head, but mostly for being right.


  They had learned that the forces stationed here were loyal to the Old Empire, and that they were preparing a bioweapon trap for a New Empire fleet headed this way. That was good intel, but wouldn’t be worth a thing if they were captured before the comms window to the Legion ships opened tomorrow.


  They marched on through the dense foliage in silence. Springer wanted to learn more about the bioweapon, and it looked as if she would get her chance in a few hours because that was Crimson Squad’s mission: to prepare the disease vector.


  — Chapter 19 —


  Springer squinted against the glare from the late afternoon sun reflecting off the twisting ribbon of the river. If anything, the wide banks of pink-tinged mud glistened even more. Somewhere in all that dazzle was a tribe of mudsuckers. In theory the native animals should be bickering, copulating, and straining the mud through their teeth to extract the nutrients within. In practice, all she could see were blurry shapes that could just as easily be a group of Hardits enjoying an orgy.


  She shuddered. The Hardits pleasuring each other in the woods near Detroit was a sight she had hoped to keep locked away in her deepest memories.


  “Can you see anything?” she asked the figure concealed alongside her in the light brush atop a slight rise in the ground.


  “Frakk all,” Umarov replied. “Next time we’ll bring sunglasses.”


  “Sure. Next time we’ll bring shades but discover what we really needed was a bow and arrow. Or a canoe made from a tree trunk. I hate this low-tech world. Battlesuits are supposed to be super-hardened against anything. What the frakk can have spooked them so much that the 599th doesn’t use even suit tech?”


  Before Umarov could reply, Corporal Massi’s voice came over Springer’s earphones. “Hopper, you in position?”


  She rolled her eyes at Massi’s cunning insult while marveling that the corporal’s voice came from an unencrypted RF broadcast rather than the tight-beam microwave links she was used to. All this simple non-military equipment… it was like being a civilian, she supposed.


  “Hopper, respond!”


  “Sorry, Corporal. We’re ready.”


  “Spoiled your afternoon nap did I? Since you’ve obviously been asleep and getting your rest while the rest of us have been working hard, you and Old Father Time get to feed, water, and muck out the animals between here and base. Now get your flekking act together and shoot. Get to it!”


  “Acknowledged.”


  After signaling Umarov to start firing, she lay prone, tucked the stock of her SA-73 rifle tight against her shoulder and brought her eye to the sights.


  The SA-73 was a long-barreled weapon braced by a bipod support that was designed for long-distance sniper work, shooting high velocity intelligent rounds through a planetary atmosphere. Combine an SA-71 assault carbine with a skilled Marine in their AI-linked battlesuit and accurate close-quarters snapshots were effortless. With the SA-73, a skilled operator with the right firing position could place a micro-nuke through an exhaust pipe twenty klicks away.


  The mudsucker tribe was less than one klick distant. With her eye to the gunsight, the glare disappeared, and the targets looked so close that Springer had to fight the feeling that she could reach out and touch them. She adjusted the aim to play over the tribe, curious to see them one last time in their natural state. The animals had piled up a perimeter of muddy mounds that had baked in the sun until they became lookout posts for the sentries who sat on their haunches atop them. The creatures had two hemispherical eyes that grew out of the side of their heads like weapons pods. The sentries’ eyes constantly rotated independently of each other, which was freaky to behold. Feeling safe within the perimeter was a group of about a hundred adults and children mostly with their heads half-buried in the mud, which she presumed was their equivalent of grazing.


  She sighted one of the larger adults and squeezed the trigger.


  Nothing happened.


  Then her target’s eyes blinked rapidly


  “This rifle has no recoil at all,” said Umarov. “It’s like blowing bubbles, not shooting rounds.”


  “Yeah. It would be a beauty if it weren’t so frakking heavy.”


  Springer shot another mudsucker. Some of the group were looking around in confusion, not understanding what was happening.


  “Let’s make ourselves visible,” said Umarov.


  Springer lifted the SA-73 in both hands and broke cover. They hurried down the slope toward the mudsuckers, Springer adding her yells to Umarov’s blood curdling screams. They were soon drowned out by the shrieks of the mudsucker sentries.


  Just before the relatively firm ground gave way to mud, she went prone and sighted the animals again. Corporal Massi’s plan was working. The sentries were hooting and pointing in the direction of the two Marines. Parents were frantically unplugging children from the mud and throwing them on their backs before bounding away on all fours. The other adults were either already fleeing or bunching together to form a rearguard.


  One of the remaining adults caught Springer’s attention. It had a long white scar running along its downy back and was looking around thoughtfully, as if assessing the situation before deciding what to do.


  I’ll make it easy for you, thought Springer, and shot it.


  The animal clutched its shoulder and slumped to the ground with its eye turrets blinking furiously. But it didn’t lie still. With a great force of will, it raised itself and spat something from its mouth that it proceeded to plant deep within the mud before allowing itself to pass out.


  It was a bizarre sight. The act was so deliberate, so determined that it put her in mind of a dying soldier stretching out her final moments of life in order to activate a detonation sequence. It gave her the creeps. What was she doing here, anyway, shooting animals that had done her no harm?


  She sat upright. Below, the targets fled away from her position, straight into the crescent firing line of Crimson Squad Marines who blasted away until every mudsucker lay still.


  The two Legion Marines waited for the ceasefire order before advancing through the mud to pick up the unconscious animals.


  Springer made straight for the white-scarred beast who had acted so strangely.


  The creature possessed loose pallid-gray skin that oozed a waxy coating that dried in white patches under its skin folds. It would look ghoulish if not for the wide, permanent grin half-hidden under hugely muscular lips. Instead of teeth that tore and ground, theirs formed a lattice to filter tiny creatures from the mud.


  Springer turned her attention from the unconscious mudsucker to the fast-vanishing hole that this White Scar had drilled into the mud. Springer screwed her hand into the loam until her fingertips felt a hard-pebble-like object. She drew it out in a plop of flying mud, and wiped off the worst of the dirt before holding it in front of her face.


  “What is it?” asked Umarov. She glanced up and saw he had already retrieved three bodies slung over his shoulders. With the SA-73 also strapped to his back, she had no idea the Old Man could carry so much. He dropped one down for her to take.


  Springer mumbled her thanks while rotating the object in front of her eye. From a black base like toughened bark, grew a squat cylinder the color of dried blood.


  “I think it’s a nut,” she said.


  “Congratulations. Get rid of it.”


  Umarov slithered off to follow the line of Crimson Squad Marines carrying unconscious mudsuckers to the trucks.


  But Springer did not throw away the nut. A hot prickling behind the eyes persuaded her that it might be important. She remembered a story she’d read once about a magic bean and immediately felt stupid. She stuffed the nut into a belt pouch and bent down to gather up White Scar’s body.


  — Chapter 20 —


  “Takes me back to cadet days.”


  Springer grunted noncommittedly. Corporal Massi had been good to his word and set her and Umarov mucking out the trucks that would carry the mudsuckers back to the Marine base. They’d already sluiced down the compartments carrying the animals and were setting about replenishing food and water.


  Being given the worst assignments was sure like falling foul of an instructor before she became a Marine. But her life at Detroit was something she tried hard to bury. The training base had been obliterated, and its ruins overrun by Hardits. Worse still was the devastation of her dreams for a future with the carefree boy who had been the only one who’d ever tried to understand her.


  Before Umarov’s words, she’d managed to last the entire day without thinking about Arun.


  She sighed deeply and looked at the captives. There’s always someone worse off than me, she thought. But then she corrected herself; the animals would wake up in a few days and escape this nightmare. She never could.


  The animals keened pitifully to each other, their eye turrets blinking in confusion. This truck carried adults seated on a recessed bench, with their legs manacled to the deck and hands cuffed before them. Water beakers and a food bowl were secured atop a stand adjustable to be within reach of their mouths. They looked like captives readied for interrogation and then execution.


  One mudsucker made a choking noise. It sounded urgent. Umarov ignored the sound, but Springer couldn’t. Quickly identifying the origin of the disturbance, she rushed to the distressed mudsucker and wasn’t surprised to learn it was White Scar. The creature’s eyes were swiveling around at random, focused on nothing, except perhaps impending madness.


  “What’s the problem, pal?”


  Suddenly the animal’s eyes locked in position, focused on Springer. It retched deep within its throat. The retching took on a rhythmic pattern. Was it trying to communicate?


  Then it doubled over and vomited into its water beaker.


  “Great. You could’ve done that before we hosed down. Now I’ll have to do you again.”


  She couldn’t find it within herself to be angry. After all, she’d shot the poor bastard herself. Besides, the bowl seemed to have caught all the vomit.


  Springer unclipped the water bowl and was surprised to find it contained nothing more than a few bubbles.


  “All that performance and not a lot to show for it,” she said. “Not that I’m complaining. I’ll get you some fresh…”


  Springer’s words were forgotten as she watched the bubbles spawn, swirling within their water medium in complex patterns before budding into a bloom of yellow foam.


  “What the…?”


  The foam coalesced into a single bubble that popped, releasing a belching noise that sounded uncannily like words.


  “Help me!”


  “Umarov, come here!”


  “What is it?”


  “I think that skangat Furn is screwing with my head. He’s making me see things. Mad things.”


  Umarov put a hand on her shoulder. “He wouldn’t,” said the Marine in a calm voice. “Trust me. Now tell me what you saw.”


  “It’s what I heard that’s freaking me. That animal bleuked into the water and then the water asked me to help it. I mean in actual frakking words.”


  “Okay.”


  “No, it’s not okay. It’s… I don’t know what it is, but okay isn’t it.”


  Umarov waved his hand to get White Scar’s attention. The alien creature watched with its huge headlamp eyes as the Old Man gestured for the animal to repeat its performance.


  White Scar soon followed Umarov’s meaning. The mudsucker hacked up and coughed into the water beaker. The bubbles were followed by the yellow foam, flecked with green this time. Then a belched: “Help me!”


  Umarov didn’t hesitate. He bent over the water beaker and gurgled a message into it himself: “Are you a translator system?”


  The water in the beaker bubbled its reply without delay. “Of course I am, you dumb veck.”


  — Chapter 21 —


  Springer came to her senses first. Weird as the past few moments had been, she made herself believe this was really happening, because the alternative was so much worse.


  “You want help,” she said, trying to ignore the weirdness of holding a conversation with a beaker of water. “Help to do what exactly?”


  “The individual you call White Scar. She has critical information, and must be returned to her base in person to report it.”


  “What frakking base?” whispered Umarov, who seemed to be having even more trouble believing this than Springer.


  “And what about the others of her kind?” added Springer. “We’ve rounded up scores of other mudsuckers.” She glanced over at White Scar who was looking down at the deck, showing no indication that she knew this exchange was occurring. “Do the others need help too?”


  “The others understand the need for their sacrifice,” answered the beaker. “And will you shut up that annoying frakkwit? What is he, anyway,” pressed the beaker, “a half-Neanderthal Assault Marine with so much armor plating in his head that there’s no room left for the speech center of the brain?”


  Umarov scratched his head. “This thing… it isn’t talking like me. More like your vintage of Marine, Springer.”


  The water explained: “Members of the 599th Void Marine Regiment have been rounding up White Scar’s people and stuffing them full of disease vectors. Been doing it for a year now. Guess who I’ve learned your language from?”


  “Fair comment,” mumbled Umarov.


  “Oh, for frakk’s sake,” said the water. “Talking to you two twonks and translating for her at the same time is like swimming through mud. Give me a moment, will you?” If it didn’t sound so absurd, Springer would say that the water was holding a conversation with White Scar, given the way the mudsucker stared so intently at the beaker, making bursts of staccato grunts.


  The gurgling ceased. “Right,” said the water. “I’m in charge now. A liquid plenipotentiary.”


  “Okay,” said Springer. “Why should we help? How could we help?”


  “And less chatter,” urged Umarov. “We’re supposed to be meeting the rest for chow once we’ve fed the mudsuckers.”


  “Agreed,” said Springer. “And how is this… this animal able to operate a sophisticated translation system?”


  The water huffed. It was the most surreal experience of Springer’s life; the bubbles swirled clockwise around two loci in a manner that exactly captured eyes rolling in exasperation.


  “You two new humans are no different to all the rest. This mudsucker, as you call her, doesn’t just operate me. Her people designed and built me.”


  Whoah… All that banter last night about gremlins was now cast in a new light.


  “No, nuke that last comment,” said the water. “You are different because we need your help. Which is why she’s revealing herself. Then as soon as you’ve helped, you must forget all about her. Acting dumb is what keeps these people free.”


  “Why trust us?” said Umarov. He turned to Springer. “I don’t like this at all. If this thing is revealing its secret to us, it must mean it doesn’t think we’ll ever get a chance to betray it. I say we break that beaker and pretend we didn’t hear this.”


  “Oh, I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” said the water. “Here’s one reason for starters. Crimson Squad is taking White Scar’s people back to their base so that they can be infected by a bioweapon virus tailored to a species called the Froikebi that contributes some of the Navy personnel to the rebel 3rd Fleet.”


  “We know that,” lied Springer.


  “Really? Did you also know that disease vectors are already in place for most of the species in the 3rd Fleet? Humans included?”


  “We’re infected?” asked Springer. She’d seen others a chow time taking meds. Guess she no longer needed to know what they were for.


  “Yes, you are. And White Scar’s people have the genetic block to stop you being a carrier.”


  “Makes no difference,” said Umarov. “To avoid spreading the disease, we can simply fulfil our mission here and never return. That was always the most likely outcome. The mission is what’s important.”


  “Ah, yes, about that. Your mission. Your leaders are suspicious that they’re missing a key piece of Khallini’s defenses, so they sent you to investigate. They were right to do so. I know the Old Empire’s secret weapons. Let’s begin with the undetectable minefield that will blast your little flotilla into atoms… Unless, that is, White Scar’s people choose to disable it first. Do I have your attention now?”


  ——


  The strange artificial intelligence explained that the ‘nut’ had stored encrypted information about the Old Empire’s plans for the Khallini system and the weaknesses of their technology so that the mudsuckers could break it at will.


  If the Marines had searched the mudflats properly, they would have revealed the nut and its artificial nature. It was a risk White Scar’s people couldn’t afford to take, and so she had absorbed the information herself, encoding it within the pattern of her body. The nut was left with just her bio-signature.


  “This vulley-up is your responsibility,” insisted the AI, “which is why you need to fix it. If you hadn’t interfered, White Scar’s people would have discovered the device, and learned who had taken on the data. A rescue party would have retrieved White Scar and left a replacement volunteer in her place. You wouldn’t have known anything had happened.”


  “And now…?” asked Springer.


  “And now her people know nothing about White Scar’s predicament. The bio-warfare people at the Old Empire base need to check their subjects first to make sure they aren’t trying to use an individual already infected with one of the earlier viruses. And when you take White Scar to get her screening, the data encrypted inside her is going to flag up so many warning flags that her people’s secret will be broken forever.”


  “Threats I understand,” said Umarov, “but what’s to stop us giving you away the instant we’re back to safety?”


  “My people trust you. Well, not you two monkey breaths specifically. I like what your General McEwan says. It’s him we trust.”


  The mention of Arun flicked a switch on in Springer’s head.


  This alliance with the gremlins would go well, but only if she acted now to bring them on board.


  Her pre-cog ability had been nothing but a torture. All her visions recently had either concerned Arun’s future without her, or the sense that dark coils of self-loathing were crushing the goodness from her. This was different. She was useful once more.


  A sharp sense of urgency twisted Springer’s guts.


  “This is your chance,” she said, turning to direct her plea at White Scar. “You have kept your secret for countless generations, but you must always have known that one day the White Knights would find you out. Even now the Jotuns are looking for the cause behind all those previous mission failures. They don’t believe it’s bad luck. And the White Knights aren’t known for their mercy toward those who have deceived them. Now is your chance, and it is the only one your species will ever get. Don’t just help us here. Reveal yourselves! Rise up and join the Legion! Or would you rather cower in the shadows, never knowing when your time will run out?”


  “White Scar’s people will do what they can to help.”


  “Not good enough!” Only the silliness of the situation prevented Springer from slapping the beaker of water for its stupidity. “If the White Knight forces here destroy our flotilla, your hopes for freedom will die along with my comrades. We need your absolute commitment. One chance. That’s all you will ever get. Choose now!”


  The bubbles swirled silently before erupting into a froth. “We will seize this moment. As you say, it is our only chance.”


  “How can you say that on White Scar’s behalf? You are nothing but a translator system.”


  “How? Because her personality is encoded within me. I am more than that. I called myself a plenipotentiary and I wasn’t joking. I’m not just authorized to speak for her, I am her. She placed her sentience in me. That hairy body you see there is just the animal husk.


  “And what assurance can you give me that your people will follow your lead?”


  “That won’t be a problem. She is the high leader. I guess the equivalent of your General McEwan.”


  That name again.


  Springer could feel her eyelids heating up. She knew for certain that coming to this planet and discovering the gremlins hadn’t been a coincidence. The Hummers had wanted them to come here because these strange little creatures were an asset to help carve out an empire. The gremlins had hidden away for tens of thousands of years, fooling every colony expedition who had come here. That was impressive. More than impressive – she couldn’t begin to imagine how they had achieved this, but she was certain that these gremlins were destined to join the Legion.


  “Springer!” urged Umarov.


  “I believe her,” Springer said. “White Scar. She has no more choice than any of us.”


  “Springer, your eyes!”


  “What’s going on?” said the AI-sentience. “What’s happening?”


  “Springer’s eyes,” said Umarov in wonder. “They’re blazing beacons of violet. Can’t you see?”


  “I’m a beaker of water. No, I cannot see your friend. I can hear a little, though. Well enough to hear that your new and suspicious friend, Corporal Massi, is on his way to check up on you. ETA four seconds.”


  Panic transfixed Springer, like a spike of ice pinning her to the spot.


  Umarov knew just what to do, though.


  The rear doors of the truck flew open and Corporal Massi burst inside with weapon raised. “What the frakk are you two up to…? Oh.”


  The corporal discovered Umarov and Springer in a tight embrace, with their lips pressed together and Springer’s hand reaching down to grab a handful of Umarov’s butt. Springer suddenly realized just how short the older model of Marine was.


  “Animals!” thundered the corporal. “Rutting like novices when you’re supposed to be on duty. You two are in deep, deep drent. Get your lips off each other and finish your duties, keeping to separate vehicles at all times. Report to me when you’re done.”


  As Massi stormed out the truck, Springer overheard him mumble: “And I was so sure the Sarge was joking about that sex maniac thing.”


  — Chapter 22 —


  “Accessing imperial comms satellite now,” said Furn. “Standby.”


  Springer didn’t have much choice. She scanned the surrounding area, which after all was the task Corporal Massi had assigned her.


  “Infiltrating…” said the Navy freak.


  The night before they had returned to White Scar’s truck. After making the animal drink the water that the AI insisted contained her sentience, the creature had revealed teasing details of the death awaiting the 1st Flotilla and then disappeared into the woods.


  “I’m through… establishing uplink to the Legion comm drone…”


  Last night, Corporal Massi spent an hour tearing strips off Umarov and Springer, while simultaneously trying to uncover inconsistencies in their background story. When he finished, he was satisfied the two newcomers had been chastised into quivering wrecks – which wasn’t too far from the truth – and also somewhat reassured that they were genuine. Losers, but genuine losers. Massi assigned them to permanent flank duties – they had to keep a minimum of two hundred meters out from either side of the main column as it brought its cargo back to base, only being allowed to rejoin the main group at night. With Umarov and Springer assigned separate flanks, the corporal sneered, maybe they could last a few hours without copulating.


  There were no threats on this planet. It was not a combat zone, and the squad had already posted a perimeter of scouts closer in to the convoy. This flank duty was a punishment pure and simple.


  But it gave Springer the freedom to push deeper into the woods the column was passing through and link up with Furn.


  “Nearly there,” said Furn.


  With a last look to assure herself that no one was nearby, Springer gave her attention to the Navy freak, glad that his eyes were closed. What inhuman processes were going on behind those eyes?


  “Remember,” he said, “comms delay to the flotilla is 48.2 minutes each way, and the longer you speak, the more likely…”


  “What? More likely what? Furn?”


  “Are you having a psychotic episode, Marine?”


  Springer’s eyes flicked open. Furn had disappeared. In his place was Sergeant Felix, and he didn’t look happy.


  “If you had comms equipment, I might be concerned.” He sounded more careworn than angry. “But you’re not exactly how I’d picture a 3rd Fleet spy. I mean, look at you – a cripple stumbling around in the woods mumbling the fantasies escaping her broken mind.”


  “I’m sorry, Sergeant.”


  Felix grimaced. It looked as if he aged a century in that moment. “No, Marine. I’m sorry. The 471st should have had the decency to deal with you instead of dumping their rejects on us. That was cruel and cowardly. You deserve better.”


  “Sergeant?”


  “You’re broken, Marine. It’s not difficult to work out that the mudsucker’s disappearance last night is connected to your scrambled brains. I’m sorry but if I don’t do this, the officers will. There is no place for the old or the damaged in the Human Marine Corps.” Felix drew his pistol. “I’ve read ancient Earth texts. They talk of veteran’s societies. Of medical care for the injured and parades for the public to show their support. I don’t believe the half of it, but it’s good to dream of better days ahead. But those days are much too far in the future for you, Tremayne.”


  Furn broke from the bushes, reached up and placed his hands on the Sergeant’s neck. “You’re a tough one, Felix, I’ll give you that.”


  The sergeant spun around, trying to fire at his attacker but Furn hung on. “You shook off my control for a moment,” said the Navy freak, “but you can’t resist this!”


  Satisfied that he had worked his magic, Furn let go of Felix. The sergeant blinked, trying to focus his eyes on Springer.


  “What the frakk?” Felix looked down and frowned at his drawn weapon.


  “It’s all right,” said Springer.


  “I don’t remember…”


  “You were looking for the corporal. Said you had a hunch something wasn’t right. Then you started acting strangely. It’s all right. This planet is screwing with everybody and everything. Sooner we’re away from here the better.”


  Felix spun around, and peered into Furn’s face. “The corporal… did I see him?”


  “I think he’s with Umarov, Sergeant.”


  Felix took a good look. He knew something wasn’t right but he couldn’t see Furn, even though the Navy freak was close enough to feel the faint breeze of his breath.


  The sergeant suddenly burst from confusion into action, launching himself at Springer to within a millimeter of her face.


  “What the frakk do you think you’re doing, Marine?”


  Springer came to attention. A shitstorm from a pissed off NCO. This she knew how to handle.


  “You are supposed to be securing our right flank. That means looking outward for threats. I don’t care whether you think those threats are made up by Corporal Massi. You treat them as if they were real. What you do not do is go all weepy-hearted if your squad leader shows any signs of being human.”


  “Sorry, Sergeant.”


  “The 471st rejected you. They didn’t think you were fit to be called a Marine. Were they right?”


  “No, Sergeant.”


  “Then prove it. I won’t give you another chance.”


  The sergeant held her gaze for a long moment of discomfort before marching away.


  Furn emerged from cover. “Sorry, Springer. Ahh… I mean, Tremayne. I’ll have to reestablish the comm link from scratch.”


  She punched his shoulder good-naturedly. “You just saved my life. Again. You can call me Springer.”


  The flicker of delight on his face was cringingly pitiful.


  “Now frakk off,” she snapped. “Before someone less pliable spots you.”


  She smiled as he sped back into cover. He was a strange one, this Furn: the emotions of a child and the power of a god. He would make a good ally.


  — Chapter 23 —


  It took another five minutes before Furn reported that he’d hacked back into one of the imperial comm satellites in orbit.


  “How much longer until we can warn our ships?” Springer pressed.


  “Minutes. Probably. We won’t get another chance to warn them about the minefield, so it will just have to take as long as it takes.”


  “I know you won’t fail,” said Springer, placing a hand on his shoulder.


  She glanced up at a sudden rustling sound nearby, and saw Umarov appear a few paces away. Literally. One moment there had been just woodland brush and then… a Marine. As if he’d de-stealthed. He caught her gaze and gave a slow shake to his head. His hands… they were raised high. She thought his hands were up so as not to spook her, but they remained up.


  The answer to this mystery emerged a few paces to Umarov’s right-rear. Corporal Massi appeared from nowhere with a strange flourish of his arms. In his left hand he held a sensor scanner. The plasma pistol in his right covered all three of the Legion infiltrators.


  “It’s called a stealth cloak,” said Massi. “Guess you never used them.”


  “Guess not,” Springer answered to buy herself a moment to think. Massi had positioned himself well, but with three against one, they stood a chance if they rushed him.


  Sergeant Felix stumbled out of the woods with his hands cuffed behind him, almost frothing at the mouth in fury.


  “The sergeant has temporarily relieved himself of command,” explained Massi. “I don’t know how you traitors have been frakking with our minds – not yet – but we’re not stupid. Now, I suggest you answer all my questions without hesitation because you’ve gotten the Sarge riled and he is not a man you cross more than once.”


  Furn advanced with head bowed toward the corporal who shifted his pistol to cover the Navy rat. Furn halted and closed his eyes in concentration.


  Massi suddenly clutched at his head, dropping his pistol. The sergeant sank to his knees and then rolled, twitching, onto the ground.


  Umarov went for the pistol while Furn advanced on the NCOs, palms out and ready to hack their brains from touching distance.


  A thunderous rifle report pierced the woods. An instant later, Furn slumped to the ground and lay still.


  Springer rushed over to Furn. Umarov dove for Massi’s pistol.


  “Halt or I fire!” shouted someone from the woods.


  A volley of shots ripped into the dirt at Springer’s feet. She took the hint and froze.


  Without Furn’s freakish attack, both NCOs rapidly recovered. “I’m a Marine corporal,” sneered Massi with his pistol back in his hand, “not some idiot novice. I secured my flanks first.”


  “You killed him!” As she spoke the words, Springer realized how much faith she’d placed in the augmented spacer.


  “Not yet,” said Massi. “He took a Mudsucker stun round. He’s a Navy ship rat. He’ll live. At least until we’ve extracted what we need to know.”


  From either flank, more Marines emerged from stealth cloaks. They were holding the SA-73 rifles.


  Louis stepped forward, his face contorted with contempt. He spat at Springer who flinched with guilt.


  “Who are you really?” roared the corporal.


  When they didn’t immediately reply, Massi shot Umarov in the arm. As her comrade was staggering, clutching his arm and growling with pain, Springer leaped for the corporal’s throat.


  It was hopeless. As she gathered her muscles ready to leap, Massi shot Springer’s prosthetic leg.


  Springer fell headlong into the mud, to sprawl at Massi’s feet.


  She was winded, but only for a second. Springer rolled over and up onto her knees, though without a leg beneath the left knee, maneuver would be difficult.


  “I wouldn’t,” said Massi. His plasma pistol was pressed against Umarov’s gut. Every possible move was covered by the SA-73s of the Crimson Squad Marines. “I’ve set the plasma charge to low yield,” said the corporal. “But it’s plenty enough to give your friend a permanent case of indigestion, and I can add to your collection of scars long before you reach me. One side of your face is still pretty. Shall I burn you there?”


  Without warning, Massi rammed the barrel of his pistol into Umarov’s arm wound. The old style Marine couldn’t hold it in any longer. He screamed in agony, the shriek rising in pitch and volume as he tried to pull away, but Massi’s grip was far too strong. Then Umarov tried punching the corporal but Massi just shot Umarov’s good arm before ramming his pistol into the first wound.


  Springer couldn’t take this. They were done for. Hopeless. She edged closer, scrambling toward the corporal on her knees. This wasn’t a fight they could win, but if she could provoke the corporal into killing them, or at least rendering them unconscious, they wouldn’t be able to give away details about the flotilla’s attack.


  Then Massi went weird. So did the rest of Crimson Squad, clutching heads, dropping weapons, and shouting gibberish. She looked at Furn, expecting to see him recovered. But he was still out of it. Either his nano-machines infecting the air were able to operate without his direction or… or someone else was helping them.


  The gremlins. It had to be. Had they always been able to do this or had they been learning from Furn?


  “Hurry!” Umarov urged as he reached down and took Massi’s pistol, grunting with pain at the movement.


  Hurrying was easier said than done. Furn was stunned, Umarov had taken a plasma blast in each arm, and she was down to one leg.


  None of them suggested shooting dead the Crimson Squad Marines, although Springer was certain they both thought of the idea. Instead, they grabbed stealth cloaks and put distance between them and the 599th as best they could. With a liberated SA-73 over her back, she leaned on Umarov for support, trying to ignore his grunts of pain while she dragged Furn’s unconscious body behind her. It was pitifully slow progress, but they’d been given this chance.


  She wouldn’t waste it.


  — Chapter 24 —


  “Can’t we do something?” said Umarov, trying to keep the pain from his voice but not quite succeeding. “I don’t want to cower here under this stealth cloak until we bleed to death or they discover us.”


  The two cloaks were large enough to cover all three of them but they had to push up against each other so tightly that they could each feel the raggedness of the other’s breathing. She presumed they couldn’t be seen from the outside, but Umarov still had a point.


  “No one doubts that we will be discovered,” Springer replied. “The only questions are how soon and whether we succeed in warning the flotilla about the minefield first. Furn, how much longer will the comm window remain open?”


  When the little Navy wizard didn’t immediately reply, Springer looked down in panic. She’d forgotten he’d been shot. It had only been a stun round, but the reedy ship-rat wasn’t exactly built for battlefield survivability.


  The little guy had slumped between the two Marines, half-crushed into the bushy hillside where they were hiding out. He was waving at Springer to shut up.


  “There’s no doubt,” he said after a few moments. “Something’s out there. I’m picking up… I’m not sure what I’m picking up. I’ve nano-sensors out there, and individually they don’t see anything, but the signal pattern is… wrong.”


  In an instant, their little world under the stealth cloak changed. There had been an eerie quality that plucked at the side of the eye, a hint from human senses that they were huddled under an impossibility. That ghostliness vanished.


  They were crouched under a plain square of dumb fabric. Nothing more.


  Furn struggled upright and flicked back the outside of the cloak. As soon as Springer saw what was happening outside, she rose to stand on her remaining leg, and bunched the cloak over her shoulder.


  The ground in front of them was shimmering, as if two versions of that patch of reality were fighting it out for dominance. One version had dry bushes, their purple leaves mottled with parasites. The other had steps leading underground and a figure rushing up to meet them.


  “To answer your question,” whispered Furn. “The comm window to our flotilla closes in 25 minutes.”


  The foliage vanished, leaving only the steps. The figure was a mudsucker. The fixed lattice grin was the same as always, but this one was wearing clothing, and operating a handheld controller of some kind. The figure half-turned and beckoned for the humans to follow.


  Springer glanced at her companions. Umarov looked suspicious; Furn even more so.


  “Why do you hesitate?” she prompted.


  “Trust,” said Furn.


  “Can’t you see that’s White Scar?” asked Springer.


  “This would be the perfect time from the mudsuckers to eliminate the nosy humans who know too much,” growled Umarov. “Anyway, fuck them. We need to warn our ships that they’re about to run into a minefield.”


  White Scar, if that was truly who this was, grew frantic in her gestures. But it was more than merely hand-waving. Springer could feel words pressing against her mind. She relaxed and allowed them in.


  We will save your ships. Come with me now. Trust…


  “Are you two hearing her words?” asked Springer.


  The surprise on Furn and Umarov’s faces as they looked at each other was all the answer she needed.


  “I have no chodding idea what that alien is doing to you,” Furn told her. “But you’re compromised, Springer. None of us – least of all you – can trust anything you hear, see, or even think.”


  We shall reveal ourselves, White Scar seemed to be saying, but not until the battle in space. You must not reveal us under interrogation. Hide. With us.


  “It’s okay,” said Springer. “It’s just words. Not mind control. We need to go with them.”


  Umarov shook her shoulders. “Listen to me! You’re possessed.”


  “We can’t follow the mudsucker,” insisted Furn, “I need to be above ground to get a comm-link.”


  “We don’t need to comm-link anymore,” insisted Springer. “The gremlins will disable the minefield. Forget about the minefield, it’s we who are the danger if we’re discovered. We need to go. Now.”


  Umarov’s face transformed instantly from concern to hardened steel. He strode toward the alien, using his least damaged arm to draw a poisoned combat blade as he moved.


  Furn scurried in front of the Marine. “Stop! Umarov!”


  “Out of my way.” Umarov swatted Furn aside, and Springer watched in frustration, powerless to intervene. It wasn’t just that her prosthetic leg had been shot away, she was wrapped in a sense of serenity that wouldn’t let her move. Maybe the Old Man was right and she really was possessed?


  “Look at Springer!” shouted Furn from the ground. “Her eyes.”


  That stopped Umarov. He turned and regarded Springer, the wicked blade still ready in his hand. He frowned. “What makes you think these aliens will save our ships?” he asked her.


  “I have seen it,” Springer mouthed.


  While Furn and Umarov looked at each other uncertainly, whatever White Scar had been doing to Springer ceased. She fell to the ground. The serenity evaporated to leave her tired, cold and thirsty. And her eyes… she could smell her singed lashes.


  She struggled to her knees, feeling a sense of destiny pressing down hard against her shoulders. Was this how Arun felt? But McEwan wasn’t here.


  Deciding Furn was the easiest to convince, she called the Navy freak over. Umarov stood his ground, halfway between Springer and White Scar.


  “I understand,” she told Furn when he crouched beside her. “You need trust. Place yours in me. You do trust me, don’t you?”


  Furn’s gaze pierced her eyes for several, long seconds. Then without breaking eye contact, he replied: “To the edge of existence. Yes, I trust you, Springer.”


  Springer had to wrench herself away from the intensity of Furn’s stare. When she finally released herself, she found that Umarov had already passed White Scar and was halfway down the stairs. Using Furn for balance, Springer followed her comrade down into the unknown.


  The fate of the Human Legion was now in the hands of the gremlin mudsuckers. The knowledge that she had placed it there weighed heavily on Springer.


  — Chapter 25 —


  As her fleet emerged from the sun’s shadow, Indiya studied their formation with a critical eye. A few of the outliers could have done with being marginally tighter but that would soon be adjusted once they started the burn. Overall, she was satisfied. At present, their engines were cold, having built up momentum while the star stood between them and Khallini-4. They had then used the sun’s gravity to slingshot themselves toward the target, which accounted for the dispersal – the marginally different masses of the fleet’s component ships making it impossible to emerge in as tight a formation as she would have liked, despite the meticulous calculations that had gone into planning the maneuver.


  Indiya was still getting used to the Littorane flagship The Enveloping Water of Ecstasy – she would have to do something about that name if she was going to stay here. By choice she would have remained aboard the Beowulf whatever her responsibilities, but she had lost that argument. A quick search of the database revealed that there had once been a revered Littorane ship called The Vengeance of Saesh, which struck her as a far more appropriate name for a warship, and one presently not in use. As soon as this engagement was over, she intended to insist on the redesignation. It felt odd, this other vessel, like a new suit of clothing that hadn’t quite adjusted to her or her to it. All ships within the White Knight empire were built to the same basic principles, which meant there were a number of things about the Vengeance – as Indiya insisted on thinking of the ship – that struck her as eerily familiar, though there were even more aspects that didn’t. Decks filled with water, for example.


  In keeping with their amphibious nature, the Littoranes maintained both submerged and water-free areas on their ships – the equipment as amphibious as its makers and able to function with equal efficiency in both environments – and it was only by regulating the balance of water and air to ensure similar mass for the different classes of vessels comprising the fleet that the slingshot maneuver had been even remotely possible. With their drives inactive as they emerged from the sun’s shadow, the fleet would be all but impossible for the defenders to spot – any residual heat from the approach burn rendered insignificant against the star, but that would all change as soon as they began to decelerate.


  Another difference from Beowulf, and one she found particularly impressive, was the sheer scale. The Vengeance was large enough for ops, bridge, and CIC to be at three different locations, safeguarding the command structure should primary command be neutralized during an engagement. She was stationed in ops, which had been kept water-free for her benefit. Most bizarrely of all, her second in command was Kreippil, the Littorane admiral. She had feared that he might resent his authority being usurped by some upstart human, but far from it. He seemed to view it as an honor to serve the ‘Unwashed Purple Warrior’. That wasn’t a phrase Indiya was about to forget in a hurry, much as she might like to, not least because it said so much about the admiral’s attitude towards her. He seemed honored, yes, a little in awe even, but at the same time vaguely appalled. It was as if he felt humbled by the realization of long-held prophecy that she evidently represented, while at the same time her physical manifestation disgusted him. Under other circumstances, this apparent contradiction might have amused her, but not if it threatened to hamper the efficiency of her command. Fortunately, she had been given no reason to fault him in that regard; to date, the admiral had been the epitome of courteous efficiency.


  It was time to reveal themselves. “On my mark,” she said calmly, “begin deceleration… Now!”


  Across the flotilla, engines lit up, shedding velocity as the ships continued to hurtle towards Khallini-4 stern first. An irreverent part of Indiya imagined this to be a defiant taunt, that they were wiggling their butts at the enemy, but in truth it was simple physics – only the main drives could hope to shed the momentum the fleet had built up during approach, requiring them to face the way they had come to utilize the drives. It served another purpose as well, that of disguising their true strength.


  Best estimates had the rebel fleet stationed at Khallini-4 to be roughly equal in strength to their own. Again, it was difficult to be certain of precise numbers when a large proportion of the vessels’ engines were cold at any given time – hell, she wasn’t even convinced the Littoranes were right to assume they faced New Empire rebels rather than Old Empire loyalists – but the Legion had the advantage of knowing where to look for the enemy, who maintained a fast elliptical orbit around the planet. The Legion had found no evidence of any picket ships other than the ones accounted for at the gas giant, no suggestion that those in residence had any strength sitting dark elsewhere in the system, and with as much as a third of the defending fleet drawn away in response to Beowulf’s raid, Indiya now held the advantage. Not that she wanted them to know that, not yet. The last thing she needed was for her enemy to bring some complicated defensive maneuver into play, to disperse their force and attack from different angles, forcing her to spread her guard thinly and risk unnecessary casualties. Far better for them to assess the threat, conclude the advantage was theirs, and meet her head on. The gambit was therefore to draw them out in one bloc, which should be simple enough given their imperative to remain between the facilities at Khallini-4 and any aggressors, but she wasn’t taking any chances; so she resorted to cunning. Apart from the Vengeance, the nascent Legion fleet boasted two capital ships: Cleanser of Doubt and Storm of the Gods – now that was a proper name for a ship of the line, why couldn’t the Littoranes have made her their flagship? Indiya had placed both these along with a squadron of three heavy destroyers a little behind the rest of the Legion flotilla.


  As the fleet commenced deceleration, the burn of the fourteen ships to the fore would draw the attention of Khallini-4 and should completely mask the presence of the five behind them. She didn’t doubt that the defenders’ analysts would study the engine signatures of the incoming fleet and accurately assess their composition and strength, but no matter how good those analysts were, they would miss five of Indiya’s most powerful assets. Assuming observations were accurate, the defender boasted two capital ships to their three – with two more under construction in the cradles of a massive dock yard facility orbiting the planet, but they were too far from complete to play a part in this engagement. In one sense it would have been helpful if the raid had drawn one of the capital ships away, but that hadn’t happened; both had stayed at home. In truth, Indiya was glad they had. At least it meant she could deal with both the main threats now rather than having one on the loose to harass her later.


  If Indiya had been responsible for the defense of Khallini-4 she would have had every available ship in a state of readiness, particularly after the raid on the gas giant’s mines. In her head she counted down the minutes, knowing how long it would take for her flotilla’s burn to become visible, and estimating how quickly efficient crews could be expected to respond.


  Again, making allowance for the distance involved, it was a little over three minutes after her estimated minimal response time when Admiral Kreippil confirmed what she was already seeing on the screens. “Enemy fleet is leaving station.”


  Three minutes: decent, very decent.


  The Legion flotilla had shed a good proportion of its momentum but not enough. “Continue deceleration,” Indiya instructed, suspecting that everyone involved would be as keen to move onto the next phase as she was. She studied the screen intently, watching as the enemy formed up and began their deceptively slow acceleration. Good. Nothing flash, nothing unexpected; a standard defensive spread, one that would enable the defenders to concentrate their drone fleet and overwhelm a theoretically weaker opponent.


  Timing was crucial here. Indiya had to give her own ships enough time to adjust their attitude and formation but leave insufficient margin for the enemy to react effectively. Too early and she could find herself having to abandon her own battle plans and lose the advantage so carefully engineered, too late and they could hit her while the fleet was still maneuvering, hampering her own ships from mounting an effective point defense. As much as any of the action to come, the next few moments would decide the fate of the battle.


  Indiya’s attention darted between the central image showing enemy deployment and the various sets of digits that flickered in the margin, indicating her own flotilla’s velocity and their opponents’ acceleration, detailing the diminishing distance between them and the estimated time to engagement. She was aware of gathering tension in the room as those around her waited on her command. The calm before the storm flashed through her mind. Where did that phrase come from?


  She frowned. The defenders weren’t coming out as quickly as anticipated. Have I missed something? What are they up to? This was the point she would have expected to be closing the trap, but the enemy were still further away than she would have liked… Indiya knew that indecision could prove fatal in a battle, and was aware that the Littoranes would be watching her closely, looking for any signs of hesitancy or uncertainty. She should be stamping her authority right now, not inviting doubts. Deciding she couldn’t afford to wait any longer, she said, “Captain,” aware that the Littorane officer who still commanded the Vengeance would be listening as attentively as everyone else, “cease deceleration and bring the ship around. Assume attack formation Delta.”


  There was no cheer but there might as well have been, as the command crew leapt into action, suddenly released from psychological stasis, the proverbial held breath. Engines cut out. The fleet was still hurtling towards Khallini-4 but at a far more manageable speed than the breakneck rush with which they’d emerged from behind the sun. Then the great ships began to turn. With carefully choreographed precision, maneuvering thrusters – puny things compared to the main drive – brought them around and steadied so that their prows were presented to the enemy. At the same time, they adopted a new formation, the five hidden ships emerging to take their place beside the flagship. The flotilla was now set for battle, with their most powerful assets at the core of the formation.


  “Fleet Admiral!” That was something else she was struggling to get used to – this sudden promotion. Since her second in command was to be an admiral, it had been decided that she should assume a rank commensurate with her responsibilities.


  “What?”


  “Something’s locked onto us, Admiral.”


  Fear coursed through her and she sat forward, willing the screen to reveal the culprit. This was what she had dreaded: a trap, an oversight on her part that would end in disaster. Was this the reason the defenders had hung back? Was there a hidden fleet waiting to pounce on them as they swept towards the Khallini base? No, that was impossible. Even lying dark any such ships would have been spotted this close in… So what in God’s name was it?


  “Specifics!” No matter how much she stared, the screen continued to tell her nothing. No engines lit up, no energy signatures shone to highlight a threat.


  “I…”


  She glared at the Littorane responsible, taking small satisfaction despite the circumstances that she wasn’t the one acting indecisively right now.


  “Holy water of the gods,” the alien hissed. Then, recovering his composure and pulling the tattered remnants of professionalism about him, he continued with more confidence. “Several of them now, Admiral, homing in on us magnetically… They’re mines.”


  Mines? Who in hell uses mines these days? “Show me! I don’t care how, just show me!”


  No wonder the defenders were hanging back. They were no more than bait, luring the oblivious attackers in, and she had blithely charged forward, bringing her entire flotilla into the trap.


  Show her they did. Once her officers knew what to look for, having realized that the mines reacted magnetically, they uncovered a vast minefield, one that enclosed the whole of Khallini-4 in a protective shell.


  “Mader Zagh!” Indiya breathed. “There are thousands upon thousands of them.”


  “More likely millions, Fleet Admiral, many millions,” Kreippil said. The Littorane admiral was studying a screen of his own. “The spread isn’t especially dense,” he commented. “We’ve attracted the attention of four so far, but all are some distance away… The problem is that three are in front of us, one directly so, and the other two are converging on that one, pulled by magnetic threads. No sign of engines involved, just a net of magnetic force spread between the mines, presumably so as not to sacrifice any of their payload. Individually, each masses sufficient tonnage to be a threat; combined… I’d imagine they utilize proximity triggers rather than relying on impact. I wonder if the detonation of one will trigger a chain reaction… That’s how I’d do it. It would have to be compartmentalized, of course – no point in setting off the entire shell when the threat is concentrated in just one area.” His neck gills were opening and closing rapidly as he spoke, in a manner that Indiya had come to associate with excitement. “Ingenious. I’d like to capture one if we can.”


  “I’m more concerned with surviving them than collecting them,” Indiya replied.


  “As you say, sir.”


  Having recovered from the initial shock, Indiya was now assessing her options. The flotilla had penetrated deep into the shell but none of the mines had yet been detonated. It struck her as highly unlikely that not one of the ships would have blundered close enough to set off an explosion if proximity were the trigger as the admiral surmised.


  She had to do something, but it had better be the right something… “Admiral,” she said, “do you think that raising the shields might risk setting them off?”


  “Impossible to say without studying one of the mines. It’s curious that none have gone off as yet, though.”


  No help there then; it was her call, which was as it should be: risk changing the conditions, or continue to trust in luck or whatever other factor had seen them survive this far. She felt Kreippil’s gaze boring into her as she dithered, but she refused to be rushed. The White Knights’ shield technology was based on displacement. The destructive forces hurled against a shield were instantly transferred to a higher dimension connected to observable spacetime via D-Branes, into which energy could be dumped. The problem was that there were limits. The process relied on an energy gradient, and heat dissipated in the higher dimension far more sluggishly than in real space. Once the region heated up to a critical level, dumping became impossible, causing shield collapse. She had little doubt the minefield was designed to overwhelm ships’ shields and obliterate the vessels within – why bother with such an elaborate endeavor otherwise?


  “No shields,” she said, decision made. Of course it was a risk, but weighing up the options she concluded it was the lesser of two. Against every expectation they had come this far without mishap. By changing the conditions, she might well bring about the destruction of her entire command.


  Was that approval she detected in Kreippil’s eyes?


  If the atmosphere had been tense before, then it was doubly so during the next few minutes. Nobody spoke, nobody made a sound, as if afraid that the slightest disturbance might trigger the three mines that loomed ahead of them, haunting their future.


  Indiya’s attention remained glued to the screen, as she watched the flotilla penetrate ever deeper into the minefield and begin to creep towards the inner edge of the shell. All the while she half-expected an abrupt glow that would signify detonation, and couldn’t help but wonder how much warning she would get should the worst happen, whether realization would set in before her body was blasted to atoms, if she’d have any time for regrets and fear or if she would simply be wiped from existence in an instant.


  The three mines ghosted upon them, the stress mounting with each passing second, but they slipped past without incident, one within touching distance of the hull without ever making contact, without going off. The sense of relief was palpable, and moments later the flotilla emerged on the far side of the field and Indiya felt able to breathe again. A strange ululating cry arose from some of the Littoranes, quite startling in pitch and volume, which Indiya could only assume was a cheer, while others bowed their heads and appeared to be mumbling prayers of gratitude. She couldn’t blame either.


  “The Goddess is merciful,” Kreippil murmured. “She protects her anointed one.”


  Indiya grunted noncommittally, wondering what had just happened. How had they survived? Was it merely a case of the mines failing to function as intended, or did they have other agencies to thank?


  No time to ponder that now, the defending fleet was reacting to their unexpected survival, accelerating towards them once more. The two forces were nearly in range of each other.


  “Concentrate, people,” Indiya snapped. “The real battle still lies ahead of us.”


  Her words had the desired effect, focusing attention, and within moments she heard the report she had been waiting for: “Enemy drones deployed, sir.”


  “Very good. Launch our own, launch all drones.”


  “Aye aye, Violet One. Drones away.”


  She watched on the screens as the horde of automated craft blossomed from both fleets. This was what warfare in space had evolved into under the White Knights – a clinical contest between two opposing swarms of robotic craft, exchanging lethal blows until one side was vanquished, the organic instigators of the mayhem sitting back and observing, unaffected until the resolution of the drone versus drone battle. Only then were lives at risk, as the commander of the beaten drone force was faced with the choice of surrendering or gambling on his ships’ shields and point defenses being strong enough to withstand everything the opposing ships and their surviving drones could throw at them. Indiya had seen nothing yet to suggest this was a dilemma she would have to contend with. Now that the minefield had been successfully negotiated, the enemy was even more on the back foot and she felt confident of victory.


  After the stress of that fraught crossing it was a relief to watch those around her settle back into tasks they had been trained for. The ops room resumed an air of calm competence as her alien officers set about their business, tracking the drones and looking for any unexpected change in the enemy’s deployment.


  Indiya watched as the two clouds of automated craft converged and her screen started to register the flicker of combat joined. Drones were little more than mobile energy cannons, programmed with limited avoidance, straight forward targeting capabilities, and simple priorities: protect friendly ships and attack the enemy’s. They were cheap and easy to manufacture and expendable as a result. Her flotilla’s greater number of heavy duty vessels meant that they carried more drones, which made the outcome of the battle inevitable, or so the texts insisted.


  As a rule, the competing drone fleets occupied each other, but every now and then one would slip through and attempt a direct attack on the ships, which were closing on the scene of the battle the whole time. This was where point defense came in, picking off any threat before it could test a ship’s shields.


  Twice the Vengeance’s guns spoke and both times found their mark without the shields being troubled. So far, Indiya was fully satisfied with the performance of ship and crew. The real test might well lie ahead though: if the drone battle wasn’t decided in the next few moments the flotilla would encroach on the theatre of combat, which was when things could start to get messy.


  There was no question they were winning, the enemy drones diminishing far more rapidly than their own. With each passing moment the number of hostiles shrank, allowing friendly drones to concentrate their fire. Victory, when it came, did so not as a drawn out process but rather an escalating tumble, a rush that saw the final opponents obliterated almost before Indiya was ready for it.


  “All ships close; prepare to engage the enemy.”


  Her command was superfluous – her captains knew what to do. She spoke in part for her own benefit and in part for the officers around her: to reassert her authority but also to bring a touch of humanity to proceedings after the clinical but victimless destruction they had just witnessed; a reminder that from here on in lives were on the line; this was where the dying began.


  True to their programming, the drones locked onto whichever enemy was nearest and pressed the attack, while Indiya’s ships continued to advance, combining maneuvering thrusters with main drives to bring them within range of specific targets. It would be energy weapons only for now – railguns would be ineffectual at this distance and were generally reserved for point defense, while she preferred to keep her missiles in reserve.


  The enemy would respond in kind, of course, but they were outgunned if not outnumbered. Destroyers and warboats comprised the bulk of the fleet – the latter particularly vulnerable as they lacked shields and would have carried only a limited number of drones. The crew on the boats must have been saying prayers even before battle was joined. It was the two capital ships that most concerned Indiya. With them out of the picture mopping up the rest should prove relatively straight forward.


  The drones had already engaged, bombarding the enemy ships, steadily degrading their shields. Indiya watched the flicker of combat, as the drones pressed their attack and the enemy’s point defense whittled down their numbers. With half an ear she listened as one of her officers reported the steady degradation of specific ships’ shields. A couple of the destroyers were already in trouble, their shields dropping below 50% effectiveness. She knew that other captains in her fleet would have noted this and be targeting those vulnerable ships even now.


  Kreippil’s calm voice rose above the rest, counting down the seconds. “In range in three… two… one… now.”


  “Fire all batteries!” Indiya commanded.


  It wouldn’t be all batteries. Those to portside and the forward placements in the prow had been brought to bear; those to starboard would have to wait their turn, but that still meant that two thirds of the ship’s formidable power was now in play. They and two of the heavy destroyers were targeting one of the capital ships – neither had been successfully identified, either constructed since the Littorane databases had been last updated or id tags deliberately masked – while Cleanser of Doubt and Storm of the Gods engaged the other.


  “Exalted One,” one of her officers said.


  Indiya decided to put the title down to an over-enthusiastic translator system. “Yes?”


  “There’s something odd about the ship we’re engaging.”


  “Go on.”


  “It’s been targeted by a small swarm of drones, and now by our own batteries, but its shields are still showing as 100% effective.”


  “What? How is that possible?”


  “I… I don’t know, sir. All other enemy vessels are showing shield degradation as anticipated, but not this one.”


  The enemy fleet was taking casualties – warboats being swept aside like annoying insects, and Indiya wasn’t at all surprised to see the survivors being withdrawn. It seemed madness to even involve such ill-equipped ships in combat at this level, and she suspected they had been intended only for show, to add to the bait that lured unsuspecting aggressors into the minefield. There was no question which side was winning, a fact underlined when one of the Littorane officers voiced an exultant “Yes!” in a surprisingly human reaction, as one of the compromised enemy destroyers lost her shields and exploded. The officer’s enthusiasm brought a sharp reprimand from Kreippil, but Indiya had to fight back a smile. She didn’t mind a bit of enthusiasm at this juncture.


  The mystery capital ship with its unruffled shields, however, that she did mind.


  Her message alert sounded. It beggared belief: someone was trying to reach her now, at the height of the battle? She ignored them, killing the signal, dismissing the idiot from her thoughts; though they would certainly be remembered come battle’s end.


  She focused her tac screen on that one vessel, ignoring the wider conflict for the moment. The drones that had first engaged it were gone now, dispatched by the enemy’s point defenses, but the batteries from three ships of the line continued to pound her shields, which still showed zero degradation.


  “There must be a fault with the reading this end,” she murmured


  “No, sir, I’ve checked,” said the Littorane officer who first alerted her.


  “Then check again!”


  “Yes, Your Eminence.”


  In her heart she knew the systems were working fine, but her head still refused to accept what her eyes were reporting.


  “Sir,” another officer said, “the enemy have launched missiles.”


  Either they had identified the Vengeance as the flagship or simply picked the largest of the three ships attacking them, because the missile swarm centered exclusively on them. Indiya watched as the missiles spread out and started to jink and dodge in pre-programmed evasion. Each zigzagging course would be different, meaning that point defense was going to have its work cut out.


  This looked to be a soberingly heavy barrage, prompting her to ask, “How many incoming?”


  “Seventy-three missiles,” Admiral Kreippil responded. “Each massing around ninety tons.”


  Indiya cursed silently – that was a heavy salvo, both in terms of number and mass; it was more than her ship’s entire arsenal and likely to be all that the enemy carried, which suggested they were going for broke. “Mainly shieldbusters, no doubt,” she muttered – missiles designed for maximum energy release, intended to saturate an opponent’s shield and collapse it.


  “We’ll know soon enough, sir. Impact in two hundred and thirty-five seconds.”


  Evidently not all the attacking missiles’ mass was given over to their payload. They were coming in fast and nasty, agile for all their size, suggesting that their drives and penaids had been souped up as well. To their credit, point defense did her proud, accounting for more than three quarters of the incoming eels, but sixteen still got through, expending their formidable energies against the shields in a spectacular display that lit up the monitor screens.


  “Shield efficiency down to 18%,” the admiral reported.


  18% was a lot closer to critical than Indiya would have liked, but that ought to be fine, so long as no more missiles came their way.


  “Second wave launched,” the admiral reported.


  Frag!


  “Not as many this time.”


  Thank goodness for that.


  “Wait, there’s a third wave launching immediately behind the second.”


  Another? “How many?” Indiya was staring at the display but the admiral’s board would make the calculation quicker than her eye.


  “Forty-five in the second wave, twenty-three in the third.”


  The sheer volume of missiles was frightening. ‘Eels’ the Littoranes called them. She’d put the strange name down to a mistranslation, but in such numbers they did resemble silvered fish. The missiles currently in transit roughly equaled all that her own ship carried, so where had that first salvo come from? The enemy must have sacrificed numbers in their drone fleet to accommodate this many – no wonder victory in that initial element of the battle had been so straight forward. Combined with the mines and the impossible shield strength, it spoke of a shift in tactics, a whole new strategy for conducting warfare in space. Time enough to consider that later… assuming there was to be a later.


  “Admiral?” she said. Kreippil was monitoring the progress of their own assault on the defending flagship – the Vengeance’s energy beams pounding the opponent’s shields, though Indiya hadn’t loosed any of her missiles as yet.


  The Littorane’s gills were opening and closing more rapidly than Indiya had seen before. “Nothing,” he snapped. “By the spawning grounds of Sareth, I’d like to know what’s powering those shields. They’re still registering at full strength.”


  Impossible, was her immediate thought. With everything that had been thrown at them the shields ought to have been saturated long ago. Furn and Finfth had once tinkered around with a radically different approach to shields, she recalled, one that didn’t involve displacing lethal force but simply resisting it, allowing the energies to dissipate into the vastness of space. They had abandoned the experiment, however, declaring the concept feasible in theory but impossible in practice due to the enormous energy demands that powering such a shield levied. Had those defending Khallini-4 somehow solved that? Had they succeeded where Furn and Finfth had failed?


  If so, how were any of them going to survive this?


  An unknown Littorane burst into the room, water dripping from his body where he had clearly swum through submerged corridors. “Fleet Admiral Indiya, I must speak with you…”


  “Get the hell out of here!” she raged, furious at the intrusion.


  “Sir,” said Kreippil, sounding a little affronted, “this is a senior priest, attendant to the Mouth of God.”


  The Night Hummer! She had all but forgotten they had one of the things on board.


  “What?” she snapped, still not about to forgive the incursion.


  “A message for you from the one called Finfth…” Finfth was with Arun aboard Storm of the Gods – another concession to spreading the command structure to minimize risk. She had also forgotten the Hummer’s ability for instant communication, the very reason it was here. “He says you must stop attacking with energy weapons,” the priest continued. “Use projectiles only.”


  She saw it immediately. That was how they’d overcome the problem of powering the shield. The enemy ship was harnessing their own lasers. Instead of simply allowing the lethal energies to dissipate, they were somehow converting the energy to support their shields. The concept was brilliant. Standard tactics guaranteed them a constantly replenishing energy source for as long as an engagement lasted.


  Point defense had started to pick off the approaching missiles, but still they came. Indiya swallowed on a suddenly dry throat, considering for the first time the very real possibility that they wouldn’t survive. If so, she had no intention of going down without a fight.


  “All offensive batteries stand down,” she commanded. “Admiral, launch the shieldbusters on my command, all of them. Then reload the tubes immediately with shipkillers.”


  “Aye, sir.”


  Indiya watched as the approaching salvo continued to be whittled down, lights winking out as defense batteries took their toll, but not quickly enough. “Fire.”


  “Missiles away.”


  She felt the faint tremor of their release, and her screens showed the Vengeance’s complement of 40 shieldbusters race towards the opposing vessel. This wasn’t a defensive gambit – her missiles wouldn’t hamper those that were incoming; they were designed for one purpose and one purpose only: to tear down an enemy’s defenses. Normally, forty would be more than enough to overwhelm any two shields at full capacity, but against this ship…?


  “Tubes reloaded.”


  Good. She had an efficient crew if nothing else. It would be a shame if her command proved to be so short-lived that she never had the chance to get used to either it or them. “Fire!”


  “Missiles away.”


  The Vengeance might be doomed but the chodding wixers would know they had been in a fight. The thought gave Indiya some small comfort as she watched her own second barrage – twenty-two slender instruments of death – follow in the wake of the first.


  As soon as the missiles were away her attention focused to the incoming arrows, which would decide their fate. Again point defense showed their mettle, accounting for all but three of the second wave, but those three reached the fragile shield and fulfilled their purpose.


  “Shields are down!”


  “How many of the third wave remain?”


  “Nineteen.”


  Too many. By necessity, defensive fire had been concentrated on the shieldbusters, as the enemy commander had doubtless intended. Now, that changed, as the lasers and railguns that formed point defense reprioritized without needing to be told, and the incoming missiles were picked off with relentless efficiency, but not rapidly enough. Indiya and her ship had run out of time.


  “Impact in fifteen seconds.”


  The screens pulsed in red warning.


  “All personnel, brace for impact!” Indiya commanded.


  Point claimed their final victory, the missile detonating so close to the ship that Indiya felt the deck buck beneath her, but that was nothing compared to what came next. Two of the eels made it through. Damage claxons sounded and she knew that compartments would be sealing throughout the ship as the missiles punched through the Vengeance’s hull.


  These were shipkillers, very different from the heavier shieldbusters which delivered their devastating payload on impact. The killers didn’t detonate immediately. Instead there was a split-second delay as their drives punched them through the layers of metal and toughened ceramalloys that formed the hull. They were designed to go off only after breaching that hull, to maximize damage; a devastating explosion that ripped at the ship’s innards while a fan of lasers melted bulkheads and scythed through anything softer – anything organic, for example. And two of these wixers had just punctured her ship.


  The double explosion threw Indiya from her chair and into a low-g tumble, broken when her head hit the edge of the command platform. Lights flickered and dimmed but then steadied. The cacophony of alarms was deafening, but Indiya didn’t care at that moment. I’m still alive flashed through her thoughts. For now, at least.


  She scrambled to her knees, using the solid fixing of the command seat to pull herself upright, conscious of a stab of pain from her left knee and a dull ache from the left side of her head. Her exploring fingers came away damp with blood. Tac screens were down. They were blind.


  Around her the command crew was recovering, though two of the Littoranes had yet to move – unconscious or worse. She was glad to see Kreippil among the first to regain his station. Tough old fish, that one.


  “Damage report!” she snapped, not specifically to Kreippil, to anyone. “Get medics in here, now! And someone kill those fragging alarms! They’re not telling us anything we don’t already know. You!” She pointed at the nearest Littorane. “Get my tac screen back up.”


  Her rapid series of orders had the desired effect, reasserting purpose and a semblance of order, providing a behavioral framework that naval personnel could understand even in the middle of a crisis: hear an order, jump to it.


  A screen – any sort of screen – that was the priority. They were crippled and blind, with a remorseless enemy bearing down on them, and she could do nothing to help either her ship or the rest of the flotilla. A sense of imminent doom weighed heavy upon her, the fear that at any minute lasers would scythe through the wound left by the shipkillers and finish the job they’d started.


  “Where’s that chodding screen?” she roared. “Does anybody have eyes?”


  Nobody did. Nobody could tell her where the enemy was or why it hadn’t struck again.


  Life support was still online and the thrum of power hadn’t deserted bulkheads and floors – she took heart from that, at least. The Vengeance might be hurt but she wasn’t dead yet. A lucky strike from a single shipkiller could destroy even a capital ship if it hit the right spot – close to the engines, say. Five or six hits meant almost certain doom. Anything in between and the outcome was in the balance. They’d been lucky so far and she could only hope their luck held.


  That didn’t apply to everyone aboard, though, as the damage reports proceeded to make clear. “Sections Seven and Eight open to vacuum. Point Defenses Two and Three disabled, and portside missile tubes damaged, though not irreparably.” Thank goodness all the eels were released, Indiya thought, or the damage could have been much worse. “Lasers Three and Four destroyed, with casualties heavy.”


  “How heavy?” Indiya wanted to know.


  “Still being assessed, Your Radiance.”


  Typical; damage to equipment could be accurately reported in an instant, but to the crew, not so much. That was the Navy for you.


  “The ship is otherwise structurally sound,” the report continued. “Power is being rerouted to restore ops as soon as possible.”


  Despite this assurance it still took another shout of “somebody get me a fragging screen, now!” before she found a portable monitor thrust toward her. It was a long way short of the full tac screen, that luxurious overview suspended in the air that picked out every drone, every missile, but it was a start. What she saw enabled her to draw the first free breath since the missiles struck.


  Their attacker was gone, the rest of the Khallini fleet destroyed or standing down. Finfth had been right: those seemingly magical shields had turned her own ship’s energies against her, but couldn’t cope with the explosive impact of shieldbusters. Thank goodness just the one vessel – presumably the flagship – had been equipped with the new shields. A new development most likely, yet to be rolled out to the rest of the Khallini fleet. She shuddered to think what might have happened if this engagement had taken place later, if they had faced an enemy all boasting this new defense. As it was, Vengeance was the only ship to have taken damage.


  Indiya had been denied the satisfaction of seeing her apparently impervious nemesis obliterated, and had no idea whether it had been her own missiles or those from one of the other ships that dealt the fatal blow, but just then she didn’t care. She still breathed, her ship still lived, and the enemy didn’t.


  She had no truck with remorse. It had been kill or be killed, and she had emerged the victor. That was war, and that was the only thing that mattered.


  —— PART IV ——


  THE OATH


  Human Legion

  — INFOPEDIA —


  STRATEGY & TACTICS


  – The death of the battleship


   


  In the very earliest years of the Human Legion, warship classes had varied little since the invention of the bacteria bomb, thousands of years before. Two assets came to dominate fleet battles: Void Marines and AI drones.


  At first, larger ships developed more lethal missile defenses, then upgraded their point defense systems, and finally produced the earliest shield technology – where the energy from enemy fire was channeled away into the local Klein-Manifold region, a primitive form of inter-dimensional transfer. Despite all these improvements to traditional battle line warships, they could still never compete with the mass-produced simplicity of mounting a weapon, an engine, and AI-run control systems onto a light frame. An 80,000 ton battleship is vastly superior to a single half-ton drone ship, but is no match for 160,000 drone ships, despite massing the same. In fact, even with missile destroyers and other picket ships in attendance, the battleship would have a hard time withstanding even 1,000 drone ships.


  And the larger your warship, the more likely such a high-value target will attract the immediate attention of massed X-ray lasers, and bacteria bombs. The biggest capital ships in every war fleet packed their bags and retired; their day was done.


  The other key fleet component that pushed aside the battleship was the flesh-and-blood analog of the AI-drone ship: the Void Marine. By amassing X-ray volleys from handheld weapons, such as the SA-71, and applying bacteria bombs to eat away the hulls of enemy ships (not to mention boarding actions) a determined close quarters assault by a regiment of Marines could overwhelm even the largest ship… unless that ship had its own regiment of Marines to defend it, of course.


  Capital ships ceased to be battle winners and became, in part, carriers for the same drone ships and Marines that had usurped their dominant role. But they still had a role in dominating star systems after the drones and Marines had won void-superiority.


  Drone ships and Marines dominated space warfare for thousands of years until the next step change in warfare was introduced by the greatest innovators of the age: the Human Legion.


  — Chapter 26 —


  “And you’re sure this will work?”


  Furn favored Arun with a look that said he was testing the little man’s patience.


  “I’m sorry,” Arun said quickly. “Humor me. I realize we’ve been over this before…”


  “Several times.”


  “Several times,” Arun admitted, “but it’s important.”


  Furn relented, swallowing whatever withering retort he had been preparing. “I know,” he said instead. “If you mean am I sure this will root out all those with ingrained Old Empire sympathies and ensure we only keep those who will be staunchly loyal to the Legion, then no. If you mean will it separate those who can probably be trusted from those who definitely can’t be, then yes, I am.”


  “That will have to do, then,” Arun said.


  “Do…?” Furn looked exasperated. “Will have to do…? Have you any idea the amount of work that’s gone into devising this, or the amount of hours Finfth and I are going to have to put in going forward before this is over?”


  “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful,” Arun said quickly. He’d forgotten how touchy the freaks could be.


  “I should think so. We’re going to be spelling each other in twelve hour shifts until we’re confident enough operators are trained up to a suitable level of competence. It’s not the asking of the questions that poses the problem, it’s analyzing the answers.”


  “I know.”


  “Do you, do you? There are thousands of these sleepers, and even with the seven question rooms operating round the clock it’ll take days to process them all.”


  “I realize that…”


  “Assuming everything runs smoothly,” Furn continued, talking over Arun, “without any hitches at all, we’ll be able to physically process around 2,000 individuals every twenty-four hours. In practice, I anticipate the figure will be closer to 1,900. You do the math. And that’s assuming the analysis can keep pace with the physical turnaround. Even when – if – we decide that anyone else is competent enough to run the assessment unsupervised, Finfth and I will still have final sign-off on the human officers and anyone whose ‘pass’ is so marginal that it needs closer scrutiny. In some cases, that will almost certainly mean a further interview, conducted by one of us in person.” Furn threw his arms in the air, a dramatic gesture that left little doubt how worked up he was. “And that’s just for the humans, what about the Jotuns eh? Let’s not forget that of all the senior Naval and Marine officers, not one is human. The Reserve Captain has promised to help with that, something about a binding Jotun oath that is so secret even the White Knights never knew about it. But we all know how fragile her health is… However you cut it, Finfth and I are going to be exhausted by the time this is over!”


  “I can see that. Thank you for all that you’re doing. I owe you one… the Legion owes you.”


  That seemed to mollify Furn a little. “Yes, well just make sure you don’t forget it.”


  Arun left the little man to his preparations. He was keen to be present when the first of the sleepers were brought round from cryo. Their discovery had come as a total surprise, though in retrospect it made sense, now that the interrogation of the Navy personnel and scientists on the planet was giving a clearer idea of what the Old Empire had been up to at Khallini. It was an ambitious undertaking, a multi-layered strategy intended to bloody the noses of the rebel’s 3rd Fleet in the short term while sowing the seeds of the rebellion’s failure in the long term.


  Part of that strategy involved building ships, as the Legion had witnessed from space prior to capturing the base. In order to operate ships you needed personnel, and a lot of ships meant a lot of personnel; but why keep a large number of currently redundant people sitting around waiting – eating and drinking, consuming resources, growing restless, and bored to the point of being potentially disruptive – when you could stick them on ice and stow them away until needed?


  The vast majority of the sleepers were human, but by no means all. A significant minority were Jotuns, and that presented a whole new level of problem. Khallini offered the opportunity to significantly strengthen the Legion. If they could finish building the ships already under construction and follow those up with more, they could leave Khallini with a far greater force than they arrived. Never in his wildest dreams had he envisaged they would capture a ship building facility here…


  The first two ships were already well advanced, their completion a matter of weeks away rather than months, and the sooner the Legion could finish these ships and crew them, the sooner they could slip away from Khallini ahead of the 3rd Fleet’s arrival. That meant starting the process of waking up the sleeping personnel now, and they couldn’t afford to wake up thousands of potential enemies, press-ganged into service against their will. Crewing the ships with potential mutineers was the last thing the Legion needed. No, they had to recruit the sleepers to the Legion’s cause, win their loyalty and so avoid any simmering resentment that could lead to rebellion.


  Arun had his part to play in this, as did Del-Marie. They would be the ones addressing the newly awoken personnel, who were bound to be disoriented, expecting to be brought round in a facility loyal to the Old Empire only to find themselves surrounded by an entirely new faction altogether. It was up to Arun and Del to explain the situation, to put the case for the Human Legion and convince the sleepers that they were the cause most deserving of their support.


  That wasn’t enough though. They needed to know that their arguments had worked, whether each sleeper had been swayed to their cause or not, and that was where the freaks came in. Furn and Finfth had designed a set of questions, twelve in all, deceptively simple to start with but growing more challenging as the series progressed. It was the reaction of each sleeper when asked the same set of questions that would determine their fate.


  Those who passed would be welcomed into the Legion. Those who failed would not be harmed but instead returned to cryo, where they would remain for the duration, or until someone else took possession of the base. That someone, in all likelihood, would be the rebel 3rd Fleet, but Arun had decreed that shouldn’t be emphasized. The last thing he wanted was anyone joining their cause due to fear of the alternative.


  Madge was already at the cryo chamber ahead of him, along with a detachment of Marines hand-picked by Del to act as a welcoming party for the sleepers. No sign of Del himself as yet, but he wouldn’t be needed for a while.


  “Remember to smile, Major,” Arun said.


  Madge looked up to scowl in response, but then flashed him a sugar sweet grin that vanished as quickly as it appeared.


  Arun’s smile was more heartfelt; he could still remember the friends they had been back in training, long before he became General McEwan and she Major Majanita. God, everything had been so much simpler back then, even if it hadn’t seemed so at the time.


  Arun came back to the present and realized that the technicians were looking at him expectantly, waiting for his permission to start reviving the first batch of sleepers.


  “All right,” he said. “Let’s get this under way.”


  — Chapter 27 —


  Arun monitored a few of the early interviews, but he had plenty of other things to occupy his time and the fascination of watching a procession of people answer the same twelve questions soon palled.


  He understood the principle of a lie detector well enough, knew that a person’s unconscious responses were studied in meticulous detail: pulse, breathing rate, perspiration, blood pressure, eye movement, the slightest fidget of arm or leg, but the analysis of those responses and the conclusions drawn were a mystery, and he was happy for them to remain so.


  Given the haste with which the interview rooms had been fitted out, he had to admit the technicians had done a surprisingly good job. There were no intrusive wires or head pads here, the apparently innocuous chairs each interviewee sat in were loaded with a variety of sensors. Along with the recordings from strategically hidden cameras, these provided all the readings Furn and Finfth required.


  Early signs were encouraging. Arun had feared that they would have to run through virtually all the sleepers to recruit a full complement for the two ships whose construction had already resumed, but with nearly two thirds of the sleepers passing the test and willing to declare allegiance it soon became apparent they would have enough recruits for these first two and further ships as well. It seemed that loyalty to the White Knights might be a lot less ingrained than he had imagined.


  Of course, they hadn’t started on the Jotuns yet. The first group was due to be processed later that evening. The Reserve Captain, who would be present, insisted that the same set of questions would be adequate with only minimal modification, other than the swearing of a binding oath for which she insisted the recording equipment must be turned off. Arun had no idea what to expect in terms of results, but the Reserve Captain expressed confidence.


  He was catching up on the latest estimates for when construction of the first new ship would be completed – less than two standard weeks – when Furn and Finfth burst into the room.


  “General, you have to see this, now!” Finfth said.


  The fact that they had come in person rather than utilizing any other form of communication spoke volumes; the fact that Furn had come at all said even more.


  “All right, Finfth, slow down,” Arun said. “Furn, what are you doing here? This should be your sleep period ahead of your next shift.”


  “Sleep can go to hell. This is important. Finfth woke me to go over something. I have, and now we’re here, bringing it to you.”


  “All right then, spill.”


  It was Finfth who spoke. “I was analyzing one of today’s interviews, a fella named Orzil, interview 5178, when something caught my attention. Not any ambiguity over his loyalty; he has no great love for the White Knights and has bought into the concept of the Legion up to a point, certainly well within acceptance parameters. It was something else that intrigued me, so I did a follow up interview straight away, in person, and that intrigued me even more, enough to send me data-mining through our earlier findings.”


  They were still sifting through everything they had discovered at the Khallini-4 research facilities on the surface and in orbit. Already they’d uncovered enough concepts and ideas to excite even the freaks, all at varying degrees of development. They were taking their time so as not to miss anything and ensure that the potential of each new idea was fully appreciated. That meant progress was slow and many innovations were as yet unexplored, but it was better to be methodical, as Furn had emphasized more than once. The maxim bore repeating, especially to the Littoranes, who increasingly seemed to view the Legion’s undertaking as a holy war. They were all for stripping Khallini of what could be readily acquired and heading off to smite the enemy – though presumably not the 3rd Fleet, since that would be suicide. Again Del-Marie’s skills at diplomacy had come to the fore. He had been able to persuade the Littorane commanders that the many treasures hidden within Khallini’s database were ‘gifts from the goddess’ which would eventually secure their victory, and not to be spurned. As a result, the Littoranes had agreed to be patient, for now.


  “You see, Orzil is a crack pilot, but not of starships,” Finfth continued. “He’s no experience at all with anything the size of the Beowulf; instead his expertise is with one man fliers, and he mentioned a specific research project he’d been sent here for. That set my neurons firing and I looked back at an earlier interview, one conducted on a junior scientist who was part of the research base personnel rather than one of the sleepers: Svenson, interview 339. She’d denied the existence of any such area of research. The two accounts didn’t tally, so I pulled Svenson in immediately for a second interrogation. She kept to her story without triggering the lie detector, but everywhere I pressed, I uncovered tiny inconsistencies.”


  “Which is when he woke me up to combine forces,” said Furn. “We gave Svenson the full treatment, gloves off and hands on. It was the only way to break down her defenses. Turns out she’s augmented like us. She has hormonal control implants, though they are greatly our inferior.”


  “And there was nothing junior about her role, either. There’s an entire research team who’ve been using their implants to defeat our interrogations and hide in plain view.”


  The Legion’s augments were clearly enjoying themselves, but Arun really wished they’d get to the point. “And what exactly was this project?” he prompted.


  “I’m getting to that,” Finfth said.


  “Reactionless drives,” Furn cut in.


  “Hey, this is my story,” Finfth said.


  “Well you’re taking your sweet time about it.”


  “Please!” Arun said quickly, his heart pounding. Reactionless drives! Did that really mean what he thought? “One of you.”


  Furn rolled his eyes and gestured for his partner to continue.


  “As I was about to say,” Finfth continued, “following Svenson’s complete and unwilling cooperation, we uncovered hidden research into developing a reactionless drive.” He paused, watching Arun as if anticipating a response.


  Arun didn’t offer one. He daren’t. The freaks were hinting at an innovation that could have huge implications. Better to play dumb until their explanation was complete. “And this is exciting because…?” he said.


  “Seriously? Do I have to spell out the implications for you?”


  “We’ve all had a long day, so if you wouldn’t mind, yes.”


  With a single shake of his head Finfth conveyed all the exasperation of a beleaguered teacher confronted by a pupil who refused to comprehend the obvious. “Look, think of it this way. If you fire your SA-71 in semi-automatic mode, why don’t you fall over?”


  “The recoil limiter soaks up the recoil force.”


  “How?”


  “Beats me. I’ve always assumed that the gun converts the recoil energy into heat and then dumps that to the heat sink, in the same way that a warship’s shield does, sending the energy into a higher dimension.”


  “And yet the dart leaves the muzzle with huge momentum.”


  “Yeah. So?”


  “With the scale of energy convertor we’ve uncovered, you could do the same with small void craft. Not starships… not yet… but something the size of a Stork. Connect this new energy convertor to a boat-sized heat dump and you could convert the vessel’s momentum into energy and dump it elsewhere.”


  Finfth stared at him expectantly once more, and this time Arun couldn’t hold back. “So what you’re saying is: small warboats that can swoop in, halt in an instant and accelerate away again using the full potential of a zero-point engine.”


  “Exactly!”


  “Won’t the crew be crushed?”


  “No, that’s the beauty of it. The force that slams you against your acceleration couch and tries to pull the skin off your bones… it doesn’t apply here, because it’s all channeled into the heat sink. The pilot could even be in freefall all the way. This discovery will revolutionize inter-ship conflict, and the side that deploys it first…”


  Arun could picture it clearly. Warboats this nimble would make every other vessel in space look lumbering and cumbersome in comparison.


  “Why has no one thought of this before?”


  “The Reserve Captain told me that the reason Earth was invaded in the first place had nothing to do with mining or slave labor. It was because the White Knights desperately needed human imagination. The rest of the universe is so ossified in its thinking it has forgotten originality. Species like ours are prized because our thinking is unconventional, tackling problems that have stymied other races from a completely new direction. That’s the reason such an advanced, such an important, R&D base was established here at Khallini.


  Arun was stunned. He’d heard the rumors about why aliens had fought over Earth, but after a lifetime of being told humans were a worthless race overdue extermination, the importance placed on the human contribution to Khallini-4 hadn’t even entered his thinking.


  “Some of the people we’ve interviewed – the scientists who were working at the base, not the sleepers – they’re among the most brilliant minds humanity has ever produced, almost on a par with Furn and myself. And they’re only the ones that haven’t successfully hidden from us. The work they’re conducting is… inspired. The Old Empire was determined to take maximum advantage of their efforts, to reap all they could before abandoning the facility ahead of the 3rd Fleet’s arrival… And we must do the same.”


  “In that, Finfth is entirely correct,” Furn said.


  Interesting. It was hardly a surprise that Furn and Finfth would want to hang around at Khallini with all its technological wonders for as long as possible, but this was the first time Arun had heard them speak up on the subject with such authority.


  “Even before these revelations, our precise timetable with regard to Khallini had yet to be determined,” Arun temporized.


  “We appreciate that, General, which is why we’re presenting this to you now. In our considered view it would be madness to abandon the base too soon…”


  “We have to stay here,” Finfth cut in, “not only to the last minute but past that… The R&D facility is worth keeping hold of, even if that means beating off the 3rd Fleet to do so.”


  “What?” Arun might have thought he was joking had this been anyone else. “Thank you for your input, Leading Spacer Furnace-Shield. I understand perfectly well the huge military significance of a way to convert momentum to energy. But this is only a research project. Not even the Old Empire intended to stand and fight against the 3rd Fleet, not in any serious fashion.”


  “Maybe not, but their agenda isn’t ours,” Furn said, unfazed by Arun’s attempt at formality. “Hear us out. Since Finfth woke me we’ve been working this through between us, and what we’ve discovered is a game changer, something that could swing the outcome of the whole war. There’s a new type of fighter in development here at Khallini designed to operate with the momentum-to-energy converter rather than simply being modified to house it. It’s still in the early proof of concept stage, but the results are promising… Essentially, from all that we’ve seen we’re confident the idea works, but there’s a lot more work needed before we have a functioning battle winner.”


  “That’s what those test rigs are for,” Finfth jumped in.


  Arun knew what he meant. They had discovered elaborate facilities already in place, wondering at their purpose and assuming they would discover it in time as they continued to peel away the facility’s secrets.


  “Commit to staying here so that we can do that work, commit now, and by the time the 3rd Fleet arrives we’ll be in a position to do more than just tweak their noses,” Finfth said.


  “This is our chance to prove that the Human Legion is a force to be reckoned with,” Furn added.


  Arun could understand what had gotten the freaks so excited. The White Knights of the Old Empire considered the 3rd Fleet to be such a threat that they had established a new base to combat them, devised new tactics and weapons to fight them. But the Legion had taken that base. If they then went on to defeat the 3rd Fleet, both sides would have to sit up and take notice. It would change the whole dynamics of the civil war and immediately mark the Human Legion as a major player. But the risk was enormous.


  “We’ll never get another chance like this,” Finfth said into Arun’s thoughtful silence.


  Arun would never have considered either Furn or Finfth to be reckless, yet what they proposed was… bold to say the least. He had never encountered brains as keen as theirs in any other human. If they saw an opportunity here only a fool would dismiss the possibility, but at the same time they were unencumbered by the sort of responsibility he shouldered, which meant he was not about to jump wholeheartedly behind their plan. Nor would they expect him too.


  He contemplated them for a moment longer, Finfth looking impatient, Furn simply waiting for his response. “You really believe in this new weapon this much?”


  “Yes,” they said in unison.


  “Very well then. I’ll give this serious consideration.”


  Finfth would have said more, but Furn ushered him away. Arun sat for long moments, mulling over what the two freaks had said. The Legion could never do it, of course, take on the 3rd Fleet, but what a prospect. It would certainly catch the attention of both the existing factions. And the augmented ‘specials’ were anything but fools…


  Could the Littoranes be persuaded to remain patient and wait for the enemy to come to them? Could Del-Marie convince them that this was the Goddess’s will, that here was an opportunity to inflict serious damage to the enemy? The real question was, did Arun really want them to? He fetched Barney, and together they mined the newly updated records of the interviews and analysis of the research and production facilities. How much he was likely to understand was uncertain, but he was determined to glean all he could before putting anything before his senior officers.


  God help him, but he was actually beginning to take Furn and Finfth’s proposal seriously.


  —— PART V ——


  THE SLEEPING LEGION


  Human Legion

  — INFOPEDIA —


  HISTORY OF THE LEGION


  – The Sleeping Legion


   


  If their new weapons could be readied in time, the main Legion fleet was determined to stand and fight the 3rd Fleet for control of Khallini. It would be a desperate gamble, even victory would be a close run thing. But the Legion did not gamble everything on this one battle. Not quite. They still had their base in the Shepherd-Nurture system, the home system of the Littoranes. But if the Legion fell at Khallini, the Littoranes would be vulnerable.


  Still burning with desire for revenge against the Hardits who had slaughtered every human on Tranquility, the answer to this problem was abundantly clear to the human survivors of the Fall of Detroit. A squadron of three warships, under the command of newly promoted Colonel Nhlappo, was dispatched to Tranquility to retrieve the millions of frozen Marines hidden under Detroit, and make the Hardits pay for their crimes. The operation of retrieving millions of cryo pods and bringing them to orbit would take years, by which point the outcome of the Legion’s stand at Khallini would be known.


  Would this sleeping legion be transported to reinforce the victorious fleet at Khallini, or be sent to bolster the defenses at Shepherd-Nurture?


  Only time would tell, and the answer was not one anyone had anticipated.


  — Chapter 28 —


  Tawfiq Woomer-Calix, Supreme Commander of the Hardit Empire, Primogenitor of the New Order and Scourge of humanity could not have been more content.


  The humans were stupid, an inferior race. She had known this all along, but their last trespass on Tranquility had ended some way short of the total humiliation she had planned for them. This time, though, it would be different.


  The humans’ greatest weakness was their complacency. Amusingly, they seemed to believe that they were the superior race, imagining they could saunter back here, establish a base and take whatever they pleased, that she would not have learned from the previous conflict, would not have planned.


  The clues were there, had the humans not been so blinded by arrogance. Even at the time of their first return to Tranquility her glorious reign had begun to take effect, establishing new Hardit tactics and new resources. In the years that had passed since she bloodied their soft skins that time around she had consolidated her power and been far from idle. Tranquility was hers. How dare they come back here and challenge that?


  They would learn their error though, oh how they would learn. The true purpose of the recent action had gone unnoticed, the raid on the precious warehouse dismissed as unimportant and the incident forgotten about as soon as the attackers were slain. Fools.


  Tawfiq watched on the vast screen before her as the orbital elevator the humans had established continued to ferry icer pods into the clouds, and far beyond into space, sealing her victory in the process. That was the beauty of her plan: the humans were doing the work for her. All she had to do was watch.


  Without warning the scene before her changed. It was difficult to be certain at first given the scale and the absence of any context other than the sky, but the elevator had stopped.


  Was this due to a technical glitch that would soon be remedied or something more ominous? She had to know.


  Again her enemy’s complacency came to her aid. They assumed their communications to be secure, never dreaming that Hardit experts had cracked their encryptions within the first days of their return.


  Tawfiq eavesdropped on a conversation between two of the beasts – both females, she thought, though it was difficult to be certain; humans all sounded so much alike.


  What she heard banished her good mood. Rage welled through her and she gave voice to an inchoate scream that sent the bevy of juniors waiting on her royal whim cringing with concern.


  She mastered the anger swiftly. Such displays were unseemly now she had reached such an elevated status.


  So what if the enemy had discovered her scheme? It was merely the first step. Already the effects would be felt, unsettling the humans, disrupting their plans. They would be confused, their morale dented and fragile, and now she would deliver the hammer blow that would shatter it entirely and send the glorious Hardit legions marching in triumph over the human dead.


  Her plans had moved forward a little, that was all; the result would still be the same.


  “Commence with stage two!” she commanded.


  The juniors scurried to obey, anxious to be useful.


  Tawfiq felt her good mood returning. Victory was assured.


  — Chapter 29 —


  It had only been, what, four months since Nhlappo had last seen the orbiting squadron? Even in that short space of time the three starships had been transformed. Where before a curved superstructure had been attached over the upper and lower hull surfaces, resembling an exploded view of a Troggie carapace, now those carapaces had sprouted a skeletal structure. From Beowulf, Indomitable and Leviathan, ribs and cross-bones stretched far into space, lashed together by a complex pattern of rigging.


  In the two years since brushing aside the Hardit resistance to establish the Legion’s renewed presence on Tranquility, Nhlappo had established a safe zone connecting the area around the orbital elevator’s ground station with the abandoned Marine base of Detroit and a new settlement built on its ruins. Deep underground, beneath Detroit’s collapsed lower levels, had waited generations of Marines hidden in cryo-slumber, oblivious to the wars that had been waged above them. Thousands had been revived already, and put to good use bolstering defenses and relieving the Wolves whose ferociousness had routed the Hardits at the start of this campaign, but whose temperament was less suited to the discipline of a long-term, watchful defense.


  Millions more of the sleeping Marines had been brought up the space elevator and stored in orbital parks. The cryogenic pods stuck to each other using their in-built mag-clamps. With their radiation shielding and near-zero power requirements, the pods could be parked there for centuries. From the ground they were visible as glistening patches in the sky that seared the eye if you looked at them directly on a clear day, and outshone the largest moon, Antilles, during the early part of the night.


  The sky shoals were faded now, most of their constituent pods moved into the ship rigging. Millions of them. A sleeping legion being readied for war.


  But would it work?


  “The harness extends like a pair of hemispheres mounted above and below each ship,” explained Tizer, the chief designer. “But there is a clear area between the hemispheres to allow the main engines to fire and the forward shield projector to protect against the interstellar medium at cruising speed. The most difficult design challenge was the mounting system that allows the ship to spin through 180 degrees to begin deceleration without disturbing the harness. We can do more than spin the ship about a flat plane. A tilt of up to eight degrees allows–”


  “Cut the crap,” Nhlappo interrupted. “I’ve heard that before, and if I wanted to hear it again I could have saved myself the trouble of the ride up here and listened to you from my comfortable office in New Detroit. I’m old fashioned. I need to see things with my eyes and feel with my gut. My boot needs something to kick.”


  She looked menacingly at Tizer. The Navy freak shifted uncomfortably in his maneuvering harness, his side-lit face tight-lipped. She knew he was itching to tell her that she couldn’t feel with her gut, but baulked from pointing out such a self-evident truth to the most senior officer in the system. Even the slightest metaphor undermined his ordered world, and yet his mind could make intuitive leaps like no one she’d ever encountered.


  Poor Tizer. She gave him a hard time but she was fond of this strange little man. Grateful too for his engineering genius. Tizer was clueless about the subtler forms of social interaction, such as lying. And that was the principle reason why Nhlappo was here today in orbit.


  She blanked her helmet visor. She almost felt guilty when she saw nervousness immediately tighten his face. “When the ships accelerate away, will the pod harness take the strain? Look into my face and tell me yes or no.”


  Tizer’s lip steadied. The muscles on his face softened with relief. “Oh, yes,” he replied. “So long as the ships stay within the parameters I have set.”


  “You mean so long as they don’t accelerate any faster than an arthritic snail and keep their course dead straight.”


  “Not dead straight. Turning is possible but the angular velocity must be minimal to avoid shearing forces ripping off the harness. It is likely that at their destination, waiting ships will need to match vectors and detach the pod array in stages before the vessels are able to turn sharply enough to achieve planetary orbit.”


  “I’d say essential. But if Khallini is still in the hands of the Legion when our three ships arrive, that shouldn’t be a problem.” She forced a smile and found it came surprisingly easily. “You’ve done well, Leading Spacer Magnetizer. One last thing. Is there anything more I could be doing to secure the success of the retrieval of the sleeping legion?”


  Tizer narrowed his eyes, the outward sign of him squeezing the maximum from his brain.


  A comm ping sounded in Nhlappo’s head.


  Nhlappo growled at the interruption, the warning sound in her throat softening slightly when she realized it was her adopted son, Romulus.


  “This had better be worth it,” she snapped.


  “It’s Janna.”


  Nhlappo’s growl returned, fiercer than ever.


  The first chance she got, that Wolf girl was going into cryo storage and not coming out until Romulus’s roving eye had settled onto another object of affection.


  Which shouldn’t take long given his past record. Nhlappo had raised her boys in real time during the voyage here. They hadn’t slept along the way, while her Wolves had slept most of the voyage, though there had always been some awake for training and interrogation. Now 21 years of age, Romulus and Remus had grown up as Wolves, and the irregular soldiers had adopted them as their own. To the Wolves, her boys were titans. Demi gods. No, it wouldn’t take him long to get over his Wolf girl.


  “What about Janna?” asked Nhlappo when she’d finished chewing over her anger.


  “She’s riding the elevator. Says she found a problem. A big one. She knew you wouldn’t respond to a direct call—”


  “And you’re her backchannel. I get it, Rom. Put her through.”


  While Romulus established the comm link, Nhlappo waved Tizer back to their waiting shuttle. They were both done here.


  “Chief, it’s Corporal Janna.”


  “I know who you are. It’s why you think you’re so frakking important that I fail to understand.”


  “Chief, the upload of icer pods has stopped.”


  “Okay…” Nhlappo prompted.


  “No, no it isn’t okay.”


  The colonel sighed. Getting sense out of a Wolf could be hard work. Give her a proper Marine any day. She was proud that the Wolves called her ‘Chief’, because they had many exceptional qualities, but they couldn’t give a situation report if their lives depended on it. Their minds were hard-wired for action. It was inevitable, she supposed, given that they had been raised as brutalized slaves, bred as a terror weapon. The Wolves were supremely cunning, but it was a disorganized intelligence of instinct and intuition, the opposite of Tizer’s rational brain.


  “Let’s start again, Janna. Has the elevator car stopped?”


  “Yes, Chief. I’m in it now. Thirty-eight thousand klicks high.”


  “Why has it stopped?”


  “On my instructions.”


  “Why did you stop the cargo of pods?”


  “Because of what they found on those Hardits. The commando raid that broke into the pod warehouse at New Detroit yesterday morning.”


  How ten Hardits had managed to penetrate the tightest security on the planet was a matter of urgent enquiry, but the raiders had been shot dead by a patrolling Marine without difficulty. “But, Janna, we didn’t find anything on the Hardits. There were no traces of explosives. They carried nothing more destructive than scatterguns and they didn’t even penetrate the armor of the Marine.”


  “Exactly.” Janna sounded pleased with herself. “Why go to that trouble of launching that raid and accomplish nothing? It wasn’t a test – Hardits don’t probe and test, we know that. They accumulate their advantages and then attack without holding back, counting on their superiority to prevail over us filthy aliens. I had a hunch there must have been more to the raid, so I stopped the shipment.”


  A chill crept over Nhlappo’s back. “You may have a point, Janna.” She ran through the day’s reports from Logistics Division. Janna had stopped the first shipment stored in the warehouse penetrated by the Hardits. If Janna was right, she’d made her move just in time. “I’ll fly some cryo engineers over to rendezvous with your car.”


  “Chief, I realize that any delay to the pod embarkation program must be minimized, which is why I already thought to bring engineers with me. They’ve just confirmed that the Hardits have infected the pods with a cyber virus.”


  Infected? The Hardits hadn’t made any serious attacks for six months, not since they burrowed their way into New Detroit’s upper levels in their armored tunnel borers. Maybe this was why.


  “Toxins are being slowly released into the sleepers,” said Janna. “But the pod status continues to report full health for the inhabitant.”


  “Are they dead?”


  “They’re okay for now, but must be revived soon. Not onboard ship, though. They must not be placed in proximity to uninfected pods.”


  “How many are infected on the ground?”


  “We need to confirm that, but… the engineers estimate thousands already infected. Maybe more. This is why I contacted you via your son.”


  “You have done well, Janna.”


  “Thank you, Chief.”


  The Wolf girl’s voice buzzed with pride. Nhlappo had to admit that she deserved to feel good. She was still absorbing what the Wolf girl had told her when the link filled briefly with white noise.


  Nhlappo’s AI reported that the link to Janna had dropped out. Then it corrected its assessment. The link had been deliberately blocked in an unknown manner.


  Before she could assimilate the chilling implications of that, reports started flooding in from elsewhere – whatever the problem with the link might be, it was specific or localized. Explosions. Multiple targets, soft targets being hit everywhere: communications infrastructure, personal transport, munition dumps, even the sports hall and the bars of New Detroit’s surface level.


  That skangat Tawfiq! She had underestimated the Hardit and this was payback.


  Then came the worst news of all. The Hardits had planted their largest bomb at the most heavily guarded location on the planet: the Baylshore orbital elevator. They’d hit the one thing that made it possible to lift millions of cryo pods into orbit in a matter of a few years rather than decades.


  All comm links failed. A battle was underway and Nhlappo was cut off from her command.


  Still maneuvering toward the waiting shuttle, Nhlappo turned and zoomed her visor onto the elevator car. She expected the car to be screaming through the upper atmosphere, but it was stable. The tether connecting it to the ground hadn’t snapped. Not yet.


  You lose, Tawfiq, she said to herself. This is going to be all right. Despite the defiant thought, Nhlappo didn’t believe it, not for one moment.


  As she reached the shuttle hatch she turned and yelled at Tizer along a tight beam comm link. He was still twenty meters away. “Shift your ass, Spacer. And then place your butt in the pilot’s chair. This ain’t over, not by a long shot!”


  — Chapter 30 —


  A few seconds after the comms console went blank, a far more ominous form of communication came up from the ground: a deep rumble growling up all the 38,000 klicks of tether, rattling the car and shaking Janna’s spine before carrying on up the tether to the captured asteroid out in space that acted as the counterweight.


  Janna bit her lip to stop it trembling. But that did little to quell the shimmer of panic that threatened to explode out of her belly, so she backed into the cryopod cargo, flinging her arms wide to take comfort from the curved solidity of the pods.


  Thirteen layers of twelve pods. God knew how much weight that was but she could feel the feint hum of power keeping all those sleeping people alive and took comfort that everything remained well.


  She calmed enough to realize her eyes were tightly shut. She opened them to see that Shinzo and Tennyson, the two Marine Engineers, were looking down at her from the floor. They looked smug, hanging upside-down in their battlesuits, strapped into their acceleration stations.


  Give her solid ground every day, or even stinking mud, not the craziness of this stupid cable car. When they’d shot up from the ground like a missile, ‘down’ had been toward the floor and the acceleration had been so fierce that she’d felt her spine compress despite her acceleration chair. Then, after reaching cruising speed, gravity had steadily lessened, until a few thousand klicks ago they’d passed the geo point and gravity had flipped so that ‘down’ was currently pressing her feet toward the ceiling. Crazy!


  “Welcome back,” sneered Shinzo. “Now your funk’s over, get your scrawny butt into your thrust station.”


  “My funk?” she shot back. “If the cable snaps, do you retarded dongwits think a harness and a little seat padding will make the slightest frakking difference?”


  Jana grinned when the two Marines shot an uncertain glance at each other. She was probably about to die, but at least she’d go knowing she’d finally grasped this bastard descendent of English enough to curse at a Marine and win.


  Then Janna’s stomach flipped over. The entire universe flipped over. Janna whirled her arms, fighting to keep her balance, and the contents of her stomach where they belonged. She felt a bump but thought nothing of it because she was too busy retching. Then another bump and a fierce wrench in her guts as gravity shifted unnaturally.


  She landed next to her acceleration chair. She had fallen onto the floor. She looked up through the transparent material of the car at the apparently endless tether disappearing into the void of space. Except it wasn’t endless. Six thousand klicks away was the captured asteroid used as a counterweight to the planet’s gravitational pull. It was too small to see from the car but it was there. Only it wasn’t a counterweight any longer. Gravity had flipped over. She was no engineer but even she understood what falling onto the floor meant. The tether had snapped and the asteroid was flying off into space, twirling them around on the end of a 6,000 klick rope as it went.


  — Chapter 31 —


  “Re-entry in two minutes, Colonel.”


  “Comm status.”


  Beside her in the pilot’s seat, Tizer’s hands froze over the flight controls. He closed his eyes but Nhlappo could see his eyeballs rolling under his lids.


  “Data network outage stabilizing at 90%,” he reported. His eyes opened and he returned to flying the shuttle down to the battlezone. “Contact with the squadron will be intermittent during re-entry.”


  Nhlappo’s mind cleared. She’d made her decision. All that remained was to enact it.


  She raised Beowulf. Captain Lubricant’s face appeared instantly on the inside of her helmet visor.


  “Colonel?”


  “Captain, your squadron will leave orbit immediately and at maximum acceleration. You are to proceed directly to Khallini System, where you will place your ships and their cargo at the disposal of the Legion commander there.”


  “But, Colonel. The cargo rigging is neither complete nor tested. I have several hundred personnel out on EVA loading the pods.”


  “Don’t waste time telling me your difficulties, Captain. Find solutions and fast. I know Hardits. They accumulate every advantage and won’t move until they are absolutely certain of success. You are to leave orbit immediately. Do not look back.”


  “What about the Hardit rebellion on Antilles before the civil war?” countered Lubricant. Her voice sounded vague, distant, a minor sub-process of a multiprocessing Navy mind that Nhlappo guessed was largely engaged with planning to depart. “McEwan and a few squads of cadets stopped the Antilles insurrection in its tracks.”


  “We got lucky that time,” replied Nhlappo, herself largely engaged in assessing reports coming up from the ground. “The Hardits panicked and moved too soon. Do they look like they’re panicking now?”


  The starship captain hesitated, but only for a moment. “Acknowledged,” she said with conviction. Her eyes closed briefly as she accessed whatever freakish machinery passed for her brain. “Ah, Colonel… Your shuttle is heading for the surface. Do you need retrieval?”


  “Negative. There’s a million soldiers still on the surface sleeping in their pods. God knows how many are infected. McEwan left them behind once. I’ve no intention of doing so again. I won’t abandon anyone!”


  Nhlappo’s lips trembled even harder than Tizer’s had earlier. They both knew she was abandoning someone. Two someones. The only two people she cared for in the galaxy.


  Lubricant nodded. “Good luck on the surface, Colonel. I’ll see our passengers safely to Khallini System. Your boys too. Lubricant out.”


  White noise corrupted the transmission. Then it cut out altogether. No matter, she was seeing functioning comm links to the planet’s surface.


  The external video feed showed they were slicing through the gossamer white clouds of the upper stratosphere. Nhlappo took a last moment of calm before losing herself to the unrolling situation, knowing she might never emerge. “Major Spartika, acknowledge!”


  “Here, Colonel.”


  “I’m coming down. Where are the enemy pressing hardest?”


  “Nowhere, Colonel. They’re feinting and probing everywhere along the perimeter.”


  “Everywhere? The defensive line is over a thousand klicks long.”


  “Everywhere, ma’am.”


  The shuttle slammed into turbulence so violent that it shook the breath from Nhlappo. She took a second to recover, leaving the risks of the flight entirely to Tizer. Just so long as she could speak.


  “Order a mass revival of the sleeper pods,” she instructed Spartika.


  “How many?”


  Nhlappo laughed. “I don’t think you’ve grasped the seriousness of the situation, Major. I want you to revive all of them.”


  — Chapter 32 —


  Janna couldn’t take it anymore. “For God’s sake, will you two quit whining? You’re crapping yourselves over nothing. Grow a pair, already.”


  Tennyson pretended he couldn’t hear, but Shinzo had kept his cool enough to answer. “The data network has been severely compromised. We’re low priority which is why we’ve lost comms altogether.”


  “So? We get a little peace and quiet. We’ve got several days’ emergency air. They’ll pick us up. Anyway, I’m the one who should be whining. You’re in Marine battlesuits with butt tubes and dick suckers to keep you heroes clean. My emergency pressure suit hasn’t any of that fancy plumbing. When I need to go–”


  “Yeah, we get it,” said Shinzo waving his hand dismissively as if he could delete her with a simple hand gesture. “The point is not that we keep losing comms, but that the Hardits are trying to disrupt our command and control. That should worry you more that your frakking hygiene concerns.”


  Janna bared her teeth at the Marine idiot, and turned away before she punched him – not a good idea considering his battle armor. Of course she realized they were in deep shit. But rather than let her distract them from their worries, they chose to regard her as an imbecile.


  After all, she was only a Wolf.


  Fuckers.


  The screen on Janna’s wrist lit up. Relief flowed through her like a honeyed balm when she glanced down and recognized Romulus’s face grinning up at her. The deep brown of his eyes twinkled against the lighter tan and russet swirls of his parasite-hardened skin.


  She touched the hard swirl of infected skin on her own cheek… and then felt such a moron because her helmet was in the way.


  “I’ll kiss your beauty patch later, honey,” laughed Romulus. “Promise. But there’s a bit of a flap going on. We’re heading out.”


  “Out? Out system?” Panic prickled at Janna’s skin. Shinzo and Tennyson stopped what they were doing and looked up at her, trying to eavesdrop.


  “Yeah. We’re packing up and leaving. Look, I gotta hang up. Things to do. Just wanted to let you know it’s more than just me who’s thinking of you. A shuttle will come pick you up soon.”


  Why were the ships leaving? What the hell was going on?


  So many questions tugged at her but she needed to let her lover go do his job. “I’ll see you back at the ranch, Rom. Janna out.”


  Romulus could take an age to say goodbye. She reached for the wrist unit of her suit to cut him off.


  “Don’t go!”


  She stayed her hand. Romulus’s face shifted one side to make space for another caller, his brother Remus. Romulus’s face reminded her of the beautiful bivalve shells that washed onto the islands of Littoran. His brother’s face pattern was dappled shades of violet and indigo, perfect camouflage for the woods of Tranquility where the she-wolf, the mother ginquin, had briefly fostered Romulus and Remus when babies.


  “Hello, Janna.”


  “Butt out, brother,” yelled Romulus. “This is a private conversation with my girlfriend.”


  “Shut your dumb mouth and listen. Both of you. I’m sending a projection of the elevator’s course. The captain’s working on a response now, but I felt it right you should know.”


  “What is it?” asked Tennyson. “What’s happening?”


  “Deep shit,” Janna answered as she watched the projection play out on the little wrist screen.


  The tether was big. Janna usually coped with the impossible height of the elevator by sliding her mind away from the view outside. The projection rammed home the inconceivable length of the tether. At 44,000 klicks, it was over three times Tranquility’s diameter. She watched as the virtual tether tumbled slowly around the planet in a highly elliptical orbit that brought them near to their initial position in ten hours, and the ships nearby. At which time the tether had twisted so much that there would be no escape for the squadron from its lethal lash.


  The Hardits had turned the orbital elevator into a weapon, and aimed it straight at the Legion ships.


  “Okay, Tennyson and Shinzo. Show us your cyborg skills. Maximum safe burn for the ships is 0.005g. How far would they get after ten hours burn?”


  There was a mere fraction of a second’s hesitation before they both replied. “Sixteen thousand klicks.”


  The projection restarted. She held up her wrist for Tennyson and Shinzo’s benefit, but they seemed to have figured out what was going on. Even 16,000 klicks wouldn’t move the ships out of the tether’s path.


  “Look at it this way, fellas,” she said. “The Navy won’t have to send a ship to rescue us from floating off into space. No need. Like it or not, we’ll be back in time for dinner.”


  — Chapter 33 —


  The tang of burning carried on the air, adding a spicy undercurrent to the sound of raised voices tinged with excitement mixed in with panic.


  Colonel Tirunesh Nhlappo had set down in a New Detroit at war.


  As she hurried through the exit tunnel from the shuttle port and out into the city, she noticed a Marine crouching at the end of the tunnel exit, SA-71 at the ready.


  The sentry turned the carbine to cover Nhlappo and… she remembered the figure next to her. She’d forgotten Tizer was with her.


  “Do I look like a frakking Hardit, Marine?” she bellowed.


  The Marine rose to attention. “Sorry, ma’am.”


  “Who’s in charge here?”


  “Lieutenant Liesel.” After a moment of intense awkwardness, he added. “I’ll take you to him.”


  Nhlappo’s suit AI was accepted into the local BattleNet, marking out Liesel’s position by zooming the visor display through the viewport of the shuttle port control tower, and adding an artificial blue glow to one of the Marines inside.


  “No need, Marine,” she said. “Remain at your post.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” he replied, and then returned to his crouching posture. Why he felt the need to crouch was one of the mysteries of pulling a force together out of soldiers trained over centuries of radically different tactical doctrines.


  She made for the control tower, switching the visor view to a tactical map. Not bad. Local forces were sensibly deployed and didn’t seem to be under immediate assault. There had been many explosions, though. How had the Hardits sneaked them in?


  Although communications had been hit badly, the battlesuits and the AIs within them were weathering the cyberstorm and were beginning to re-establish contact with each other. A good sign that things hadn’t entirely gone to drent here.


  Her hails of the orbiting squadron were not getting a response, but a status alert told her that she’d finally re-established the comm link with her second-in-command.


  “Major Spartika, respond.”


  “Here, Colonel.”


  “Update!”


  “All around the perimeter we’re being hit by suicide bombers. They just walk up to our defenses and blow up.”


  “Do they rush at us or hang back?”


  Nhlappo could hear explosions and the rumble of field guns in the background as Spartika thought on that. “They seem hesitant, Colonel. Fearful.”


  “Then they aren’t suicide bombers, are they? Speak with precision, Major.”


  “Does their mood matter to us? Happy or not, they’re still blasting a way through our perimeter.”


  “Of course it matters. The enemy used this tactic against Brandt. They will have spotters deciding when to blow their victims. And guns to shoot any who try to turn back. Let the perimeter guards deal with the bombers. Use your ranged assets to take out whoever’s driving them.” Nhlappo took a deep breath. Had things really gotten so bad? “We’ve had it easy up till now. Two years of R&R. Now it’s going to get rough. Sound the radiation alert, wait two minutes, and then I want a spread of fusion warheads four klicks behind the suicide bombers. Nuke the bastards.”


  “Roger that.” Nhlappo could imagine the grin of sheer delight on Spartika’s face as her deputy considered the destruction she was about to unleash on the enemy she loathed so much. “Launching nuclear assets in two minutes.”


  The former Aux slave was a nasty piece of work, who had begun her deployment in a penal unit. But Nhlappo had to admit the vindictive little veck had done a superb job of organizing the operation to lift millions of sleeping Marines into orbit. Every time Nhlappo had promoted her, Spartika simply grew in competence until her record demanded further promotion.


  Spartika had a paranoid mind. Did she suspect that Nhlappo hated her more than anyone in the galaxy? Probably.


  At the moment the oscillating wail of the nuclear and radiological alert began sounding in Nhlappo’s helmet, repeated by speakers located throughout New Detroit, she was passing beneath the ceramalloy statues of the Marines under Lieutenant Brandt’s command who fell defending Detroit against overwhelming attack. In death they had secured the survival of the Sleeping Legion.


  Her feet refused to obey her need to reach Lieutenant Liesel, forcing her to a halt, forcing her to remember…


  You ran that day, Spartika. Left my boy to die. One day there will be a reckoning. I swear it on my son’s corpse.


  “Are you okay, Colonel?”


  Nhlappo frowned at the voice. Once again she’d forgotten Tizer was with her. She regarded him for a moment. His expertize was not in fighting, but that didn’t mean he had no value.


  “Go underground by the most direct route,” she ordered. “Then go to the cryo storage levels. I want all the sleepers revived as soon as possible. You have my full authority to break every protocol you like. Just leave me enough power to fight my battle.”


  “Yes ma’am. By raising the revival attrition rate by approximately six percent, I can increase throughput by—”


  “Leading Spacer Magnetizer! I don’t want a frakking explanation. I want it done!”


  Tizer blinked like a Littorane and then scurried away, leaving Nhlappo alone with the heroes from the Fall of Detroit.


  The statues wore battlesuits with anonymous blank visors. But when she had first seen the statues she had immediately felt there was one she could identify. Something about the twist to the shoulders had been instantly familiar. That statue wasn’t of just another Marine. He was Serge Rhenolotte. Nhlappo had given Serge a baby name of Zug on the day she gave birth to him.


  “My darling, you’ll have to wait for me,” she told this simulacrum of her son. “I won’t be joining you today.” A sudden surge of emotion choked off her words. She felt the ever-gnawing emptiness at the loss of her son who had been snatched from her as a toddler. Nhlappo had combatted half the galaxy to work her way back to him, but never found the courage to tell her adult son that she was his mother.


  Hatred of the enemy flowed in her veins like lava, mixed in with terror and a desire to kill that burned so strongly in every fiber of her body that she was sure she could feel her battlesuit inject extra coolant to counteract her feverish excitement.


  Like all Marines, Colonel Tirunesh Nhlappo had been born for a single purpose: war. The Earth-evolved survival instincts of a cornered animal were joining forces with her body’s implants and the work of generations of Jotun bio-engineers; together they prepared her for battle.


  She raised her arms in front of her and reveled in the sheer thrill of power as she closed her fists, imagining Tawfiq’s spine within her grip being crushed into powder in one hand, while the other squeezed the breath from Major Spartika.


  Frakk! She had forgotten how good this felt.


  “We will meet soon enough, Zug.” She grinned. “I’ve a war to win first. And a score to settle.”


  — Chapter 34 —


  What would Indiya do?


  Loobie nearly laughed out loud. When she had a crisis of confidence Indiya used to ask herself the same question, only with Loobie as the mentor to be followed. When had their positions reversed?


  Even Indiya would think twice, though, to take such risks on the basis of a Marine officer’s gut instinct that the full extent of the enemy’s attack was yet to come.


  The maximum safe acceleration with their precarious load was 0.005g. At three times that rate, they would at best lose some of the sleeping Marines, the harness unable to cope with the sudden strain. At worst, the main attachment points would prove stronger than Beowulf’s hull, and the ship would be ripped apart.


  And Beowulf was only towing half a million cryo pods. The largest ship, Leviathan, was pulling twice that.


  Loobie instructed her hormonal implants to give a boost of resolution and fealty. This was no time to question orders.


  While a background process in her head linked with her comm station to raise the other two ships, she issued her order. “Helm, ahead 0.015g.”


  This was the moment when Beowulf’s strength would be tested. And not just her superstructure. Her crew too.


  Most of the CIC crew probably didn’t notice Ensign Harpur’s hesitation before he confirmed the order. “Ahead 0.015g, aye. Linear acceleration profile set to 300 seconds.”


  Loobie caught the catch in the ensign’s voice, though. She’d watched him like a predatory animal since he’d transferred from the loyalist fleet they’d engaged at Khallini. Harpur also had more experience than most other members of her crew. Loobie hadn’t even thought of building up the acceleration over a few minutes. But how much time did they have?


  “Negative, Harpur. Build our burn over 200.”


  “Revising acceleration profile to 200 seconds.”


  Loobie’s body registered the instant a sense of up and down returned. There was no engine roar, no forces crushing her down into her chair, and no sound of the hull protesting against its load – not yet, anyway. As quietly as a shameful apology, Beowulf began her escape.


  The console panel built into Loobie’s command station brought up images from the bridges of the two other ships. Lieutenant Commander Schaulbe on the Leviathan looked grim but determined, Captain Phuong visible in the background, about to relieve Schaulbe. On the Jotun-crewed Indomitable, Captain Valgerd peered down her furry snout; her expression was impenetrable but Loobie still felt the Jotun was challenging her. Would the captain of a genuine warship allow a mere human to order her to place her vessel in danger?


  “Wait 200 seconds for us to test the harness strength,” she instructed the other ships, “and then follow our lead, building to 0.015g acceleration. The Colonel believes the squadron faces an immediate and real threat. We have been ordered to leave the system immediately and head for Khallini.” As an afterthought she appended: “And I am complying with my orders.”


  The two other ships acknowledged her order without hesitation. Loobie returned her attention to her own vessel, just in time for Beowulf to exceed Tizer’s maximum safe acceleration of 0.005g.


  The main wraparound CIC screen now showed Beowulf and the immense cargo harness network that grew from the upper and lower hull. She looked like a flattened nut caught in huge wire-frame jaws colored blue-white. Individual lines that made up those jaws began to blush with color.


  How much of this display was being fed from live sensor data and how much inferred guesswork? Tizer was the expert and he had been caught up in the Colonel’s need to fight a ground war. All of this was untested. They weren’t supposed to be leaving the system for another year.


  The image in the screen was growing redder.


  “Engineering, load status?”


  “Strain shunts are re-routing impulse force around overloaded harness nodes. Harness is holding so far.”


  “Acceleration at 0.01g,” announced Harpur from his helm station. “Maximum acceleration in 64 seconds.”


  Twice the maximum safe acceleration and they were holding so far. Tizer was convinced that if the acceleration was tiny enough, you could pull a battleship through the deep void using a single human hair as a towline. The universe was too messy for her to believe that, but if they reached 0.015g without catastrophe, she was confident they could maintain that burn. Turning and acceleration were risks, but not ones Beowulf need face until she was scheduled to jettison the outer layer of the harness and increase the acceleration. But that wasn’t due for over a year.


  Loobie was hailed by Beowulf’s CAG, the officer responsible for her small craft, which were right now evacuating the teams outside who had been loading cryo pods onto the harness. “Captain, I can coordinate just as well from a shuttle. Permission to take out a spare bird and run operations from the outside.”


  The request made sense. But the CAG was Ensign Dock, and Loobie didn’t trust the former traitor, preferring to keep him where she could see him.


  On the other hand, he was the best pilot they had. “Granted.”


  Dock’s feet thudded away from his position in the upper CIC deck. He flew headfirst through the gap separating the decks, bounced off a bulkhead, and fell the remaining distance in a slow-motion tumble that ended in a low-g sprint out of CIC. For the oldest human on board, Dock was impressively spritely.


  “Leviathan and Indomitable have their engines hot,” said Anunwe, the Sensor Team officer. “They’re ready to burn.”


  A message came in from the bridge. “Captain, secondary command crew are operational.” It was Marquez, the XO who had transferred from a surrendered Old Empire ship, and was now on standby with a secondary crew on the bridge which would take over if CIC was lost. Like Harpur, Marquez was a more experienced officer than the Beowulf’s captain.


  “Thank you, Commander. Please coordinate evacuation of EVA teams while CAG is en route to his bird.”


  “Coordinating flight plans, aye.”


  Loobie’s attention was wrenched upward to the main screen. Red lights flared in the center of each harness. Numbers that meant nothing to her blinked alerts at the side of the display.


  “What just happened?” asked the XO.


  “Multiple harness fractures,” reported CPO Plating from the Engineering control room. “Re-routing. We have lost cargo. Dozens of pods.”


  The screen showed more angry red flickering in a trail that led aft of the initial failure.


  “The loose pods are damaging the harness as we accelerate past them,” explained Plating.


  “Captain!” It was Phuong from Leviathan. “We’re seeing failure on Beowulf’s harness. Do you want us to wait?”


  Loobie didn’t blame Leviathan’s skipper for checking for confirmation. Phuong’s ship was a heavy transport with a hull much stronger than Beowulf’s, which was why Leviathan was carrying twice as many pods as the other ships. Already she had half a million sleepers attached to her harness. Whether Leviathan’s extra hull strength meant she had twice the capacity was unknowable. And so far, other than the implicit threat of what the Colonel would do to them if they disobeyed orders, the only immediate threats came from their cargo ripped loose by their acceleration. And the orbital elevator’s tether that would whip them into fragments if they didn’t get some chodding velocity quickly enough.


  Colonel Nhlappo was a heartless cyborg, but she was neither cruel nor reckless…


  “Negative, Leviathan,” said Loobie. “We’re holding so far. So should you.”


  Phuong nodded. “Acknowledged. Leviathan is ready to go in… 15 seconds.”


  The main display flared again. Even Loobie could interpret this time. An entire section at the top of the upper harness had snapped off. The change to the center of mass sent shearing forces pulsing through the ship. Beowulf screamed in protest.


  Loobie had experienced close quarters combat from Beowulf’s CIC, but she’d never felt the ship protest so strongly.


  The angry red in the status display had spread like a plague, and was now infecting the ship at the center of the cargo array.


  “The weight imbalance is overloading force shunts everywhere,” said Plating, as cool as the deep void. “We have to jettison the outer layer or we’ll be ripped apart.”


  The hormone programs she’d already used kept Loobie focused but also heartless. The harness was designed to be released in three stages, each stage a separate wave of reinforcements when they finally reached Khallini. If they released the outer layer now, the sleeping Marines it carried would drift in space for eternity.


  But there was no choice.


  “Hold your horses, Beowulf!” It was Ensign Dock, outside in his Hamilton-class pinnace. “Let me balance the ship by hand.”


  What did he mean? Then Loobie got it. “Do it!”


  “And quickly,” added CPO Plating.


  “Firing now.”


  The Hamilton-class pinnace was the only small craft carried by the squadron to be configured as a vacuum warboat. Dock flew in close to the lower hull and used the full-gimbal turret to aim his vessel’s twin pulse laser at the harness.


  He cut away a section of the lower harness to match that ripped off the upper harness.


  The ship twisted, as did the vast array of cargo and harness surrounding it. It was only a slight wobble, but Loobie had a sense of vast forces out of balance. The creaks from Beowulf’s structure only emphasized the danger.


  Beowulf’s protests subsided.


  “He’s done it,” said Plating, the Engineering chief allowing a rare hint of emotion to leak through. “We’re in balance. Danger over.”


  Her zero-point engines still propelled Beowulf faster and faster, but now they were doing so at a constant rate of acceleration. Until they had to turn or decelerate, they were in the clear.


  “Indomitable and Leviathan have begun their burn,” reported Anunwe on behalf of the Sensor Team. “Reaching safe acceleration limit… now!”


  “Permission to take the passengers we just threw off the bus on board my pinnace and ferry them across to Antilles base,” asked Dock. “I have the endurance to catch you up.”


  “Granted. Commander Marquez, you have the CAG role in Dock’s absence.” Loobie smiled. By chance, Dock had been in the right place with the right equipment. That didn’t mean she had to trust the weird chodder. With any luck, Beowulf’s CAG wouldn’t make it back in time.


  Watching from her station as the two other ships entered the danger zone was far worse. There was nothing she could do from here but pray.


  At twice the safe acceleration, the strain showed on Indomitable and Leviathan. The stress of pulling such a large and unwieldy load was too much for Tizer’s clever system of force shifters. Fragments of the harness snapped. Insecure pods drifted aft, battering the cargo array as they passed through. Unaware of the chaos their pods were causing, the Marines inside slept on. And still Indomitable and Leviathan accelerated even further beyond their safe limit.


  Leviathan’s suffering worsened, outer fragments of her cargo array stripping away like layers of heat shield in a single-use dropship plunging through an atmosphere.


  “Engineering, will Leviathan make it?”


  “Impossible to say, Captain.”


  “Odds of survival?”


  CPO Plating paused. Loobie knew she could rely on the chief for a straight and considered answer. “Fifty-fifty.”


  Merde! “Phuong, reduce your rate of burn increase.”


  “Acknowledged.”


  “But not too slow or you’ll be left behind and on the wrong vector.”


  “Lengthening acceleration profile by another two minutes.”


  The Sensor officer interrupted. “Two of our shuttles are deviating from their course.”


  “On screen.”


  Loobie cursed, when she saw the pilot IDs. Who else could it have been but Nhlappo’s orphans?


  She established a link to the perpetual offender. “Flight Private Romulus, why are you deviating from your assignment?”


  “That’s lucky,” replied Romulus. “I was just about to contact you. I’ve an idea about how to prevent the Leviathan from shedding her load.”


  “This is not time for your theatrics, Romulus. All shuttle craft are ordered to retrieve personnel on EVA. Has the CAG not assigned you orders?”


  Remus came on. “Sorry, Captain, but my brother is right for once, and CAG’s busy suiting up.”


  Loobie nearly slapped Remus down. Genetically the two were Marines, but their attitude had all the ill-discipline of the Wolves. Just what she didn’t need in a time of crisis. Then she softened. Romulus was impulsive, charismatic, unreliable, and brilliant. Remus was the exact opposite in every way except brilliance. If anyone had a solution…


  “This had better be worth my time,” Loobie warned.


  “Order the captain of the Leviathan to release the outer harness levels. We’ll tow them up to speed using our Storks.”


  The main screen showed Leviathan’s harness was failing at an ever-increasing rate.


  “Probability of Leviathan’s destruction now 65%,” said the Engineering chief.


  Loobie could think of a hundred problems with Romulus’s plan. How would the shuttles accelerate without burning the pods to slag and ripping the hulls of their craft to shreds? How would they reconnect to the Leviathan later?


  But the display showing Leviathan ripping itself apart told her she currently had no viable options.


  “Proceed!” she ordered the orphans, before ordering Phuong to release the outer layer of his load.


  The transport’s captain must have had that option ready because a second later, explosive charges separated the upper and lower layers of the harness, each holding around a quarter of a million sleeping soldiers.


  In the main screen’s view, the abandoned cryo pods appeared to be moving backwards at a walking pace that swiftly broke into a run as Leviathan boosted her acceleration.


  Soon all three ships were pulling out of Tranquility’s orbit at a constant acceleration of 0.015g. With the acceleration steady, the stresses on the cargo arrays stabilized. The ships were safe for now.


  The Storks flown by Romulus and Remus were configured for a ground attack role, but still had aft cargo grapples. They moved beneath two of the main attachment points for the abandoned upper section of the cargo array, hooked themselves up, and pulled.


  It worked!


  Cheers rang out around both CIC decks when they saw the abandoned sleeper pods beginning to overtake the mass carried by the larger ships.


  The Storks detached themselves and went back for the other quarter of a million soldiers.


  Romulus and Remus were such lucky chodders!


  The situation was a frakked-up mess, all right, but if the two Storks repeated their success the squadron could get a safe distance away from Tranquility before figuring out how to reattach the outer cargo layers.


  When Nhlappo’s boys started pulling the second load without incident, Loobie finally allowed her muscles to relax. They were over the worst.


  “Marquez here, Captain. All personnel on EVA have been safely retrieved except for those stranded on the orbital elevator.”


  “Thank you, XO. Organize a rescue party for the elevator car, and provide any assistance Ensign Dock requires to move scattered pods to the Antilles moonbase.”


  “Acknowledged.”


  “Comms, any news from the surface?”


  “No, sir. We lost contact with the Colonel as she re-entered. A comms blackout is in effect across the planet. I can detect signals are being sent, but there is so much interference, I can’t even tell whether the signals are ours.”


  What the hell was going on down there? The Hardits worried her. She’d never met one in person. The Marines who’d been stationed on Tranquility tended to consider the aliens with contempt, but Loobie wasn’t convinced. She’d read reports of the battles when New Empire rebels had risen up and overwhelmed the Old Empire forces on Tranquility. Hardit scientists and engineers had made the rebel victory possible. Human Marines considered Hardits to be inferior soldiers, but there were other ways to win a war than excelling in close quarters combat.


  A sudden movement on deck snatched Loobie’s attention.


  Something had made Ensign Anunwe, sit up suddenly. “Mader Zagh!” the Sensor officer cursed quietly.


  “Ensign, calm yourself.”


  “Sorry, Captain. I am detecting multiple nuclear blooms across Legion-held territory down on the planet.”


  CIC had been professionally quiet. From quiet it went to utterly silent. No one spoke, moved or breathed until Lieutenant Charge, the Fire Control Officer, voiced the fears of many.


  “The vecks have nuked us. A million people down there. Gone.”


  Loobie unstrapped herself and marched over to Charge’s station.


  “Do I need to relieve you, Mister?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Then you have five seconds to explain to me and your deck colleagues why your last utterance was without merit.”


  “Because… because the nukes could have been ours.”


  “Sensor,” snapped Loobie, “give me a yield estimate!”


  “Multiple devices, mil-spec fusion warheads. Total yield… one to one-point-five megatons.”


  No one else made the slightest sound as Loobie cleared her throat. “So, what we see here are tactical nukes launched by the Legion defenders. If the enemy had nuclear weapons, they would have hurled a chodding lot more than one-point-five megatons. Detroit would be a glassy pit. Your thoughts, XO?”


  “I agree with your analysis,” said Marquez. “Our ground forces are hard pressed, but hitting back.”


  Loobie leaned over Charge’s shoulder. “Next time, think harder before you panic.”


  Charge went white. So he damned well should, frakk him. He was the second most senior officer in CIC.


  As she returned to her command station, Loobie addressed her officers. “Your role in the main CIC deck is to summarize the findings of your team in the upper deck, and provide reasoned and timely analysis so that your captain and executive officer can make effective command decisions. Anyone who does not understand their role will be replaced.”


  As Loobie was strapping herself back in, a nervous sounding Comms officer piped up. “Captain, Ensign Dock is relaying an incoming communication from Antilles garrison. They are sending an urgent information update.”


  The AI controlling the main CIC display shrunk and moved aside the displays showing the status of the squadron’s ships, and their cargo, because it had something more important to show, which was… bakri crap! Most of the screen real estate had shifted to tactical display mode.


  “Incoming hostiles,” said Anunwe. “Transferring tracks to main screen.”


  Loobie felt such a chill run through the back of her neck that she had to steady herself with a burst from her hormonal implants. Where the chodding hell had the Hardits gotten these ships from?


  Then she saw the tracks. Her eyes flicked to a summary at the top-left of the display. Active hostile track count… 93.


  93!


  The Colonel had been right to order the squadron to escape with all haste. The only problem, was that Nhlappo hadn’t hit the panic button early enough.


  — Chapter 35 —


  The red hostile tracks edged closer to the squadron but Loobie couldn’t bring herself to believe they were anything more than dots of light on a screen.


  “Cyber,” she barked, “confirm this is real.”


  “No sign of cyber-attack,” said the Cyber Warfare Team leader, Ensign Xindioah. “But we also have no firm explanation for how they got so close without detection. They crept through our outer drone patrols.”


  “Hit me with your best guess.”


  There was a delay for a few seconds. The Cyber Warfare Team in the upper CIC deck would be collecting their thoughts, taking input from the Sensor Team who were stationed alongside. “Enemy systems are visible now except for propulsion, which is still dark,” said Xindioah. “Best guess is the enemy have a radically new propulsion system we cannot see.”


  “We can see them now,” said Loobie. “That means we can hurt them. Lubricant to all ships. Withdraw all drones from outer CSP zones. I want them in a single combat space patrol tight in around the squadron’s ships. Captain Valgerd, your CAG has the most experience. Can he coordinate a single combat space patrol using assets of all three ships?”


  “Commander Oleif is more than capable,” replied the Jotun captain of the Indomitable. The image of her huge head was immobile in the screen integrated with Loobie’s station, the thought-to-speech system meaning Valgerd had no need to open her mouth. Humans found the display of Jotun fangs unsettling, and Loobie was no exception.


  “Do it,” Loobie ordered. “We must launch all our reserves. Throw everything we’ve got into Oleif’s patrol screen.”


  The other two captains acknowledged and cut their links to concentrate on the battle.


  The significance of that command exchange distracted Loobie for a moment. She’d just issued combat orders to the Jotun commander of a first-line warship that made Beowulf look like a toy balloon, farting its way through space. Even the Earth-based terminology passed without the slightest baring of fangs – CAGs being the air wing commanders of ancient wet navy aircraft carriers.


  Loobie shook her head. Such matters were for historians to consider. She had a battle to win.


  “Guns?” she prompted.


  “I’ve got nothing,” replied Lieutenant Charge. “They’re approaching from above, using our cargo array as a shield. I can’t get a firing solution without firing through the sleeper pods. I can’t even shoot the hostiles around our sister ships because we’re all orientated the same way.”


  Merde! She wouldn’t make that mistake again. Next time ships parked in orbit would prioritize mutual fire support even in supposedly safe zones. She imagined chill contempt for the silly little humans emanating from the Jotun crew of the Indomitable.


  “Keep tracking,” she ordered. “Don’t fire on the sleepers unless I give the order.”


  Loobie clenched her fists. Reports from the CIC leads continued to come through but there was nothing yet she could do to affect the battle starting up outside. She felt so helpless!


  “Detecting second wave of incoming hostiles. Adding tracks to main screen.”


  “Ensign Dock is returning to join the fight.”


  “Hostiles firing… Weapons configuration unknown. Look like kinetic projectiles.”


  “They’re targeting the outer cargo,” said Commander Marquez from his station at the bridge. Loobie could hear her own frustration echoed in the XO’s voice. Marquez was responsible for damage control, but there was nothing his teams could do to repair the giant harness and the quarter of a million people it carried.


  Then the fight came back to his voice. “All patrol craft safely away and engaging the enemy.”


  The squadron could muster three pinnaces, eight lightly armed shuttles and thirty drones. It was a pitiful armada of small ships, but it was all they had.


  The lives of millions depended on what those ships could do.


  — Chapter 36 —


  “Here they come, bro’. Stay on my six.”


  Romulus corkscrewed his Stork toward the onrushing wing of Hardit ships. The big shuttlecraft was configured for a ground-assault role, principle armament a spine-mounted heavy railgun, but it was the best they had.


  “A thousand klicks and closing,” he yelled. The adrenaline pumping through him told him this was the best thing he’d ever done with his clothes on. “I’m like an old-school airplane pilot,” he yelled. “Gonna bag me a squadron of Shenyang Sinos,” he yelled.


  “No, you’re not,” said Remus, predictably. “Fire missiles!”


  The tac-display above Romulus’s control console showed a full spread of six missiles launch from his brother’s Stork and overtake his own.


  “Negative, Remus. Keeping mine in reserve.”


  “Don’t take risks, Romulus. We haven’t trained for this.”


  “Yeah. But neither have they. Look, they aren’t even maneuvering.”


  The heads-up display gave Romulus firing solutions in yellow reticles. Romulus calmed his maneuvering and lined up his railgun aim with the nearest target reticle. The rails running through the upper hull charged and released repeatedly, the noise blurring into an angry whine that accompanied the rattle as the ammo chamber lifted each new kinetic bolt into place and formed a sabot on the fly before advancing the round onto the rails.


  Man, this felt good.


  Automatic stabilization compensators steadied the juddering ship enough for Romulus to stitch together the targeting reticles, spitting a ribbon of metal on a collision course with the Hardit boats.


  Yes! Romulus punched the air in triumph. The first ship he’d shot at flared in a moment of flame, before drifting onward at constant velocity. Dead.


  The enemy broke away in a blaze of defensive countermeasures, pursued by the six missiles from Remus.


  When the enemy emerged into clear sight, the missiles had accounted for another two hostiles. Of the survivors, four broke away to meet Romulus and Remus, the remaining twenty reforming and making for the squadron’s starships and their precious cargo.


  The movement of the enemy craft was surprisingly languid, as if they had no need for fast turns and rolls. Guess they have the numbers to take this slow and steady, thought Romulus.


  While some of the enemy held back to provide cover, most of them strafed the squadron ships with cannon fire, rolling in a lazy loop around the harness array to avoid the main armament of the Legion ships.


  At first the attack run seemed to do little damage. Then Romulus’s heart lurched when he saw great swathes of the precious sleeper pods break away from the damaged cargo harness.


  “CAG to all craft. Hardits are tactically divided in two roles that I am designating fighters and bombers.” Tac-display changed icons. “Same craft but different roles. Bombers are concentrating on attacking us, and fighters on protecting them. Red Wing disable fighters. Blue Wing and drones will eliminate bombers.”


  God, this is such a thrillfest, thought Romulus as he threw his Stork around to get an advantageous line of attack. Red Wing was the name for their Storks and the other genuinely combat-enabled craft. And the CAG wasn’t that dandy flyboy, Ensign Dock, but an honest-to-goodness alien. A Jotun.


  Being capable of both atmospheric and void flight meant Storks had a lot of design compromises. They were as slow and cumbersome as the ancient Jotun that for some obscure, frakked-up reason was called the Reserve Captain. Romulus tried baring his fangs like a Jotun. If Storks were bad, the Hardit ships handled even worse.


  Romulus finally had the position he wanted. Screaming up from underneath the wing of four hostiles, who didn’t even seem to know he was there, he shot a ribbon of bolts at their bellies.


  On a course headed straight for the enemy, Romulus braced for return fire.


  If the Hardits had flown a human craft, even a lumbering Stork, they would have pivoted to face their attackers. Having your vessel’s nose pointing one way and your course vector another was commonplace. And if your weapons were mounted on a turret, you could aim your fire independently of both course and orientation.


  They didn’t. Instead, they came about slowly as if a maritime ship pushing against the water’s resistance as its only means to change course.


  It was like shooting fish in a barrel. Romulus didn’t actually know what a barrel was, nor had he ever seen a fish, but he knew this was good.


  Romulus sped through the debris from his kills, checked Remus was still on his six, and arced up, searching for enemy fighters to lash with his railgun.


  They found him first.


  The hot excitement coursing through his Marine’s body froze instantly. Two dozen hostiles had appeared from nowhere on his tactical display, just off his port beam.


  He pulled his nose up in as tight a turn as his wallowing beast of a Stork would allow. Then he saw what the Hardits were doing and knew it wouldn’t be enough. As soon as they had appeared, the enemy fighters started fanning out. However hard he maneuvered, he couldn’t escape their formation’s fire.


  Here it comes…


  The outline of his Stork shown in the system display flared red as he fled through a hail of fire that chewed through the port armor. Damage reports counted down his odds of survival. Armor integrity 80%… 56%… 38%…


  Still climbing above the enemy formation, Romulus span his craft around to present undamaged sides of his Stork.


  The enemy fire concentrated on his aft armor. They were trying to take out his engine! And then what… to board him?


  The withering firestorm eased and then ceased. The fighters who’d had him in their sights shot past, but others were lining up, closing in on him like, the fingers of a crushing fist. An eighteen-fingered fist.


  Crap! These odds aren’t good.


  Even Romulus had to admit he couldn’t outfly these jokers. Didn’t mean he was going to die easily. He span about, facing back along his course track, giving them a random burst of railgun fire to give them something to think about.


  He set his engines burning hard enough to make his eyes feel like they would pop. With his Stork’s orientation 180 degrees out from his course bearing, his burn initially slowed him down, but with the oncoming fighters now heading straight for him, his closing speed was still increasing.


  Enemy fire degraded his nose armor. Then his flanks.


  He was closing fast, his course and orientation bearing now matched and his velocity rising rapidly. If his armor held out until he’d passed through the Hardit formation, he could turn round faster than them. Perhaps he’d take out a few more, at least.


  With his course heading straight for the middle of the enemy formation, Romulus pivoted his nose and jammed his thumb on the firing stud. The Stork’s heavy railgun throbbed with killing ecstasy. One Hardit bloomed in fire. Then another burned. And another.


  Romulus screamed, a mix of defiance bundled messily with hatred and fear.


  Nose armor was down to 10% in places, and still the hail of enemy fire assailed him.


  He wasn’t going to make it through to the other side!


  Then the enemy broke off suddenly. He shot another one but then four more exploded… not his doing.


  Tac-display showed Remus flying at the enemy flank from one direction. From the opposite direction came the Old Man, Ensign Dock whipping his pinnace around like a fighter craft. And the CAG was accompanied by a wing of friendly drone craft that had finally made it back from their patrol zone.


  Romulus shot through the scattering enemy formation, pivoted through 180 degrees and decelerated, ready to pursue the enemy.


  Over half the enemy fighters were reduced to glowing debris. The rest were fleeing but Dock was hunting them down with the drones slaved to his control. Remus was returning to cover Romulus’s six.


  Something about his ship’s system status bothered Romulus. He frowned, not realizing at first what was wrong. Then it hit him… his armor integrity was still falling away.


  “Hey, what gives?” he asked Remus. “I’m still taking damage but I’m not taking hits.”


  “Didn’t you listen to the CAG?” Even in the middle of a battle, Remus found time to sound disappointed with his brother.


  Romulus thought a moment. What had Dock said? Then he remembered that sweet Little Loobie had been shuffling command positions. “What the shaggy? What’s his name, Orleaf?”


  “Commander Oleif. You know, currently our field commander? He said the enemy is shooting hollow shells filled with a corrosive paste.”


  “You mean my armor’s being eaten?”


  “’Fraid so, brother… You did bother to suit up properly this time, didn’t you? Please tell me you did.”


  Romulus accessed the suit diagnostic on his wrist. Even the fast-fit flight suit he was wearing was a pain in the ass to put on, and so, no, he hadn’t carried out proper pre-flight checks. Before he had time to interpret the diagnostic, the status console flashed an urgent tactical update. Another thirty enemy fighters had appeared above and behind him. These ones were moving a whole lot faster than the ones they’d just shot up… and they were heading on an intercept course, right for him.


  He made himself stop and think first about the wider battle this time, rather than running blindly at whoever was trying to kill him first. Dock was busy chasing away the surviving fighters from the first attack waves. Without their fighter cover, the enemy bombers were being shot to shreds by the returning Legion drones while the attention of the new fighters was firmly on Ma Nhlappo’s boys. Momma might be stuck on the planet, but the Hardit skangats were still feeling her family’s influence up here in space.


  Remus burned hard, running from the enemy, but abandoning the squadron. Romulus followed, ready to turn back to the ships, if the new wing of Hardits refused to be drawn away. He tried raising Oleif to request orders, but he had lost comms to the squadron. Something was blocking him.


  A new marker appeared at the edge of his tac-display. It was a distress beacon. Janna.


  “Keep going,” urged Dock, his voice distorted over a poor comm link. “I’ll cover you.”


  “No need, CAG,” replied Romulus. “We can handle the Hardits by ourselves.”


  “Who said anything about Hardits? I meant I’ll cover you with the Captain. Go! Follow your heart!”


  The two brothers streamed away from the squadron, thirty Hardits on their tail.


  “You know you tell me I show off too much?” said Romulus, trying to ignore the system display reporting the steady disintegration of his craft.


  “I may have said that on occasion,” said Remus.


  “Well you ain’t seen nothing yet. Follow me, bro’. Watch and learn the right way to impress a girl.”


  Romulus set maximum burn, which rammed him back into his seat, the acceleration trying to pull the skin off his bones as he sped on his way to Janna… trying to reach her before his Stork fell to pieces.


  — Chapter 37 —


  Janna peered through the observation port of the elevator car and out into the blackness of space. Were her eyes playing tricks or were some dots heading her way?


  She pointed at the dots “Hey, you two,” she said to the two Marines. “Put your bionic eyes to good use. What do you see?”


  Shinzo lined his sight up along Janna’s arm. “A Stork-class shuttle,” he said. “It’s armed. No, wait, there are two of them, and… Hardit ships in pursuit. Lots of Hardits.”


  No guesses who had come to pick them up. Her helmet registered a new link a moment before a familiar voice sounded in her ears: “Time to step outside, Princess. My bro’s gonna pick you up. And those two cyborgs keeping you company, of course.”


  Janna clenched her fists. Her voice icy with anger, she replied: “Call me Princess again and I’ll cut your nuts off.”


  “That’s my girl.”


  Janna blew through pursed lips, which only fogged her helmet. Patronizing bastard. Had he any inkling of what it felt like for a Wolf to sit helpless like a fairytale princess that needed to be rescued by shining knights? Put a combat blade in her hand, and place her in a compartment full of Hardit soldiers… then she’d soon prove who needed rescuing.


  “Come on, Janna!”


  She looked over at Tennyson and his gauntleted fingers which were stretched toward her. The Marines had opened the emergency airlock in the roof. Shinzo was already inside. “Tell Romulus what an arrogant veck he is later. Take my hand and don’t let go.”


  Janna pushed off and shot over to Tennyson. The moment he had her in his grip, Shinzo ordered the outer hatch to open without waiting for the inner door to seal first.


  The pressurized interior shot them into the vacuum, right into the path of a dogfight.


  — Chapter 38 —


  When the pursuing Hardits closed to within 5,000 klicks, Romulus turned to face them and fired his engine to slow down. If he could keep their attention, that might give Remus enough time to pick up Janna.


  He thumbed the firing stud in his hand control and watched another Hardit vessel break apart.


  The bastards were cleverer than he’d thought. They broke into two separate streams, a pincer movement aimed at Janna and his brother.


  He waited just long enough for the Stork’s tactical AI to extrapolate the enemy’s new trajectories and plot possible counter measures. Then he was off in a fast, ten-second burn that slammed him hard against his acceleration couch, bruising him in places that meant he wouldn’t enjoy the full pleasure of Janna’s company for a few days. Nonetheless, his Stork’s vector had changed according to plan. He ran his upper lip into a snarl as he raced alongside the line of enemy vessels. He spun 90 degrees to starboard and raked them with fire as he passed. The railgun bolts ripped through the enemy, tearing them to ruined fragments of metal, plastic, and flesh.


  The Hardits were arranged line astern, their forward-facing guns unable to bear because they hadn’t the maneuver capability to pivot independently of their course bearing. It was a broadside really, against a foe who couldn’t shoot back.


  He cared nothing for mercy, only that the enemy should die. After he swept past the last Hardit vessel, he twisted the Stork around to fire behind his direction of travel. Putting bolt after bolt into the enemy until an amber alert he hadn’t paid attention to turned red, shortly after which the bolts stopped coming. His ammo was exhausted.


  He scanned the enemy formation to make certain he had killed them all. Exhilaration tensed the pit of his stomach, ready to leap out of his throat in a cry of triumph. But a closer look at his tac-display smothered the feeling. He had no time for celebration because his brother and his lover were in deep shit. The surviving Hardit pincer of six ships was headed straight for them. This time it was his loved ones who were the fish in the Hardit barrel.


  He reversed his Stork’s orientation again and spoke a series of instructions to his AI while he burned to the limits of his endurance to first slow his speed and then accelerate toward Janna and Remus.


  “Please confirm override,” said the AI in its deadly-dull, electronic voice.


  “I confirm mission success takes priority over my survival.”


  “Complying.”


  There was nothing dull about what the AI did next.


  With the Stork now under its control, the AI pushed the engines to provide such thrust that Romulus was just starting to feel the agony of his brain being squashed against the back of his skull when a light popped in his head and the universe stopped.


  It restarted with a heaving gasp.


  Romulus opened blurry eyes thick with tears. Sticky tears. Frakk! His eyes were weeping blood.


  That woke him up enough to begin to take in his surroundings. He wasn’t accelerating and he wasn’t dead. The rest would come clear in time.


  “How… how long was I out?” he asked.


  “You were unconscious for 33.4 seconds,” replied the AI. “Do you wish to retake control of this vessel?”


  All Romulus wanted to do was close his eyes and make the galaxy leave him alone for a month until the pain became bearable. I’m in a frakking battle, he reminded himself, and forced himself to look around best he could.


  “Actually,” he replied to the AI, “I don’t think there’s much point in taking back control. You can keep it.”


  The Stork’s bow had gone. There was no overhead and the flight deck’s starboard bulkhead was in the process of melting, a ragged edge advancing toward him that left in its wake nothing but hard vacuum.


  Mader Zagh! That must be the corrosive paste the Jotun CAG was talking about. And if it could eat through armor…


  Romulus scrambled to hit the emergency release on his harness to escape the advance of the corrosion, but it didn’t work. He looked down and reassessed his situation. It was his arms that didn’t work. They seemed to be attached to his torso but he couldn’t feel them or move them.


  “AI, contact Flight Private Remus.”


  He waited for the link-established tone to sound in his helmet, but nothing… Maybe his ears weren’t working either.


  “Get me my brother! The other Stork. Now!”


  All the lights on the pilot console went out. Romulus sensed the craft cling to life for a few more seconds, and them the power died completely.


  He edged his gaze to his right. The corrosion had eaten through the bulkhead and was starting on the deck. It was only seconds away from him.


  Now his breathing stopped working properly too. All he could manage was a shallow panting.


  In his last moments he looked out into space, trying to make sense of what was happening. There was a lot of debris nearby. No one seemed to be shooting, but there could be a desperate dogfight raging only a thousand klicks away and he would have no way of detecting it.


  He scanned his field of vision but couldn’t see Remus or Janna. Alive or dead, he would never know. Janna and his family was all he could think of now. His Momma and brother. Technically they weren’t related, they were orphans who had found each other. But he desperately wanted them to know he had done well… to be proud.


  The edge of corrosion ate through the deck even more rapidly than the bulkhead. It lapped around the edge of the tactical console on his right, aiming for his couch.


  A tear came to his eye.


  I can’t believe I’m thinking such crap! What he wanted wasn’t for his Momma to know he’d died well. He wanted to live!


  As if in answer to his plea, a shadow crept over his fast-disappearing flight deck, followed by a battlesuit gauntlet. Despite the armor and powered exoskeleton, the gauntlet deftly released him from the harness.


  “What happened?”


  “Don’t you know? You need your brain checked for damage. We were sitting targets, dead for sure. Your Stork flew in, pulling impossible gee’s, spun around into a halt so you were a shield in between us and the Hardit attack while Remus rescued us. You took their hits and blasted them at point-blank range with your missiles. They had no chance. All blown to hell.”


  The figure in the battlesuit was hugging Romulus from behind, using the motors in his suit to move them both through space.


  “Janna? Is that you?”


  The figure mumbled curses. “Do I sound like a girl? No, I’m not Janna, and you’re not all there, pal.”


  Romulus wanted to ask whether Janna was okay. Remus too. But his senses slipped away.


  When they returned, the Marine who had rescued him was strapping him into an acceleration couch on his brother’s Stork.


  Janna was in front, bracing herself against his couch because the Stork was accelerating.


  “Guess I needed rescuing too, Princess,” he groaned.


  She punched him in the shoulder. That probably wasn’t a good idea, but he couldn’t feel any pain. “You’re such a twonk,” she said, sounding angry for some reason. “But I’m glad you’re my twonk.” She sobered and cast her gaze down. “What about the squadron, though? Who’s going to rescue them?”


  — Chapter 39 —


  Commander Marquez confirmed Loobie’s order without hesitation. “Jettisoning port armor, sections 251 through 311, and frame zero compartments on decks 13 through 16, aye.”


  Beowulf sloughed off its outer layers, cutting them away before the cancer of the corrosive Hardit munitions spread to kill the entire ship.


  Loobie winced as she felt the discarded ship sections bump against the hull, each impact like a shot to her gut. At least this time they had managed to evacuate the crew in time, but a corner of the CIC screen showed the damage this was causing to the outer cargo.


  “Attack wave eliminated,” reported Charge.


  “Stern armor down to 34%,” said Marquez. “They were trying to disable our engines, presumably for boarding.”


  “I agree, thank you, Commander.” The XO was stating the obvious, but that was his job. The responsibility for deciding what to do about it was Loobie’s.


  “More hostiles incoming,” reported Anunwe from her sensor station. “Transferring tracks to main screen.”


  No one on deck spoke as the tactical update revealed the size of the new attack wave. For a moment, everyone was trapped inside a personal bubble as they registered that another 186 Hardit warboats were headed their way.


  “In range within six minutes,” Charge reported.


  “Message from the CAG,” added Ndiaye, the Comms officer. “Drone losses 78%. Small craft defense screen withdrawn to re-arm. Be aware that the enemy have successfully prioritized our most capable warboats. Combat effectiveness of small craft down 90%. Conclusion. Combat Space Patrol will be ineffective at repelling this new attack wave.”


  Despite all the hormonal adjustments intended to keep her calm, Loobie sensed acid gnawing at her gut and a chill up her neck. The drones had been her last hope. They weren’t going to make it.


  What they desperately needed was a breathing space, and that wouldn’t come cheaply.


  She asked Ndiaye to hail the other two captains of the doomed squadron.


  “We have no choice,” Loobie told them. “We cannot all escape this attack. Therefore Beowulf will abandon our cargo and stay behind as rearguard.” She was surprised at how calmly her voice described her command’s suicide. “You must get away with your cargo, and with luck we have imparted enough velocity to our load that it will eventually reach Khallini”


  “Negative,” said Valgerd. For the first time, the Indomitable’s captain rolled her lips up to reveal serrated fangs. Loobie shivered.


  “Beowulf is a third-rate troop ship. Leviathan is more modern but still a troop carrier. Only I command a true warship.”


  “Redirecting all piloted small craft to Beowulf and Leviathan,” said Oleif, the Jotun CAG.


  The tactical AI controlling the main CIC screen brought up a view of Indomitable. It had already detached its cradle of cryo pods and was spinning between the two clouds of sleeping legionaries to face her attackers head on. A gentle nudge from its main engine separated the destroyer from its cargo, freeing its weapons systems from the obstruction. Weapons ports flared across the Indomitable’s forward sections flinging invisible laser lines at the Hardits.


  “Good luck, Indomitable. Rejoin us when you can.”


  “Negative, Captain Lubricant. We took hits to the aft sections. Beyond critical. I could not jettison enough sections to remove the infection without destroying our cargo. Now it is too late. We will lose main power within a few minutes. Indomitable is doomed.”


  Merde! Not only was it doomed, but if the Hardits were half the technicians the Marines claimed, they could reverse engineer some serious military technology.


  There was one thing the Indomitable could still do. Damn! Honor demanded she first explain to Captain Valgerd that the Indomitable held a self-destruct device, a powerful nova bomb secreted there as a failsafe in case her Jotun crew’s loyalties turned against the Legion.


  The thought of admitting to the device filled Loobie’s mouth with an ashen taste. Doubly so since it had been her idea in the first place.


  “You hesitate, Captain,” said Valgerd. “Let me assist you. We have known for years about the nova bomb. I urge you to remote detonate the device.”


  “I shall,” said Loobie, “but tell me, please, Valgerd. Why didn’t you disable it?”


  “To do so would be a trivial technical matter but would prove our disloyalty and so vindicate your reasons for installing the mechanism in the first place. We have left well alone. It would be best that the Hardits do not board and claim this ship, even in its disintegrating state. I do not like the little creatures. They are the most dishonorable race I know, but under the right kind of pressure can shift from laziness into great acts of innovation. I do not wish for them to capture this ship.”


  “Understood.”


  “Excuse me a moment, please,” said Valgerd, and then turned to issue commands to her crew in the plosive whistles of the Jotun tongue.


  Indomitable was too massive to outmaneuver the little Hardit warboats. It didn’t need to be, it was a Type-71 destroyer – a battleline warship.


  The Jotun-crewed destroyer picked up pace as it closed the distance to the hostiles. At 2,000 klicks her missile batteries erupted in frantic volleys, expending all their ordnance in less than a minute. The first wave of missiles emerged like a shockwave of death, ship killers followed closely by EMP nukes. The second wave detonated short of the enemy boats, a curved shield of defensive munitions.


  Indomitable’s laser batteries sliced through anything coming through her defensive cloud.


  And for the few Hardit boats still coming after that, her ferocious point defense awaited. The Jotun and their ship had performed magnificently.


  The breath caught in Loobie’s throat, choked with regret and pride. In her final moments of life, the dying ship’s final actions were magnificent.


  And her crew… Loobie’s mind started whirling. Only the warship needed to die. Her brave crew could still evacuate. She started emergency calculations – how could they accommodate the destroyer’s crew in the other two ships that were already overcrowded?


  Those thoughts withered and died.


  Indomitable’s laser batteries went cool, her point defense never came on line. She had held on bravely for one last act, but hadn’t clung to life long enough to see it through.


  Valgerd came back on view. “We have eliminated the ships in the enemy attack wave.” The Jotun captain was barely visible – even the emergency lighting was failing in the Jotun CIC. “Regrettably some managed to exfil Marines first. Your cause is good, Captain Lubricant. It is… strange for me to say this, but we believe in the Human Legion. Freedom must be won, and only you can win it. We are drifting and boarded. Activate self-destruct now.”


  “Very well. Farewell, Captain …. We thank you and your brave crew. Lubricant out.” She saluted the Jotun, who saluted back.


  “Self-destruct signal ready,” said Lieutenant Charge.


  “Do not initiate,” said Loobie suddenly. “The responsibility is for my shoulders alone. Give remote detonation to my console.”


  “Transferring control, aye.”


  The activation control appeared on her command station screen.


  You die with honor, she mouthed, thinking that would be the appropriate Jotun battlefield farewell. Then she activated the control.


  Nothing happened.


  Valgerd come back on screen. “Captain Lubricant, have you activated the remote detonation?”


  “Yes. It is ineffective.”


  The Jotun rolled a deep growl around her throat. “As I feared. We have been boarded. Hundreds of them. I have lost communication with all sections outside of CIC. All systems are down.” Her head jerked up in response to something, but Loobie couldn’t see or hear what. The Jotun issued orders in her native tongue. The translation came through as: “Activate citadel mode. Salvage what honor you can. We have failed in our duty.”


  White noise attacked the comm link, which soon succumbed, dying altogether.


  Tactical display showed Indomitable disintegrating, and the Hardit attack craft destroyed. Beowulf and Leviathan were on their own.


  Actually, she corrected herself, there was one more key participant in this drama. All the time that they were accelerating away from the combat zone, the 40,000 klick elevator tether was looping around to lash them.


  “Anunwe, give me an update. Are we going to get clear in time?”


  — Chapter 40 —


  Ever since they had escaped the lash of the elevator tether by a hair’s breadth, Loobie’s mind had been a battlefield where Colonel Nhlappo’s orders to ‘not look back’ fought it out with the Marine maxim to leave no one behind. She wasn’t an impulsive action hero, such as McEwan, Loobie’s mind craved data. But they were running blind and she would have to decide on gut alone.


  “Still no message from New Detroit?” she asked the Comms officer.


  “Negative,” Ndiaye replied. “Contact with surface lost. Picking up energy readings aplenty. There’s a war going on down there all right but we’re being jammed. We’ve reported our status back to the defenders, but whether they’re listening is impossible to say.”


  “Draft a report to the main fleet at Khallini. Keep to the bare facts. I’ll add my conclusions and send via Hummer once we’re safely away.”


  “Drafting communication, and preparing an emergency lightspeed send, aye.”


  There isn’t much in the way of analysis I can add, thought Loobie. We’re heading for Khallini before we know the results of the battle there. If the Legion loses, we’ll just have to hope the survivors can rendezvous with us.


  “Picking up a new signal,” said Ndiaye. “It’s a shuttle, sir. Pilot ID registered as Flight Private Remus. He’s made it home!”


  A cheer rang out, but it felt forced. There was still no sign of the other Stork. Where was Romulus?


  Let them cheer this miniature victory, thought Loobie. I wish I could.


  They’d left behind Indomitable and several hundred thousand Marine pods. Some of them could be salvaged. Don’t look back, Colonel Nhlappo had ordered. But many of the pods could be retrieved so long as Loobie got to them quickly enough before they disappeared into the vastness of space. Should they send their surviving small craft back?


  When the signal came on screen, it wasn’t Remus, but his adopted half-brother, Romulus, who appeared.


  “Welcome back,” said Loobie. “What took you so long?”


  For once, she would have welcomed his habitual cheeky rejoinder. Instead, Romulus looked battered and exhausted. Dried blood streaked from his eyes, ears, nose, and mouth – signs that he had flown at gees that would have killed most of Beowulf’s crew. When Romulus eventually found his voice, the words emerged in a monotone. “We ran into a dark fleet of Hardits. Our sensors didn’t pick them up until we nearly bumped into them. Mind you, it’s not all bad. Whatever stealth tech they’re using seems to prevent them from seeing us either. Also, I know it sounds crazy, but the farther they get from Tranquility the slower they become. Captain, the reason we stumbled across them is because they were following the same path as us back to the squadron. They were pursuing you. Like rabid snails. Not fast, but you can’t afford to stop. God knows how many more are on their way.”


  Loobie’s spirits sank. She had her orders and the responsibility of making hard command decisions, but until now she had clung to the hope that she could send small craft back to retrieve survivors not just of the Hardit attack, but of their sudden exit. Hundreds of cryo pods were still in orbital parks or had been abandoned in the process of being attached to the harness.


  Loobie tightened her heart and abandoned thoughts of rescuing more pods. The Colonel had been right. She owed it to the Indomitable and those left on Tranquility to survive. But her gut didn’t agree, knotting so suddenly that she had to fight from retching.


  “Anunwe, anything?”


  “No sign of pursuers,” replied the Sensor lead.


  Wixering Hardits! Where were they? Beowulf and Leviathan were traveling along a laser-straight course at barely more than walking pace. Why were the Hardits not swarming all over them? An auxiliary process in her mind popped up the suggestion that the Hardit vessels were being powered from Tranquility’s surface. Maybe they were slowing? It sounded strange but they knew nothing about the capability of these Hardit craft other than their capabilities were wildly different from any craft they’d ever seen.


  “There’s a bright side to the Hardit pursuit,” said Romulus, though even the perpetually upbeat orphan only sounded half convinced. “They’re so single minded that they abandoned Tranquility orbit to come after you. All of them, best we could tell. My brother was ready to contest the space with the ugly monkeys to buy time for the Antilles garrison to send boats to pick up the pods we left behind. But the Hardits were gone.”


  “The garrison… they succeeded?” asked Loobie.


  “All they could find, yes. And there’s more. We’re carrying a load ourselves.” Romulus had recovered slightly, sounding pleased with himself. “We’re towing a Hardit fighter craft we had an argument with on the way back to the ranch. Figured someone would like a look at it.”


  Another cheer rang through CIC. Loobie only half joined in. Romulus was the most charismatic person on either ship, and the most unpredictable too. The crew would rest their hopes on him until, one day, he would inevitably let them down catastrophically. But that wasn’t today.


  “CAG,” she told Dock, “get every combat-capable craft re-armed, refueled, and back into space to fly a tight CSP. I’ll instruct Captain Phuong to do the same.”


  “Already underway, sir.”


  “Good. And while you’re out there, start organizing long-term rosters. Until someone proves to me that we have shaken the monkeys on our tail, I want a permanent CSP.”


  “Understood, sir.”


  She sighed. “Keep focused, everybody. It’s going to be a long road home.”


  —— PART VI ——


  AN EMPIRE

  FORGED

  IN BLOOD


  Human Legion

  — INFOPEDIA —


  HISTORY OF THE LEGION


  – Second Battle of Khallini


   


  The Human Legion had initially come to Khallini intending to establish a forward base to conduct a reconnaissance of the local area, not expecting a fight on their arrival. But fight they did, and by capturing or recruiting the defeated imperial forces, the Legion acquired more than hard assets and personnel: they gained a more comprehensive strategic intelligence update than their initial plan would have delivered.


  They also acquired a tsunami of rumor…


  Earth has declared independence…


  The Muranyi and the Amilxi are in alliance, and have already annexed half of the old White Knight Empire…


  Earth has been given over to the Hardits to use human slaves to mine out the planet…


  Some of the new recruits even suggested the civil war was a lie, a story told by the White Knights to justify a program of change and renewal forged in the flames of a fabricated war.


  The only information acted upon by the Legion immediately was the consensus belief that the Old Empire defenses in this sector were collapsing before the rebel 3rd Fleet’s advance, an unstoppable progress that would lead all the way to the White Knight homeworld. After all, the secret mines, the bio weapons and technical advances that had been conceived as a last-ditch defense against this 3rd Fleet showed that the imperials had taken the threat very seriously.


  What to do? Captured frigates stiffened with Legion loyalists were dispatched to five of the nine nearby systems that were considered potential allies in light of the updated intelligence.


  Meanwhile the bulk of the Legion forces would inherit the Old Empire plan and prepare a defense against the rebel fleet.


  Scarce quantum-entangled resources were used to build FTL comm links connecting the five reconnaissance frigates to the Khallini fleet. By the time the frigates reached their destinations, they would either carry news of a stunning victory for this rising power called the Human Legion, or know the Legion’s main force had been exterminated and consequently seek sanctuary.


  The hopes for freedom in the galaxy – the very existence of the Human Legion and perhaps humanity itself – all depended upon the outcome of the Second Battle of Khallini.


  — Chapter 41 —


  “I admit you perplex us,” said the onscreen image of the enemy ensign. “We are far superior in numbers, armament, technology, and the recent memories of crushing every pitiful attempt to slow the 3rd Fleet’s progress.” She gave a contemptuous sneer. “Why did you not flee the moment we reached the outer system? Were you unaware of our presence?”


  “Gotcha!” said Xin in a private channel. “This little squit has given away that they’re rattled. From what they can see of our strength, we should have run at the first sight of them. They’re wondering what’s making us so confident.”


  Del-Marie Sandure answered the enemy negotiator from within a privacy shroud. The ensign sitting in a 3rd Fleet warship could only hear Del-Marie and see him in his smart ambassador’s uniform. To guard against cyber-attack from the New Empire ship, the privacy shroud encased the incoming signal in firewalls. The image seen on the Ops room main screen by the Legion command staff was a cleaned interpretation created by the privacy shroud.


  “We have no reason to flee,” said Del-Marie, managing to speak in a tone of calm respect in a way that was completely beyond Arun, who would just growl defiance. “Our quarrel is not with you. We are here to defend the interests of our White Knight masters. Our legal masters. While the current unpleasantness persists, we are securing White Knight property until the situation is resolved and the identity of our masters becomes clear, whereupon the Human Legion shall immediately and humbly surrender all systems that we control to our rightful masters.”


  The 3rd Fleet negotiator sat back in her chair and pulled at her ear lobe. Then she cast her gaze to the overhead.


  You might as well come out and say that we’re a contemptible little rabble, thought Arun. It’s obvious that’s what you’re trying to convey.


  When the 3rd Fleet scout ships had first encountered the Human Legion presence at Khallini it had been a Jotun captain who had demanded to know who the frakk they were. The lowly, human ensign who had replaced the Jotun as representative finally stopped trying to look uninterested and deigned to speak to the Legion riffraff. “So, you’re chancers. Rogues. Plunderers gambling that the civil war will outlast your lifespans, and that others who come after will pay for your crimes.” She sniffed as if bored. “Let me inform you of our fleet’s progress.” She sent across a data file that was checked by the privacy shroud before being loaded into a safe, sandbox process on a dedicated smart screen. It showed the victorious progress of the New Empire’s 3rd Fleet through the sector.


  “Do you think to halt our advance with your pitiful rabble? We shall roll this sector all the way up to the White Knight homeworld, where we will evict the illegal squatters of the imperial capital. You may surrender to us or die. Your choice.”


  “We prefer to do neither,” Del replied. “If you advance into the system we shall defend ourselves. I repeat, our quarrel is not currently with you, but you could easily make it so.”


  “Then, as you so quaintly put it, we shall quarrel. See you in hell.” The ensign vanished from the screen.


  Del cancelled his privacy shroud and swiveled his chair to face the Legion leaders standing beside him in the Ops room of the recently renamed flagship, Vengeance of Saesh.


  “I do not like this,” said Admiral Kreippil, smacking his heavy tail into the deck for emphasis. “Ambassador Sandure’s words were never going to cause the enemy to withdraw. I would have preferred to use this opportunity to curse the enemy myself, and snap my jaws in defiance. All we have achieved is to concentrate our fleet’s command staff in a single location.”


  “Which we agreed upon,” stated Indiya, “in order to ensure our command staff discussions are neither overheard nor corrupted.


  Kreippil ran a tongue along his lips. The Littoranes did this unconsciously when they needed to enter the water. Arun had been around the amphibians long enough to interpret this as a signal that Kreippil thought everyone’s brains were misfiring from being in air for far too long.


  Del shook his head. “With respect, Admiral Kreippil, I don’t believe the exchange was wasted. What the enemy wanted us to see was a junior officer with all the verbal grace of a ground hugger taking their first ever crap in a zero-gee toilet. It was a calculated insult. After all, for a Jotun officer of the New Empire to talk to a mere human would be to afford us more respect than we deserve. Don’t let this apparent lack of interest deceive you. I am certain that unseen AIs and human experts were interpreting my every word and non-verbal communication. Those experts will be reporting that I genuinely believe we shall win this battle. I have sown a seed of doubt.”


  “Which means they will proceed cautiously,” said Arun, “and that allows us to defeat them in detail. My battle plan demands it. They’re too strong to be taken on all at once.”


  “I agree,” said Xin. “General McEwan’s plan still holds good, Admiral Indiya remains in tactical command, and we all understand our orders and our duties. Therefore we have nothing further to discuss.” She raised her helmet in readiness to seal it over the neck of her armor.


  “Good,” said Kreippil, flicking his long tail with relish. “Colonel Lee is clear thinking and eager to draw blood. The battle to come will be hard fought. Many of us will ascend to the heavenly shoals before this engagement is over. Yet the blessing of Divine Retribution is upon us all. I am proud to share that blessing with you, foul heathens though you may be. Now go, return to your ships and play the parts the gods have assigned you.”


  Arun felt an unexpected pulse of solidarity in his heart that made him want to shake Kreippil’s hand or pat him on the shoulder. But the species gulf separating him from a comrade who resembled the sea monsters of Earth legend was too great, and the moment soon passed.


  A rattling in the bulkheads announced that pumps were starting up that would soon flood the Ops room with water. He nodded at the Littorane admiral, wished Indiya good fortune, and hurried after Del-Marie and Xin.


  Arun halted once through the Ops room airlock and out into the passageway that would lead to the hangar and the shuttles waiting to take them to their ships. Typical Xin, she was all business. Never mind that the enemy fleet was maintaining a holding pattern in the outer system, using dwarf planet slingshots to maintain a good tactical speed. Even if they advanced toward the Legion defenders around Khallini-4 at full burn, they wouldn’t get within effective firing range for nearly a day. But in Xin’s mind the initial battle plan was settled, and now she wanted to enact it. Everything else was a distraction.


  What Xin didn’t suspect was that there was one important detail that had not yet been settled.


  “Colonel Lee,” Arun called after her. The armored figure stopped; Del carried on to his shuttle, not looking back. “Xin. I need a brief word in private first.”


  “What, here?” she asked, not bothering to turn around.


  “No. Back on the Lance of Freedom.”


  For a moment, Arun thought she was going to ask why they couldn’t talk here on the Vengeance. But she spared him that awkwardness and started her bouncing low-g run toward the shuttle that would take them back to the Lance.


  The prospect of that private word on the Lance worried him more than the battle with the 3rd Fleet. It would involve him doing something he had never dared to do before: speak with Xin and Springer at the same time.


  — Chapter 42 —


  It was good to see Springer again, bringing home just how little of her he had seen of late. Perhaps he should have tried this long ago: ordered her into his presence.


  If she felt any reciprocal pleasure at their reunion, she was hiding it well. “What the frakk are we doing here, General?” Springer asked. “There’s a battle to be fought and we’re not going to win it in your ready room, sitting around talking.”


  “Let Arun speak,” Xin countered. “I’m sure he wouldn’t have summoned us here if it wasn’t important.”


  Arun had a feeling that the conversation could easily have happened in the opposite order, that both women had arrived ready to question his summons, and whichever hadn’t would have leapt to his defense by reflex, merely to take the opposing view to the other. Life would have been so much easier if the two of them could just get along.


  “Thank you both for coming,” he said. In truth he hadn’t given either of them any choice, but bearing in mind what he was about to say politeness seemed the best policy – Del would have been proud of him. “I promise this won’t take long and you’ll be able to return to your posts in plenty of time for the coming action. However, it’s important that you know about something.”


  Arun had rehearsed this moment in his mind over and over, but the actuality was another matter entirely. Sensing the impatience of both women, he bit his lip and plowed ahead. “This isn’t easy, so bear with me… It has to do with Pedro.”


  Springer snorted. “What concern is your insect buddy to us? He’s your pet – or you’re his – whichever applies, just keep me out of it. Now if that’s all…” She went to leave.


  “No it isn’t!” Arun shouted. “Stay where you are, Marine, and listen to me. That’s an order.” He glared at Springer, willing her not to make this any more difficult than it already was. “You may recall, shortly before the Wolves put me into cryo, that Pedro was in a bad way. He was dying, because of something I’d said…”


  “General, if you’re looking to unburden yourself, we seem an odd choice for confidantes,” Xin said slowly. “Perhaps you should be having this conversation with somebody else.”


  “And maybe do it after the battle rather than immediately before it, eh?” Springer added.


  Gods, they were both determined to be awkward. “I’m telling you two because it affects both of you directly, all right? When we were chased out of the Tranquility system, I told all command staff to reveal everything they knew or suspected of conspiracies, or anything at all that impacted the future of the Human Legion. I was sick of the Hummers, Jotuns and Pedro keeping secrets from me. I told them all that if I ever found they were still withholding information that I’d execute them.”


  “Let me guess,” said Springer. “Your favorite alien was holding back.”


  Arun nodded. “He was. The stress of knowing that I would have him executed, combined with the internal conflict caused by maintaining his silence, was doing the job in any case – killing him.”


  It was a little odd to see Xin and Springer united over anything, but he had their attention now.


  “So what’s the secret?” Springer said.


  “Babies,” Arun blurted the word out. “Or rather embryos. Pedro took genetic material from me without my knowledge and developed one hundred embryos.”


  “You’re kidding,” Springer said.


  “Hang on,” said Xin, whose expression suggested she was afraid of where this was leading, “what does this have to do with us?”


  “You two are the mothers.”


  “What?” said Springer, while Xin said, “Both of us?” the two of them speaking at the same time.


  “Yes, both. Pedro acquired your DNA and… Each of you is mother to half the embryos.”


  “The sick alien bastard… I’ll kill him!” Springer had pushed herself away from the wall and was pacing, unable to keep still. “Gods. Arun! How? I mean I’m sterile. I can’t have kids…”


  “He took the genetic material before… Look, this hasn’t been easy for me either. I know how you feel.”


  “Do you? Do you really, Arun? You know what it’s like to want something so badly but to have the door slammed in your face, locked and barred against any hope of it ever opening again, and then suddenly… This!”


  “I…” He’d had no idea that Springer felt so strongly on the subject.


  She held up a hand, forestalling him. “Don’t bother, Arun. Frakk, now I have to go into battle with this on my mind? You’re an idiot, you know that? If I get killed this time around, it’s down to you.”


  With that she stormed out of the room, and this time he didn’t try to stop her.


  In contrast to Springer’s angry animation, Xin had remained still, dangerously so. She was staring at Arun in a manner he found difficult to gauge.


  He felt obliged to explain. “What happened down on Khallini-4 when we took this system brought home to me just how mortal we all are. I couldn’t bear the thought of anything happening to you or Springer without you ever knowing… You deserve to at least know.”


  Was it his imagination or did Xin’s expression soften slightly?


  “And you really thought now was a good time to lay this on us?” She shook her head, but reached out and pinched his cheek. “Springer’s right, you really are an idiot. I have a job to do, that’s got to be my focus right now, but don’t think for one moment this is over, not by a long shot.”


  So saying, she left him too, and Arun let out a long sigh of relief.


  — Chapter 43 —


  “Frakk! Frakk! Frakk!” Springer’s entrance disturbed Furn from where he had been tinkering with his rig for testing the thermal dynamics of K-Space. He looked up in alarm as she swept into the compartment trailing expletives.


  She hadn’t deliberately set out to find Furn, but after storming out of Arun’s cozy little meeting her feet had somehow conspired to bring her to the workshop deep within the guts of the Lance where he often took refuge. She needed to let off steam. Umarov was currently suiting up ready for the coming battle, and Furn had proved much better company than she would have credited before their adventure with the mudsuckers a few years ago. It was a sobering thought, how small her social circle had become. Too many friends had died, while Madge and the few others from her days as a cadet who still survived now seemed as distant to her as Arun.


  “Bad day, I take it,” Furn said, setting down a slender wand-like device that Springer didn’t recognize.


  “And then some. I’ve just been given the worst best news ever.”


  “As a scientist, I feel obliged to point out that what you just said makes very little sense.”


  “Welcome to my life.”


  “Do I get a prize if I can guess who’s responsible for your current mood?”


  “No. General Arun frakking McEwan, that’s who’s responsible.”


  “Pity. He would have been my first guess. So what has our esteemed lord and master gone and done this time to earn your ire?”


  She told him. Not in any coherent or logically structured fashion, instead it all came tumbling out – her fixation on Arun since their training days, her frustration at his own preoccupation with Xin when she had always been the one who was there for him, her bitterness at knowing they could never be together after her own body and the injuries it suffered betrayed her. She explained how she had tried to cut him out of her life for both their sakes, having accepted Arun’s need to father children that she could never provide… But it was hard, so terribly hard. And then she told him of Arun’s revelation just now, the bombshell that against all expectation and contrary to everything she had forced herself to accept, she could be a mother after all. More than that, in a sense she already was, to babies as yet unborn.


  “And even this she’s had to go and ruin,” she concluded. “Little Miss Xin the Sun Shines Out of Her Perfectly-formed Butt Lee.” She realized she had worked herself up to the point where she was on the verge of crying, and paused to fight back tears that she had no intention of shedding, not for Arun McEwan and especially not for that sour-faced skangat Xin.


  “How precisely has Xin done that?” Furn asked, his voice soft, surprisingly gentle.


  “Two batches of embryos,” she explained. “Fifty in each: Arun is the daddy of all of them, but half are mine… and the other half Xin’s.”


  “I see. Yes, I understand how that might… rain on your parade.” Furn said the phrase slowly, as if trying it out for size.


  She frowned, uncertain of what he meant.


  “Spoil things,” he supplied. “Shame about Xin’s embryos,” he continued. “I imagine that were it not for them, this news would have delighted you.”


  “Yeah, probably.” Except that Arun had known about this for a while and had only bothered to share it with her now; and, in truth, she hadn’t yet had time to get used to the idea and work out what she felt.


  Furn turned away from her, calling up a screen. “If these embryos are aboard Lance of Freedom, I should be able to find them,” he said, “now that I know they exist.”


  “Actually, it’s okay, don’t bother.” She felt embarrassed, and suddenly regretted confiding in Furn, confiding in anyone. She should have resisted the impulse and kept her mouth shut until the anger had cooled a little and she’d had the chance to think things through for herself.


  He looked up from the screen. “Are you sure?”


  “Yeah. Look, sorry to burden you with all this… I just needed to talk to someone.”


  “No problem.”


  “I’d better scoot. I’m not even suited up yet, and I don’t get excused from duty just because General Skangat McEwan decides to mess with my life again.” On impulse she leant forward and kissed the top of his head. “Thanks for listening.”


  — Chapter 44 —


  Furn watched Springer leave, feeling a complex mix of emotions: admiration, pity, sympathy, righteous anger, pride that she had chosen to confide in him, and more…


  She didn’t deserve to feel like this. He replayed the conversation in his mind, knowing only too well what it was like to be constantly overlooked and taken for granted by the one you loved. The difference being that whereas his situation was hopeless maybe hers wasn’t. She deserves better. He resisted the temptation to stroke the spot on his head where she had kissed him and instead kept his hands still as he considered his options.


  Heidi-23, the Lance’s security AI: she had to know where the embryos were hidden, and if he could enlist her help… He rejected the idea even if it occurred to him. There seemed too much likelihood that Heidi would have been primed to report any attempt like that. Perhaps he could persuade the AI that this was an exercise to test her security measures, that he had been tasked with ensuring the embryos were effectively hidden…


  Dangerous possibilities chased each other through Furn’s thoughts as he turned back to the screen. Heidi-23 was a copy of the security AI still operating on Beowulf. Overwriting the original security AIs with a known and trusted personality was a key measure to ensure the loyalty of the defeated ships that had declared for the Legion. It had been his idea and his project to copy the AIs. Naturally, he had left himself backdoors.


  He set to work.


  — Chapter 45 —


  On the main screen, colored dots fought a silent war in the minefield shell around Khallini-4. Under the able control of Admiral Kreippil and the Jotun Captain Cythien, the commanders of the First and Second Legion Carrier Groups, friendly drones sparred with the drones of the enemy 3rd Fleet.


  Merde! We’re getting slaughtered. Indiya mouthed.


  “We’re still within success parameters,” replied Kreippil. “Drone strength casualties at 55%.”


  Indiya glanced across the flooded CIC deck at the admiral. How had he heard her mumble? The Littorane acceleration couches were transparent squashed cylinders that the amphibians laid down on rather than Indiya’s couch brought over from one of human ships, in which she sat, partially bent over. Vengeance of Saesh was circling at only 1.5g, which meant the couches weren’t fully enclosed yet.


  “Agreed,” Indiya replied to the Littorane. “But we’re losing drones too quickly. Notify me when our drone losses reach 63%.”


  “Aye, sir.”


  He was strange, this Kreippil. The more perilous the situation, the more respectful he became to his human superior, and yet he made no secret of either his frustration at not commanding the fleet himself, or of how repulsive he found the physical form and scent of humans.


  Indiya turned her attention back to the main screen.


  Her Legion fleet was split into First and Second Carrier Groups, circling Khallini-4 in tight orbits. An additional reserve orbited two of the planet’s moons in even tighter orbits.


  Everything rested on the enemy not detecting the 125-klick deep minefield shell around the planet. So far the New Empire had opened the battle with a cautious reconnaissance in force, sending two columns of drones through the hidden minefield to wear down the Legion fleet, while keeping the warboats and warships of a strong probing force outside the mined region.


  Was the position of the enemy forces outside the minefield bad luck or had the enemy detected the mines? When the Legion had seized Khallini, they had only detected the mines when at point blank range. Her flotilla would have been blasted into plasma if the gremlins hadn’t disabled the mines. And back then, the mines hadn’t been perfected. A multi-species development team had spent the intervening years perfecting the design to make it undetectable. All their lives were staked on their work being a success.


  If the enemy emerged victorious in the drone vs drone conflict, it wouldn’t matter what the larger ships did or how effective the mines might have been. The battle would be lost anyway.


  “Come on,” Indiya urged the enemy. “Your drones are slaughtering ours. Seize your chance. Follow up your advantage. Come a little closer.”


  All Indiya’s urgings resulted in was a curled lip from Kreippil, who seemed to have tasked himself with overhearing everything she whispered inside her helmet. How he managed that at the same time as commanding hundreds of drone craft was impressive and annoying.


  Indiya ignored him, tried to ignore too the sense of panic creeping up from her gut. She considered banishing her fears with a release from her hormonal control implants, then dismissed the idea; she needed her mind sharp, not blunted.


  Out there, drone craft were blasting each other with missiles, X-ray beams, and lasers. They whirled and danced in such blurs of brutal acceleration that many were destroyed by so-called maneuver attrition. With little or no armor, and at such close range, maneuvering at crushing levels of acceleration was the only way to survive.


  With the drone craft of both fleets essentially built to the same design and programed with the same tactics, it looked certain now that victory would come down to the 3rd Fleet’s superior numbers, despite the efforts of Kreippil and Cythien, the drone commanders, to squeeze an advantage for the Legion out of their tactical skill.


  And still the boats and ships of the enemy advanced force maintained a low-g holding formation a few thousand klicks outside of the minefield.


  So close, but not close enough.


  “Incoming!”


  Close enough to harass us with long-range missile barrages, though.


  “All hands, brace for impact.”


  “Tracking 198 missiles inbound for First Carrier Group. Half are directed at the Vengeance.”


  “Just trying to wear us down,” said Indiya on the fleet command channel. “We’ll get our chance to hit back.”


  She tried to keep a look of serenity on her face as she allowed the responses to the missile strike wash through the water-filled CIC. She heard each announcement in the human speech, a computer-translated echo that followed a split second after her ears registered the groans and clicks of the Littorane underwater language.


  “Vengeance point defenses acquiring targets.”


  “Anti-missile fire from final drone defense line. Some hits. Eighty-three missiles still locked on.”


  Indiya gripped the interior handles of her couch. It was a natural reaction, not that it would do any good.


  “Point defenses firing… now!”


  Between them, the railguns, laser batteries, Fermi cannons and energy shields tried to envelop the Vengeance of Saesh in a protective layer for the vital second between the incoming missiles coming into range and striking the ship.


  No one spoke. Everyone was waiting for Commander Trafiss, the XO operating out of the Ops Room who was in charge of damage control.


  Here it comes…


  “Damage report. Five warheads exploded on edge of energy shield barrier. Negligible damage.”


  Indiya breathed again. But the enemy’s ordnance reserves were on another level to the Legion’s. She addressed the Vengeance’s commander directly. “Captain Xoomar. Point defense capacity?”


  “Admiral, point defense munitions at 94%.”


  Indiya didn’t have to explain the implications to her command staff. Plenty of munitions remained, but they’d consumed 6% in fending off just a single missile barrage. The mathematics of attrition worked in the enemy’s favor. The 3rd Fleet could stand back and wear down the Legion from a distance.


  Commander Trafiss interrupted Indiya’s calculations. “Damage control update. The enemy warheads that got through were of a new type. They sent directed gamma beams through our hull. Our outer frames are all water flooded, and the water absorbed the worst of the gamma attack. No serious casualties. If the warheads had struck the hangars, though, damage could have been far worse.”


  Of course. The hangars were open to the vacuum, their doors open. A gamma-burst missile in there would be deadly. And the human ships were not flooded with water at all… Their battle plan was already being stretched to breaking point; now it was in tatters.


  A private call came in from Arun. Indiya sighed. McEwan and the battle computer Jotun scientists had grafted into his head had played a key part in this battle’s preparation. Now he needed to back off and let the Navy fight this battle. She ignored him while she considered the implication of these new gamma warheads.


  Unless the Legion turns the tide in the drone fight, these new munitions look like a game changer.


  “Legion drone losses at 63%,” announced Kreippil.


  No salvation there, then.


  Indiya growled. The future of the Human Legion was in her hands but… McEwan had too strong a reputation for causing trouble to safely ignore him.


  Better get him off my back first. “Indiya, go.”


  “Are we just going to soak up this damage?” Arun asked.


  “Yes. Look, Arun, millions of human soldiers fell in ancient times, keeping to their formations while the enemy cannons or archers took their toll. We’re just the latest in a long martial tradition.”


  “Understood. But taking it on the chin only makes sense if you’re pinning down your enemy while you’re readying your counter-attack. We’re about to run out of drones, our main fleet is being worn down, and we have only one means to counter attack. We must deploy the X-Boats now. That or run for it.”


  “Negative, General McEwan. We are only facing an advanced force for now. We must reserve the X-Boats for the second phase of the plan. Leave this battle to me.”


  “Admiral,” interrupted Kreippil, “I’m patching through a communication from 2nd Wing.”


  That was the fighter-bomber wing based on the human carrier, the Lance of Freedom. Indiya’s spirits flooded with foreboding.


  “Wing Commander Narciso here. The Lance’s hangars suffered multiple hits from gamma weapons. Two of my pilots are dead. Four won’t play any further part in this battle.”


  “Do you have replacement pilots?” Indiya asked.


  “Yes, for now. But that’s our reserve nearly exhausted. Admiral, I have my pilots in their boats, ready to take off at your order, but our instructions are to sit out this phase of the battle. If that’s still true, I should withdraw my pilots back into the hardened scramble shelters. My boats can survive more gamma bursts but the living tissue of my pilots won’t.”


  “Stand by for an update, Narciso.”


  Indiya closed her eyes, unknotted her tattered battle plan and retied it into a new shape.


  Decisions made, she addressed the command channel.


  “All X-Boat crews to withdraw to scramble shelters. First and Second Carrier Groups will advance toward the enemy drones and engage the enemy advanced force at long range. Carriers to the rear of each group, protected by a full deployment of picket ships. Make them hurt enough and… if we have the blessing of the gods we will draw them into the minefield.”


  Indiya felt a flutter of illicit glee. She had never played the Littorane religious card before. Had she just blasphemed? She grinned, not caring.


  She frowned. Where had her level head gone? She was actually excited! Having always regarded human Marines with suspicion, because they were military cyborgs bred to be consumed by an addiction to combat, did this combat glee of hers make her any better?


  Embarrassed, she flicked a glance at Kreippil, but for once the big Littorane was ignoring her.


  “All hands,” announced Captain Xoomar, “assume combat stance.”


  The combat stance command drew upon an ancient Littorane tradition of melee combat, but its meaning was simple enough: brace for what could be a sustained 15g acceleration, or else be crushed until your pips burst.


  Since the First Battle of Khallini, when she’d been knocked out of her command chair, she’d insisted on some serious upgrades to her station. The hood of her acceleration couch snapped overhead, encasing her. As soon as it bleeped to register a good seal, the water inside began to be pumped out, before being replaced by buffer gel. Indiya checked the 2D screen inside her couch was working – she might need it later as a backup – but then closed her eyes, shifting her center of consciousness deeper within herself. She opened her mouth to start swallowing the oxygenating buffer gel, and began to follow the course of the battle from the tactical feed beamed directly into her augmented brain.


  Should have done this before, she thought, because now she could zoom through a 4D simulation of the battlefield, extrapolating time forward and rolling it back at the merest touch of her thoughts.


  The two carrier groups were formed up out of their holding ring patterns around Khallini-4, the heavy cruisers to the fore.


  By the time the groups had reached the drone vs. drone slugfest, the Legion drones had suffered 80% casualties and were now outnumbered four-to-one.


  The New Empire made their numbers count, stripping off their excess of drones into local reserves and then unleashing them as a wedge to break through the fragile Legion drone lines. They did this repeatedly, extracting a merciless advantage from their superior numbers.


  Then, for the first time, enemy drone spearpoints cut through the Legion drones and thrust at the carrier groups behind. They did not waste time with risky maneuvers. They had no need. They had the numbers and they were going to use them. The drones made a textbook frontal assault on the lead elements of both carrier groups.


  The drones were essentially single-weapon gun platforms piloted by a crude AI, the White Knights having a phobia about full-AI control of military hardware, a phobia based upon a near-extinction experience according to the Reserve Captain. The first wave of drones swept around the leading cone formation of Legion battlecruisers, lancing them with Fermi beams to reduce any semiconductor-based control systems to gibbering lunacy, in particular the energy shield projectors. Then came the drones carrying neutron bombs that rained down in an attempt to degrade the outer frames of the warships, and in particular to melt the shield projector nodes beyond any hope of repair by damage control teams.


  A third wave followed close behind, spraying the Legion warships with railgun fire, conventional lasers, and X-ray lasers. No amount of ship armor could withstand such a battering.


  Indiya had seen many simulations and recordings of this happening, but to see a drone attack roll out before her was knotting her guts tight with fear.


  No warship could survive a close assault by drones. That’s why fleet combat came down to who had the best and most drones. Every tactical guide said that once your drone defenses were overrun, you had to flee or die. No other choices.


  Until today.


  Because the difference between the newly reclassified Ram Speed-class battlecruisers leading the carrier groups and the conventional cruisers behind was their upgraded shields. They used the same shield innovation that had caused such trouble to the Legion when Indiya’s Littorane flotilla had first captured the system.


  The Fermi beams hitting the battlecruisers were absorbed by the new energy shield design, which meant the enemy’s neutron bombs were disabled by the still-intact Fermi point defense systems. They rattled against the hulls like oversized hail stones, their fuses ruined. And when the third wave of drones swept in to finish off the Legion battlecruisers, they encountered a deadly quarry with point defenses bristling and energy shields supercharged.


  The enemy drone attack that should have been so one-sided resulted in heavy drone losses for the 3rd Fleet. But the enemy commanders were no fools. The enhanced shields had defeated energy beams, but railgun rounds had gotten through to erode the hull armor of the Legion ships. They spotted that straight away.


  Realizing that their standard attack tactics could not defeat the self-strengthening energy shields, they switched to an alternate strategy, crude yet effective. The drones surrounded each heavy cruiser at a relatively safe distance and then flung themselves against the ships in full-speed Kamikaze death dives.


  The drones came in at such extreme velocity that even when shot to shreds by railgun point defenses, or sliced clean through with lasers, the debris of the ruined drones still pounded against the cruiser hulls with the same momentum. It was the crudest attack possible. For all the high-tech assets, the end result of drones smashing against their targets was essentially the same as humankind’s very first battles fought with fists and clubs.


  Under this primitive pounding the enemy numbers counted. Indiya watched helplessly as the cruisers began to suffer serious structural damage. The armor and shields degraded, weakened, and then failed.


  Now You Listen was the first battlecruiser to explode. Seconds later, so did her sister ship Deep Current.


  When Deep Current blew up it looked as if the Legion was lost but the Kamikaze waves had been spent. The few surviving enemy drones fled to the shelter of the ships and boats of the enemy advanced force.


  Another wave of drones emerged from the hangars of the heavier enemy warships. This time, the enemy commander reasoned, the drones needed close support. This was the moment Arun had planned and for which Indiya had prayed. The warships and boats of the enemy advanced force began to move inside the minefield shell.


  An alert flared at the edge of Indiya’s virtual battle map. Incoming!


  “Admiral,” said Kreippil from inside his acceleration cylinder, “missile barrage against First Carrier Group is aimed directly at our ship. They’re also targeting the Lance in the other carrier group. I am moving picket ships closer in to link their point defense with ours.”


  “Only to be expected, Kreippil. Continue the advance.”


  “Of course, Violet One.”


  Indiya groaned inwardly. The more intense the crisis, the more the Littorane admiral saw her as a religious totem rather than a flesh and blood Navy officer. So long as he obeyed her orders, she guessed she really didn’t care.


  As the enemy surged forward, Kreippil withdrew the battered remnants of the Legion drone force to form a close space patrol, an outer ring of defenders protecting the two carriers: Lance of Freedom and Vengeance of Saesh.


  Long distance laser fire flared between opposing forces. Larger ships such as the carriers were proof against these attacks for now but the smaller warboats had no energy shields. By combining laser batteries of many ships against a single target the vulnerable smaller craft of both sides began to burst their contents into the vacuum.


  Missile barrages were hurled across the ever-decreasing gap that separated Legion from New Empire. The 3rd Fleet concentrated their missile attacks on the Legion carriers. Damage was minor, but the expenditure of point defense munitions reached critical levels.


  Two columns of enemy missile warboats emerged from behind the cover of larger enemy warships to catch the vanguard of the Legion 1st Carrier Group. Kreippil immediately replied by flinging forward a shield of warboats – spherical Tactical Units, each with a squad of Marines inside. McEwan, Xin Lee, and Tremayne had all trained extensively on similar TUs. It was why they were called Tactical Marines. The TUs that brushed aside the missile boats and carried onward to make their own attack were crewed by Littorane Marines, but their tactics and training were almost the same.


  The Tactical Units covered their attack with sprays of defensive munitions. It was not enough. Not against such a strong force of enemy warships. The little TU warboats were wiped out, though not before ejecting their Marine cargo, using the debris of their own destruction as cover for the disembarkation.


  How many Littorane Marines had survived, using the stealth function of the battlesuits to hide in the void? Not even Indiya knew the answer. The prospect of running through powerfully armed Marines forced the enemy to advance cautiously, which no doubt had been Kreippil’s plan all along.


  Now the enemy brought up their own TUs behind protective shields of warboats. Kreippil fired missile barrages and withdrew some of the drones to stave off the threat from the TUs. Many of the enemy craft were destroyed but some survived, disembarking their cargo of human Marines.


  Human versus Littorane in the cat and mouse of close quarters void combat, and Indiya was on the side of the Littoranes. She searched herself for any crisis of loyalty, but discovered nothing. Humanity’s hope lay in the Human Legion, not in the false promises of the New Empire. Her support was unconditionally for her Littorane comrades.


  “Over 50% of enemy warships now inside minefield,” said Admiral Kreippil.


  Indiya sent an order to the commanders of both Legion carrier groups “Retreat. But do not disengage.”


  Pride swelled in Indiya’s breast as she watched her command back away under fire with skill and bravery. But neither were enough to save them from the heavy pounding of the enemy force. Malaya exploded in a fireball, soon followed by Swiftness and Unswerving. Fire raged through Zetland’s upper decks. The only question was whether any crew could escape before she blew.


  Captain Cythien of the Lance gave an urgent update, the bass growls of her Jotun voice translated into expressionless computer speech. “Admiral, our dorsal hangar has suffered multiple missile hits. Damage control teams say twenty minutes to restore launch capability.”


  Cythien’s update was the closest anyone came to complaining about the hammer blows they were suffering. Indiya glowed with pride in her command. Only one person was begging her to turn and run.


  That person was her.


  Orphanmaker succumbed to a volley of X-ray lasers.


  Then Furious and Ajax were lost, picket frigates taking missile hits aimed at the Lance. A dozen Legion craft had been lost already. She had no idea how many Marines were silently dying in the void.


  Each one was a burden.


  Just a little longer.


  The enemy advanced group had a single capital ship, a cavernous beast that had spit out the bulk of the enemy drones, but whose hull was also pocked with missile ports. It came in for the kill, sensing the weakness of the Lance of Freedom.


  “Now!”


  Indiya’s order went to the mudsucker-controlled base on Khallini-4’s surface. They immediately activated the mines.


  Were the ships in the minefield friend or foe? The mines conferred amongst themselves using the medium of magnetic resonance signals that stretched all the way back to the planet’s surface.


  The enemy showed no sign of noticing.


  Now they were active, the mines should be self-organizing into the most effective blast shapes to strike each ship they identified as a target. But the enemy kept coming, aiming to take out the Lance first.


  Captain Cythien pulled her pickets in to practically within touching distance. The smaller ships slaved their point defenses to the control of the carrier, and immediately began taking the hits aimed at the larger ship.


  “Now!” screamed Indiya. “Set off those mines now!”


  “They are self-organizing, Admiral,” reminded Kreippil, as Dauntless succumbed to a missile strike aimed at the Lance.


  “Sod that. Override their programming. I need them now.”


  There was a short delay before Furn replied from somewhere on the Lance. “Sorry, Admiral. We can’t do that. Signals ripple through the minefield slowly and silently. If we could have set them off with an instantaneous signal, the enemy would have detected them by now.”


  The mines exploded. All at once.


  Indiya had expected a dramatic fireball, a blaze of light illuminating a vast region of space. Instead the mine blasts were largely invisible.


  Energy spikes were detected simultaneously across the enemy vessels in the minefield. Some of the enemy ships caught fire, a few exploded, most died silently, but die they did. The tactical feed to Indiya’s head reported all enemy craft had been disabled. All of them.


  “Mine blast effective,” reported Kreippil. “No friendly craft damaged. Debris pattern suggests friendly Marine casualties.”


  “How many?”


  “Approximately… forty-one caught in the blast. Several hundred killed or missing in the attack on the missile boats.”


  “Navy casualties since the start of this engagement?”


  “Three battlecruisers cruisers, eight destroyers, seven frigates, thirty-five TUs—”


  “I don’t mean the hardware, Kreippil. How many people?”


  “Casualty reports are a lagging metric but… approximately 14,000.”


  Mader Zagh! “And the enemy?”


  “Total destruction of the enemy reconnaissance force. Number of casualties are much higher than ours. The drones they launched have been wiped out, but we expect they have more held in reserve.”


  “Incoming transmission from the enemy,” announced the Comms officer.


  What could they possibly say that would be helpful? Indiya asked herself. But she couldn’t risk missing out on an end to the hostilities. “Put them on,” she growled.


  A square, 2D image of an enemy Jotun officer appeared in Indiya’s head. It growled and huffed. After a fraction of a second’s delay, Indiya’s software added a human translation. “Congratulations,” the Jotun was saying. “Very clever.”


  Indiya looked past the shaggy alien head to the command deck behind. The layout of the stations looked similar to those on the Vengeance, but larger. Much larger. Images could be faked, of course, but she didn’t think the enemy would bother. Subterfuge and trickery were not Jotun traits. Comms were trying to trace the incoming signal but it was being obfuscated by being split and bounced around a multitude of vessels before recombining. No matter. It had to be the biggest of the enemy ships, the supposed flagship held back in their reserve line that Legion spacers had spontaneously nicknamed the Blunt Arrow. It was three times the size of the Vengeance.


  “Consider this, though,” said the Jotun. “You barely survived our reconnaissance. At best, you have achieved a tactical victory but at a crippling cost. And in doing so you have revealed your minefield and the new energy shields. Now that I am aware of them, I can easily nullify their advantages, and our numerical superiority is even greater than at the start of this one-sided engagement. Perhaps you have more surprises waiting for us. If so then you had better be sure they will succeed far better than your mines and shields.”


  The Jotun leaned into the camera and rolled back its lips. “To stand against us is to sign the death warrants of every sentient under your command. You have one hour to offer your unconditional surrender. If you choose to defy us then the individuals under your command had better pray that they are killed in combat. Any we capture shall be tortured to the best skill of our torturers.” The Jotun growled through its fangs. “And our torturers’ skills have been keenly honed in recent years.”


  Indiya cut the connection. The chodding Jotun could go vulley itself. Threats didn’t bother Indiya, not from any alien. She never understood why Arun and the human Marines were so frightened of the Jotuns. The Navy life, she supposed. Compared with the lethal majesty of the deep void, even Jotuns were minuscule outposts of life.


  “Admiral,” reported the Sensor officer, “spy probe network reports enemy fleet is launching Marines. They’re stealthed, but deployment patterns suggest they’re headed for the gaps in the minefield left by the detonations.”


  “How long for the gaps in the minefield to repair themselves?”


  “Sir, the mine control team on the planet estimates two hours. They say the blast has severed the cognitive network that gave the mines autonomous control.”


  “They’re saying we’ve given the minefield brain damage?”


  There was a long pause before the officer confirmed that Indiya’s summary was accurate. Note to self Never talk in metaphor to an alien in the middle of a battle.


  Indiya tried to raise Colonel Xin Lee, but she wasn’t visible on the grid. Was she a casualty? Indiya’s heart leaped in two directions. Lee inspired mixed feelings in just about everyone.


  “Pass this order to the Marine commander,” Indiya instructed Comms. “Deploy immediately. Defend the holes in the minefield against enemy Marine infiltration.”


  “Conveying order, aye… Admiral, Colonel Lee has already set off with six Marine regiments. Three human from 2nd Carrier Group and three Littorane from the 1st.”


  “What?” Fantasies of Xin writhing under torture floated around Indiya’s mind. How dare the veck wander off without bothering to inform the commander of the fleet?


  “I authorized Colonel Lee’s deployment,” said Kreippil. “I recorded the colonel’s parting words. Here they are…” The Littorane’s underwater whoops and clicks were replaced by a recording received in her head of human speech, or the staccato cyborg equivalent that emanated from the human Marines. “The gaps in the minefield are now the critical battleground position,” said Xin’s recorded voice. “We’ve got to get there the firstest with the mostest, beat the bastards to the punch or we’re frakked. Any help from your goddess would be appreciated right about now, Admiral, so start praying. Going dark. Lee out.”


  To keep her thinking clear, all through the first phase of the engagement Indiya had refrained from doping herself. But she couldn’t help doing so now; the rage boiling through her veins was too destructive.


  Indiya released an anger-limiting hormonal adjustment from the implants under her palms. Within seconds she could observe the anger still roiling inside her, but she was distanced now. The rage fueled her body, but no longer reached her mind.


  “Admiral Kreippil,” she said, “please be advised that receiving an update about Colonel Lee’s departure is not something that would have taxed my heavily upgraded brain. Under conditions of simulated stress, my mind has been recorded conducting fifteen intense tasks simultaneously with no measurable performance degradation. Is your mind capable of such a feat, Kreippil?”


  Kreippil hesitated. Silence strangled the normal background chatter between CIC stations. Everyone there would have overheard Indiya rebuking the most senior Littorane in the fleet. To his credit, Kreippil’s response was soon forthcoming. “No, Admiral Indiya,” he said. “I shall not repeat my disrespectful mistake. Please forgive me.”


  “Apology accepted. This matter is now closed. Let us pray that Colonel Lee makes no mistakes of her own. The fate of our holy mission rests in her hands.”


  — Chapter 46 —


  Springer jerked her head to the right… but there was nothing there.


  “Was that you, Saraswati?”


  < No need to whisper, dear. The vibration caused by your voice does not travel through the vacuum outside your helmet. Even if an enemy scout bounced a laser off your helmet, your voice still wouldn’t register due to the magic you call stealth mode.>


  “Did you move my frakking helmet or not?”


  < Yes.>


  “Arggh! You’re so annoying… Which is what you do when you’re embarrassed. Which means you thought you saw something, and then changed your mind. Deny it!”


  <Guilty as charged.>


  Springer ignored her AI as she spun slowly around to inspect the patrol area with her own eyes.


  Nothing.


  The blue–gray disk of Khallini-4 was off to one side, the size of a fingernail if she stretched out her arm. The swirl of fast-moving dots around the planet were friendly ships. Saraswati noted her attention and labeled one – Endeavor | Demon-Class destroyer | Reserve/ 4th Squadron. Labels grew over other dots, identifying debris from the mine blast.


  Springer shook her head and the labels vanished. She wished Endeavor good fortune but she wasn’t interested in ships or space crap. She was here to guard against infiltration by enemy Marines.


  She peered into the dark. The enemy could be here, already, massing undetected before striking. The BattleNet signals she received passively showed 3rd Company were already engaging in a firefight.


  Jetting across the void to come to her friends’ aid was a powerful urge, but she bit it down. Springer was in 4th Company and their Captain Samkruopp had said nothing about helping the 3rd.


  Clenching and unclutching her fists didn’t ease Springer’s frustration either.


  After the mines had turned the enemy’s first advance into scattered shards of ceramalloy and icicles of flash-frozen blood – the next attack was steadier. Enemy Marines – some human and some not – were clearing a safe tunnel through the minefield. She’d been told the mines were undetectable but the enemy had figured out what they were looking for and were destroying the mines methodically. That was the problem with facing the Marine Corps: the Corps was smart no matter which side it fought on.


  But Colonel Xin Lee and her six regiments of Legion Marines had gotten to the minefield first. Springer and 12,000 other Marines had been busy booby trapping the mines, some low-tech, low-down tricks to slow the other side.


  Springer bit her lip as she made herself look at 3rd Company’s tac update and told herself the enemy had already paid a heavy price to advance this far.


  Without warning, Saraswati rotated Springer and made her shoulder her carbine to aim at… void.


  “What?” Springer hissed.


  < Something’s there.>


  “Enemy Marines?”


  < I… I think so… Yes. Yes!>


  Saraswati couldn’t always explain how she knew things. That was what made her a Recon specialist. She had a gut instinct, and it was more reliable than any human’s.


  Setting her carbine to pulse laser mode, Springer fired into nothingness, and hit… nothing.


  Her stealth cover called into doubt by the heat signature of her laser fire, Springer edged her aim further to her right, closer to the distant planet. The red dashes lancing out of her gun burned retina-searingly bright against the blackness of space.


  “Tone it down,” Springer growled.


  Saraswati dialed down the special effects. A steady pastel pink line now represented the pulse laser’s output. Both views were equally artificial. In the vacuum of space the laser fire was invisible.


  Suddenly, the background starfield crumpled.


  Springer almost didn’t notice – possibly Saraswati had enhanced the effect – but she kept her aim on this strange section of space, upping the power output of her laser for good measure.


  Then the galaxy behaved itself once more. The starfield steadied.


  “What was that?” Springer whispered.


  As if in answer, an enemy Marine blinked into existence close to where Springer had fired. The Marine was drifting in a straight line, right arm waving while the rest of the suit was frozen.


  That suit’s motor functions must be as compromised as its stealth capability.


  <What are you waiting for? Shoot the bastard!>


  Springer allocated every joule available into her laser, cutting a gash through the suit armor and the flesh behind, which exploded into a cloud of red that immediately flash-froze.


  Frakk!


  Seven New Empire Marines materialized like silent ghosts out of the black, sensors probing the void for the Legionary who had killed their comrade. Similar sensors, combined with Saraswati’s recon specialism, had betrayed the enemy positions, even though they used the same stealth technology as Springer. And it was those sensors that would mean Springer’s death the moment their probing fingers touched her.


  Springer broadcasted a tactical update to her squad and then moved for dear life. Anywhere other than where she had been. Any course but a straight line.


  Frakk! Frakk! Frakk!


  She turned to face her attackers while still hurtling away.


  Their lasers cut through space inches away from her face, according to Saraswati’s estimates, but her stealth camouflage was still confusing their targeting systems.


  A squeeze of the trigger and she launched the smoke canister ready in the launcher beneath her SA-71’s barrel. Saraswati had anticipated her needs and set the munition to point blank range. Instead of scattering a huge volume of space with decoys, reflective strips and absorbent gas, the defensive munitions were highly concentrated in a cube of vacuum with thirty meter sides.


  A squad of Marines could combine these smoke cubes to form an opaque wall with no gaps. Springer didn’t have a squad. Only Umarov was nearby.


  Her training told her to withdraw, keeping the barrier between her and the enemy. But the enemy Marines would have been taught out of the same tactical rulebook. So she did the opposite. She came around in a tight arc before bullying her way through the smoke cube directly at the enemy, praying that her suit’s stealth function could hide her passage through the hot gas cloud.


  It worked! She slammed through the box without being shot, halting behind the enemy half-squad who were still firing through the smoke, lighting it up in flashes of red light that weren’t just an artificial visual aid for once.


  Springer seized this brief opportunity. She shot one Marine. Then a second. They scattered, moving at random but not yet able to pinpoint this new threat.


  Umarov appeared briefly in her tac-display, took out another of their foes before disappearing again.


  The four survivors had regrouped into a disciplined formation.


  Springer jinked away, put herself fifty meters outside the trap they were trying to close around her, and steadied herself in readiness for another shot. She and Umarov were outnumbered two-to-one, but with Saraswati on their side, they were sure to win.


  As she was about to take the shot, a projectile slammed into her, sending her tumbling through space… and accelerating her ever faster.


  <Hello, Marine Carabinier Umarov,> said Saraswati, painting a false image of Umarov with his arms in a tight grip around Springer as he pushed her away. For some reason, Saraswati had decided to portray Umarov dressed only in his shorts.


  “I had a shot,” growled Springer, trusting Saraswati to securely convey her annoyance to her comrade.


  “So did they,” he replied.


  A blinding flash lit the dark, making Springer’s visor turn black.


  “Identify!” she ordered her AI.


  <Flashbombs, cyber nanite spray, corrosive cluster munitions, and power nullifiers. In short: area denial.>


  Tac-display updated with twelve more hostiles who had been responsible for peppering the area where Springer had just been with ordnance.


  “You didn’t think the handful you spotted would be here alone, did you?” asked Umarov. The blood lust rang through Umarov’s voice. Springer could imagine him itching to bring out the combat blade secured to the hip patch on his battlesuit.


  Springer shrank inside her suit. She hadn’t thought that far. She could be such a dumb veck sometimes.


  “Thanks, Old Man. I owe you big time.”


  Battle erupted through this section of the minefield: the rest of 4th Company revealing themselves as they engaged with the New Empire unit. But Umarov and Springer were headed the wrong way.


  “I’ll hold you to that, Springer. I need a promise from you.”


  “Not now. You know, there’s a battle?”


  She tried to turn round on a wide arc to bring them back behind the enemy Marines she had first revealed. Umarov wasn’t cooperating. He was trying to push her away in a straight line.


  “Umarov. What are you playing at?”


  “Not now,” he snapped.


  A tickling sensation traveled up Springer’s chest, numbing her with its touch. Saraswati sensed her human’s horror and spoke up in her mind. <I’m sorry, Springer. I didn’t know how to tell you. The Old Man’s suit is paralyzed by a power nullifier. Corrosive munitions are eating through his suit. He took the blast for us.>


  <Umarov… Tell me. I’ll do anything. What do you want?>


  “Promise to take your pleasures wherever, whenever and with whomever you can. I know you modern-day cyborgs laugh at me for saying that, but…”


  Umarov’s voice was lost in static.


  “I promise. Umarov, I never thought you were silly. Umarov! Umarov!”


  <I was honored to have your back.> It was Saraswati’s voice, but Umarov’s words.


  Umarov’s suit was leaving a debris trail of metal, ceramalloy and plastics. Then the corrosive must have reached his flesh, because a plume of red geysered out of the wound in her friend’s back.


  “NO!”


  Springer squeezed her eyes shut and tried to shake off Umarov’s corpse. But his grip was too strong.


  It was only the corrosion eating at his suit integrity that loosened his embrace enough for her to finally kick him away.


  Springer didn’t open her eyes.


  But she had comrades that were still alive and they needed her.


  And she needed…? What did she need? She took a deep breath to calm herself. It didn’t work. It only added to the anger that puffed her up so much she felt as if she would burst inside the confines of her battlesuit. The inside of her helmet visor reflected back violet light.


  They would pay for what they had done.


  And when she had killed the unit that had ended her friend, she would kill their comrades. And theirs. Not even a thousand corpses would satisfy her.


  “Can you screen Umarov out of my vision?”


  <Yes. Let’s give him the dignity of privacy.>


  Springer opened her eyes and saw nothing but the serene emptiness of space. “Give me tac-display. Let’s start extracting payment.”


  <I am.>


  Saraswati’s words took a moment to sink in. “What?”


  The AI gave her interpretation of a human sigh. <BattleNet is empty. 4th Company has been wiped out.>


  “All gone? All of them?”


  <Springer, what you did was important. The Colonel sent us here to take a toll on the enemy as they cleared the minefield, maybe hold them off altogether. They enemy wanted us to think we had been successful. But… you and I together caught sight of the tail end of a strike force they’ve tried to sneak through.>


  “How many?” asked Springer. It would take an age, but she would track them down and kill them all.


  <At least two regiments. Maybe more.>


  Springer’s fury switched from fire to ice. It burned even more painfully inside her. “We never stood a chance.”


  <Only because we spotted them. Imagine if they had sneaked past us. We would still be contesting the mine-clearing, oblivious to the enemy passing through. You know very well what a regiment of Marines can do if they’re able to sneak up on a warship. This sacrifice wasn’t in vain. It might mean the difference between victory and defeat. The Colonel said—>


  “The Colonel? The beautiful Colonel Xin Lee who can bend mere mortals to do her bidding. Xin with the heart of purest evil. What has she to do with the death of my friends?”


  <I gave the Colonel an update. It is vital that she knows what has happened here.>


  “And how is it that she lives when so many better people have died?”


  <Marine Tremayne, this line of reasoning is not helpful.>


  “How the frakk would you know? You aren’t human.”


  Before Saraswati could reply, Springer shut her out. The battlesuit with all its sensors, displays, and motor functions was now under the control of instructions sent directly from Springer’s mind.


  A little voice in Springer’s head – it sounded like Saraswati from far way – said that this was the reason she hated Xin so much, because she had foreseen that she would murder her commanding officer in the field.


  Frakk off!


  Springer self-administered the ultimate drug: combat immunity.


  Within seconds, all her doubts sloughed away.


  Only two impulses burned with crystal clarity within her breast. One was a need to kill. The other was a sense of intense loyalty.


  Loyalty to her friends.


  And Xin Lee was not her friend.


  It took a moment to retrace the Colonel’s position when Saraswati had contacted her. After a final check to ensure her carbine was in working order, and her ammo status was acceptable, Springer headed off to meet Colonel Lee.


  — Chapter 47 —


  Springer found Colonel Frakking Lee fleeing for her life pursued by a cloud of traitor Marines. For a few moments, Springer tagged along behind, reveling in the anticipation of this voyeuristic performance of her arch enemy’s death.


  Her breath came in shorter, faster panting gasps until she had to release in a scream that hurt her ears. Her hands had to frakking do something. Crush. Punch. Flail. Squeeze. Something, anything but hang uselessly by her sides.


  Her lips curled away from her teeth like a Jotun’s snarl.


  She had to kill.


  Whipped by the combat drug, high on revenge, Springer closed with the enemy. All of them.


  Without understanding why, she changed the setting on her carbine to X-ray pulse. The SA-71’s entire charge would discharge as an X-ray energy beam for about 20 milliseconds. Then there would be a second to recharge. It was like a laser beam turned up to a hundred times the strength, but with the firing characteristics of a bolt-action rifle.


  The targets were all maneuvering hard. Hitting them would be next to impossible. Even if she hit one, the X-ray beam had low interaction with physical matter. It would probably pass straight through. The only reliable target was hitting the AI in the armor band around the chest. The armor would actually increase the chance of absorbing the immense energy of the X-ray pulse, frying the AI. But hitting the AI or its interface from a distance of nearly a klick was impossible squared.


  Despite the combat immunity haze, she hesitated. What the hell am I doing?


  Her doubts didn’t stick, though. This was what she was going to do, and that was an end to it.


  She kept a steady vector, braced her carbine and aimed. Her first target seemed to slow almost to a complete stop. The suit AI’s location was outlined in violet.


  She fired. An invisible bolt of energy flew from her carbine, carrying for a fraction of a second the energy of a warship’s main battery.


  She knew immediately that her shot was on target.


  “Thank you,” she mumbled to Saraswati for helping with her aim.


  But there was no reply. Saraswati was still locked out.


  As she switched to her next target, the truth shook her that this was all her own doing.


  Springer was so in tune with her carbine and the vengeance she was exacting from the enemy that she moved to a different level of consciousness. Time blurred, ran backward, spread out and ran in parallel before looping back on itself, until she was shooting all of her targets simultaneously and repeatedly. Only when a slender strand of normalcy whispered that the last enemy Marine was dead did she begin to register her surroundings once more.


  There remained only one object of interest nearby.


  Xin.


  The skangat officer halted, revealing her suit signal to Springer. When she made her visor transparent, she seemed almost to be welcoming the Marine who had shot her pursuers.


  I’m not falling for your games.


  Springer was closing the gap to her nemesis by 80 meters per second. Xin quickly matched vectors but slowed her speed slightly. Consequently, Springer wafted gently toward the officer like a falling feather.


  Xin had her carbine on her back. Her arms were outstretched, non-threatening.


  That won’t save you.


  Springer reversed her carbine, holding it above her shoulder, ready to bring it down hard. Gods but she wanted to ram the stock into that cute, snubby nose, shattering it across that frakking face.


  Not going to work. Helmet armor too strong.


  Springer was still deciding how to kill her CO when the two suits gently kissed together.


  Their meeting was gentle, but the two of them were hurtling at high speed, already through the minefield and gradually approaching the Legion fleet. Relative to each other they lay at rest, each upon the other, with barely an inch separating their helmets.


  I could extend my carbine’s teeth. Rip a hole in her suit and watch her drain into the vacuum. Competing visions of Xin’s death floated in Springer’s imagination.


  Oh, is that doubt worming its way across your pretty face? Springer grinned, drawing out this moment that felt so frakking good. She blanked her visor so that Xin could see her look pointedly at the veck’s carbine. The colonel had her weapon strapped to her back, whereas Springer had hers to one side, the barrel resting against Xin’s belly. Just one stab of her thumb and monofilament teeth would extend out the end of that barrel, and burrow through armor, flesh and bone…


  “Why?” asked Xin.


  Why what? thought Springer. Why did I try to kill you or why did I try to save you? I guess it’s the same answer in either case.


  “Because I’m a Marine,” she said.


  Inside her helmet, Xin gave a minute nod. “Understood. I don’t agree, mind you. A Marine never turns on her own, no matter what the provocation.” Xin narrowed her eyes. “I’m going to cut you a helluva lot of slack, Tremayne. You abandoned your position to come here to murder me, just in time to save my life. If you hadn’t tried to kill me, I would be dead. To someone who didn’t know you, that level of irony would be stunning. But we know better, don’t we? This is just a day in the life of a mutant pre-cog. I don’t fear you, Tremayne. Not even after you took out the enemy like the freak of nature you are. No, I pity you. Officially, I’m going to put your threatening conduct down to a side effect of your combat immunity drug. It’s obvious you’re as high as a frakking orbital elevator. And in that you’ve good company. I recall someone else going a little crazy on the same drug. Do you remember our Cadet McEwan getting naked with an alien?”


  “Don’t mention his name. And he isn’t ours.”


  “Ahh. One mention of the father of our children and now we’re getting somewhere.” The doubt had left Xin’s eyes now, replaced by scorn.


  You haven’t won yet. Springer’s thumb hovered near the manual control that would activate her teeth.


  Xin went on. “I know you hate me.” You got that right. “Maybe you fear me – though I never have worked out why. It’s more than just wanting to control Arun, isn’t it?”


  “It is.”


  “But whatever the reason, even you don’t understand.”


  “True.”


  “Which makes me think it’s your mutant, violet future-sight warning you that I’m going to do something really frakking bad in the future.”


  <She’s right, you know,> said Saraswati in Springer’s mind.


  You’re supposed to be locked out! Anyway, I can’t believe you’re siding with her.


  <I’m not siding with anyone. Colonel Lee is right. I’m right. I’ve been trying to explain why you hate her for years, but you won’t listen. And for your information, I’m still locked out, I’ve spent all this time establishing a patch into your helmet speaker to stop you doing something supremely dumb, even by your standards.>


  Springer groaned. She still didn’t fully believe Saraswati, but… her groan softened unto a sigh. There was a hint of truth. As the years rolled by, her hatred of Xin had been laced ever more with self-loathing, as if the darkness in the future was something Xin would inspire her to do.


  “My AI backs you up,” Springer said. “Apparently you understand me better than I do myself.”


  “Good. Seeing as you’ve not reason enough to harm me – yet – there’s no one I’d rather have to watch my six. You need me to stay alive to do whatever bad thing I’m supposed to do. Otherwise your hatred won’t be justified. Tortured logic but works for me. Agreed?”


  Springer tightened her lips into a white line.


  “Tremayne! We’re in the middle of a battle. Thousands are dying. The enemy has just outmaneuvered us. This is not all about you!”


  Springer didn’t reply, but her face softened into neutrality.


  “Better. Marine Phaedra Tremayne, I’m reassigning you to be my personal bodyguard until further notice.”


  Springer swallowed hard. This isn’t over, she thought, but it was for now. She withdrew her gun from her CO’s belly, and moved back an arm’s length. “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Now shut down your emotions, Marine. At least whatever hasn’t been burned out by the combat immunity drug. I’ve got a battle to win and you’re gonna help me do it.”


  With a heavy heart, Springer released Saraswati, letting the ancient AI reestablish control over her battlesuit, and plug her back into the battle.


  “How do you intend to do that?” asked Springer bitterly when she saw Saraswati’s sitrep. It wasn’t just Umarov and Xin’s bodyguard who’d been killed. 4th Company was gone, and there was no sign of 3rd Company. And that was just Springer’s battalion. BattleNet was down. A battle was probably still raging around them, fought by many regiments of Marines – scores of battalions – but it was a silent one. Springer and Xin might as well be the only two people in the star system.


  Xin didn’t answer. Instead she made a cupping gesture to her ear, which signified: I am ignoring you while I respond to a higher priority message.


  Springer scanned the area, but couldn’t see anyone.


  Then BattleNet reestablished itself and she could see everyone.


  Saraswati quickly cycled through layers of information to summarize the situation for her human partner.


  <The minefield in this area has been severely weakened but we’ve beaten back the mine-clearers and reestablished local cyber control.>


  “I worked that out for myself. That’s how we’re back on the net.”


  <Very good, Springer. We’ve beaten them back, but that second strike force we spotted snuck through us. We shot its ass pretty bad as it passed, but that leaves a substantial force headed for our main battle line.>


  “Follow me, Tremayne,” ordered Xin. “Update on the bad guys who got past us. Signal intercept says there’s a column of enemy Assault Marines headed for the Lance of Freedom. They’re gonna get there before us. But I intend to make their visit a brief one.” In a Net-wide broadcast, Xin added. “To all battalion commanders, withdraw your reserve companies and order them to form up on my position. We’re going to hunt and kill.”


  Springer stealthed her suit, grateful that Xin couldn’t see how her update had drained the anger from Springer, and made her body shiver. If their destination had been anywhere else in the galaxy, the hatred would still be making her eyes light up in violet beams. But there was something special about Lance of Freedom.


  Her children were there.


  — Chapter 48 —


  Arun watched the battle unfold from his incarceration in Lance of Freedom’s CIC. The New Empire forces had cut two safe channels through the minefield using a combination of Marines and the brute force strategy of making the mines explode by throwing drone craft at them.


  The two Legion carrier groups still maintained their holding formations, spinning in ever-circling disks so that they always retained enough linear velocity to breakout into close quarter combat maneuvers.


  An impact shook Arun through the multiple buffers of his acceleration couch as another missile penetrated point defense. Must have been a big one. The enemy’s long-range missile bombardment was keeping the Lance’s damage control teams busy and lengthening the faces of the command staff monitoring the depleting defensive munition reserves. The 3rd Fleet’s commander appeared to regard the bombardment as a softening up tactic rather than a battle-winning one, because the bulk of the fleet had moved closer to Khallini-4 and was about to penetrate the minefield and bring their main armament to bear.


  And all the time the enemy waited to strike with the Marines they had snuck through the minefield.


  Arun wanted to scream. His friends were out there dying and he was stuck here, a key asset to be protected and brought out when the fighting was over. His frustration was amplified by being suited up in armor, kitted out as a killing cyborg but made to sit on the bench.


  Okay, so the fancy battle planner brain that enabled him to see an optimal strategy didn’t work to a deadline. In fact it was worse than useless at responding to fast-moving events, and so he left tactical command to others. But understanding that sitting here like a civilian was the right thing to do, and accepting his role, were two very different things.


  A flash of activity flared in the battlemap display Barney was projecting onto his battlesuit visor. His AI followed his interest and magnified that section of the battlefield. A patrol of Legion Marines had detected and were engaging a battalion-sized unit of the enemy. They were less than a thousand klicks away.


  “Captain, hostile Marines are very close,” Arun said. “Suggest you throw out a skirmish screen. I think they’re about to board.”


  Captain Cythien did not immediately reply. At least with any more than a quiet Jotun rumble. She had the preternatural ability to make her silence speak louder than her words.


  When her response did come, her Jotun voice sounded hard enough to cut through hull armor. “Thank you, General McEwan,” came the translation. “I am aware of the tactical situation and agree that we will probably be fighting off boarders before this business is completed. I also note that on three occasions in the past thirty minutes, my patrols have encountered enemy Marines within 250 klicks of the Lance.”


  Arun shrunk inside his suit. He hadn’t known that.


  “If the General can spare the time to apply himself to something useful,” continued the Captain, “the X-Boat pilots will be biting the walls of their scramble shelter, itching to get out into the fight. A motivational speech from the officer who instigated the flight training program could take their minds off their frustration…”


  In other words, thought Arun, get the hell off of my command deck!


  But he didn’t want to leave CIC. What if he were needed?


  An alert tone sounded in Arun’s head, a sound that filled his belly with fire. The modern humans of the Navy and Marines could easily memorize and distinguish the many dozens of different alerts. But there were two that stood head and shoulders above the rest in their ability to shock you into an urgent response. One was the decompression alarm, but it was the other alarm sounding now that chased away Arun’s frustration and kicked him into frantically detaching himself from his acceleration couch.


  This was the boarding alert. The enemy were trying to get inside the Lance.


  Arun grinned. He felt useful again. A Marine.


  “I think I’ll take that tour of the hangar deck now, Captain.”


  “Understood,” replied Captain Cythien, mentally waving him away as a distraction to the important business of organizing the defense of her ship in conjunction with the senior onboard Marine commander, Major Majanita.


  Arun left Cythien to it, relying on Barney to tell him all he needed to know about the boarding action. He unsnapped his SA-71 carbine from its attachment patch on the base of his acceleration couch, and pushed through the human Marines guarding the main entrance to CIC.


  Their chief, Master Sergeant Senna, gave Arun such a glare of disapproval through his helmet visor, that an instinct learned at cadet school sent a shiver of fear through Arun. His steps faltered to a halt.


  “Williams, Prinz,” bellowed the Sergeant. “Go with him.”


  “No, Master Sergeant,” said Arun. He wasn’t a cadet any longer. He had the measure of this NCO. “Keep your Marines here. Your orders are to protect CIC, not nursemaid me. I’m just a passenger. When I’m on CIC I’m an asset to be protected. When I walk through that hatch I become a Marine defending his position. Do you understand?”


  Senna considered for a moment behind a stony expression. “Perfectly, General. Good hunting.”


  — Chapter 49 —


  Outside of CIC Arun encountered teams of Marines already set up to defend the approaches to the Lance of Freedom’s heart. Marine gun teams readied tripod mounted GX-cannon, Fermi beams, and portable energy shield projectors that were bolted to the deck or mounted in platforms built into the overheads, positions designed right from the light carrier’s initial blueprints to direct defensive fire at each turn in the critical passageways.


  The approaches to CIC had been converted into death traps that would be recognizable to the defenders of a medieval castle: burning gels sprayed and ignited from the bulkheads, monofilament spikes ready to spring from the deck, and heavily armored overheads that could retract to release a volley of grenades and railgun darts from waiting Marines before sliding back to form an invisible seal.


  The enemy had boarded in strength and were pushing deep into the Lance, but were some way out from these sections. Just as well, because hidden eyes were watching his every move. If they identified him as a foe, he’d be dead in less than a second.


  Via BattleNet, Arun reported for duty to the commander of the ship’s complement of Marines, explaining slyly that Captain Cythien had requested he relocate to the X-Boat hangar.


  “General, I don’t know what you’re up to,” replied Major Majanita, “but I know I don’t like it. The enemy are headed for propulsion and the bridge. I’ve sent reinforcements to the hangar, but you can help out until then. Majanita out.”


  Arun hurried farther away from CIC, which was located at the heart of the ship, and out to the nearest deployment tube. These were the only places where Arun could let rip with his battlesuit propulsion motors without fatal crashes into ladder wells and bulkheads. He blasted through the tube in a forward direction, then switched course toward the X-Boat hangar beneath the dorsal hull.


  “Out the frakking way!” screamed Arun though his suit’s cranked-up external speakers as he shot through the starboard approach to the hangar, scattering an advancing squad of Navy defenders who were bulked in flak armor and handling LPW light personal weapons. He noted their pressurized hoods hung limply down from the back of their necks, meaning the lower levels of the hangar still had air, despite the hangar door being open to space.


  Arun emerged into the base of a huge cylinder with its lid open to the void. X-Boats were lined up along a spiraling ledge that ran along the outside of the hangar up toward space. Defenses mounted on the Lance’s outer hull were engaging an attack directed through the hangar. Arun left them to it because Barney was dragging his attention toward the opposite side of the hangar deck where the enemy boarders were about to burst through.


  Outer defenses must have taken a heavy toll on the boarders but the New Empire Marines had managed to bully their way through to the last line of defense: a squad of armed Navy deck crew leavened with a handful of battlesuited Marines. They were only holding out because the deck crew had force projectors of the sort that had once bottled Arun up in the control room of a mining base on Antilles. But the boarders were better equipped, drilling through them with force beams specially designed to counter force shields.


  Tac-display said that the commander of the defenses was MPO Lionel Hortez.


  Hortez!


  Arun’s heart skipped a beat to hear that name. Idiot! The name Hortez was common enough. The Hortez he’d known as a kid was dead, gutted by the Wolves.


  Arun wasn’t a tactical genius like Xin, but he knew enough to see the enemy were about to break through. He needed to take control. “Hortez,” he ordered, “get ready on my mark to shift all your force shields to protect your flanks, angled inward. Liu, Sommers” – Arun selected two of the Marines at random – “you’re with me.”


  “Who the frakk are you to…” Hortez, halted his rebuke. Luckily the legato voice of the Navy master petty officer sounded nothing like Arun’s former Marine friend. “Ahh, roger that, General.”


  His suit motors freed Arun from the deck. He took up a position above the hangar entrance facing down, bracing against the bulkhead with his carbine aimed at the gap that would be left between the force shields. Without needing to be told, Liu and Sommers did the same on Arun’s flanks.


  “Let them think you’re giving way,” Arun told Hortez. “Do it now!”


  The force shields did more than absorb impacts, they confused the hell out of the enemy Marines’ sensors, otherwise Arun would never have tried this tactic.


  The New Empire forces swept through the Navy defenses, following a barrage of grenades by swooping headfirst through the gap in the shields. As they were swiveling around to shoot the Navy defenders from behind, Arun and his two new Marine buddies fired first. At point blank range, even Marine armor couldn’t withstand an accurate burst from an SA-71.


  Five borders fell to Arun, Liu and Sommers, their suited corpses skidding to a halt on the debris–strewn flight deck.


  “They died five meters inside the hangar,” said Arun, “let’s make that the limit of their advance. Liu! Sommers! Grenades!”


  He dipped down so his gun pointed just beneath the top of the hangar entrance and fired a grenade up the passageway. Liu and Sommers understood his intentions and did the same simultaneously. As he maneuvered, Arun glanced at the hangar’s deck-level defenses. They were in bad shape, the last few Navy survivors were still reeling from the enemy grenades. Only two other Marines still bolstering their strength. He began to wonder how best to sell his life dearly in his hopeless last stand when Barney pointed out a pretty frakking big change to the situation.


  “Out the way you chodders!” came a massively amplified voice from deeper inside the hangar.


  “Do as he says, Hortez,” Arun ordered, and then had the presence of mind to flee up and away from the entrance, flipping around to take in a view of a DS26C shuttle in the last instant before it fired.


  The shuttle was such a poorly armed and armored minnow that it would play no part in the battle raging outside in the void. But inside the ship was another matter entirely…


  Hypersonic darts from its single heavy railgun flew through the hangar and then through the enemy Marines emerging from the passageway. Arun lost his view for a moment as he was buffeted by the air superheated by the darts. Barney soon stabilized him.


  The scene was a violent mess. A handful of the Navy defenders had survived the enemy attack and scrambled away from the shuttle’s fusillade. Not many, though. From the corridor came the sounds of falling debris, the vibration from the pumps shifting fire-retardant foam, and the far off sound of a decompression alarm. The beast of a railgun had punched through the hangar approach, through the frames behind and pierced the outer hull. The knowledge that warship armor was not designed to deflect kinetic assault coming from the inside had been a nugget of irrelevant trivia until now.


  “Cease fire!”


  “Ceasing fire, aye.”


  The exchange came over local BattleNet. Arun didn’t recognize the speaker. Didn’t need to; he swooped down into the ruined hangar entrance, tailed by Liu and Sommers.


  “Deputy?” said the voice of the pilot. Come to think of it, he sounded familiar, with the clipped speech of a Marine who had cross-trained as a pilot. “Where’s the boss?”


  Arun touched down on the deck. He couldn’t see anyone to shoot at. More importantly, neither could Barney.


  “Sorry, Flight Marine,” came the reply to the pilot. Barney identified the local commander as Petty Officer Coombes. “MPO Hortez… The Boss… He was leading the defense and didn’t make it. You did well. Plenty of time for you to fix the damage you wreaked on my hangar entrance when we’ve won this battle. Now dump the shuttle on the deck and get back to the scramble shelter. There’s a company of Marines on their way to support us. ETA 50 seconds. You need to get back under cover so you can pilot your X-Boat and pay the bastards back for what they did to the Boss.”


  Arun left Coombes talking to the shuttle pilot and cautiously advanced up the passageway. The defensive positions here were ruined. Maybe they were in better shape farther along? Behind him he was aware of the DS26C touching down on the deck.


  Suddenly Barney screamed red warnings over his visor. Arun dove at the deck. “Down!” he screamed.


  Streaks of fire flew overhead, racing unerringly along the corridor and into the hangar. Missiles!


  Their motors churned the air so violently that even with his battlesuit’s blast protection, it still felt as if breaching charges had blasted through his lungs.


  Damn! Fighting in an atmosphere is the worst.


  That was Arun’s last lucid thought for a while. His brain grew too big for his skull. The outside world was a crude smoke painting that soon swirled into incoherence.


  A deeply laid brain process felt itself being hauled on by Barney. Training and survival instincts allied with the AI to lift Arun to his feet and run. He would recover from the missiles screaming overhead, but not if he didn’t get out of the way of whoever followed up the missiles.


  Arun came to on the run. He found himself headed for the burning wreckage of the shuttle, which had clearly taken the brunt of the missiles’ sting. For once, the tactical update fed him good news. A squad of Legion Marines had swarmed through the hangar and were already pushing back hard against the enemy.


  Following Arun’s unspoken wishes, Barney peered through the cockpit of the downed shuttle and produced a false image of the interior with the flames cut out. The pilot was slumped against the flight console… and was wearing a Marine battlesuit. The suit had dropped out of BattleNet, but if it was still functioning, then it would protect the wearer against more extreme temperatures than a burning shuttle.


  Arun dropped his carbine. Immediately he felt vulnerable, naked, a lesser person. But fires and guns did not mix safely. Spare grenades and ammo bulbs followed his SA-71 onto the deck, and then Arun pushed against the flames and into the burning shuttle. Three steps inside and the floor gave way, dropping Arun up to his waist in shattered deck plating.


  Barney lifted him up and floated them over to the pilot, carrying out the barely conscious Marine like a predatory insect holding onto its lunch.


  The hangar was secure for now, so Arun set down the pilot a safe distance from the shuttle and set Barney to perform a medical diagnosis by interrogating the pilot’s suit.


  The pilot’s helmet visor was opaque. Arun brushed away the worst of the soot from the pilot’s suit and read his name: S. Feg.


  Slayman Feg? Of course! How could he have forgotten that voice? He cast his mind back years to the time when he and Springer were on Beowulf running for their lives, to the episode when Arun had observed in furious impotence as Slayman Feg and his Black Squad buddies had tormented Indiya and her augmented friends.


  Arun had taken personal interest in Feg’s trial. Like most of the Marines who had mutinied, Feg and the other survivors of Black Squad had been exonerated. Puja Narciso and the other medical experts had testified that the Free Corps rebels had been so confused by prolonged exposure to mind control drugs that they were not responsible for their actions.


  Arun’s head understood, but his heart could never forget.


  Barney reported that Feg’s link to his AI had fried, but Barney had accessed the suit’s medical functions and stabilized the pilot. The best thing to do was leave him for the medics.


  I want to see his face.


  Barney complied, clearing Feg’s visor to let Arun look upon a face that was a little harder but essentially unchanged from the veck who had threatened Indiya and the other ship rats. Did he still hate this guy?


  Feg’s eyes flickered open, and half-focused on Arun.


  “General?”


  “No. Right now, I’m just Marine McEwan.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  So you damned well should be. Arun frowned. This is no time to wallow in the crimes of the past. “You were wounded defending your position,” he told Feg. “You saved our asses. What is there to be sorry about?”


  “Because my bird won’t fly without me.” Feg grabbed Arun’s lapel, and half-lifted himself up. “General,” he pleaded, “we’re gonna need every X-Boat we can get out there.” The wounded Flight Marine fell back against the deck, his eyes staring unfocused at the overhead hangar door open to space high above their heads. “I’ve let us down. Again.”


  Arun didn’t think he could ever lose his enmity for Slayman Feg, but he did manage to chase his dislike into a barely used part of his mind and slam the door on it. In its place, a familiar sense of being caught in the jaws of destiny clamped around Arun. “Feg!” He shook the pilot’s shoulders. “Feg, come back to me. Which bird is yours?”


  “A… a Mustang. X47- Alpha.”


  Another squad of Legion Marines arrived, fanning out around the hangar. Most were clamping tripod-mounted weapons to the deck – another attack by stealthed enemy Marines could come at any time. There were medics in the group too, racing to the fallen. One pushed Arun away from Feg.


  “You’re in good hands now,” Arun told the fallen Marine pilot. “So’s your Mustang. I’ll fly her myself.”


  Arun retrieved his carbine and ammo, wiping off the fire-retardant foam coating them from the damage control team extinguishing the fire in the downed shuttle.


  He was halfway to the pilots’ scramble shelter, built into the side of the hangar underneath the Flight Control Room, when Lance of Freedom’s captain came onto the general comm channel.


  “More hostile Marines are inbound for the X-Boat hangar. They’ve taken the bridge already and are fighting for the propulsion deck. All X-Boat crews. Scramble! Scramble! Scramble! This is it, everyone. This is where we win this battle.”


  The new Hangar Boss, PO Coombes, gave his own more localized interpretation. “You heard the Captain. This is where we earn our keep. Anyone not directly involved in flight ops, grab your gun and defend the pilots at all costs. Defensive Pattern Gamma.”


  Arun glanced overhead at the Flight Control Room, where Barney said Coombes was located. From the outside the Flight Room was an armored embrasure overhanging the flight deck thirty meters up.


  “Non-essential includes me,” said Coombes. “Any boss whose team can’t run things in his absence isn’t worth squit in my book.”


  A heavy duty hatch opened and a figure floated out. It had to be Coombes. He was only ship-rat small, but he was armed, armored, and obviously equipped with a maneuver harness because he was zipping around in the air with a skill that could almost rival a Marine’s. Ten other Navy defenders emerged, with less-assured aerial skills, before the door thudded shut.


  “General, I could do with your help,” said Coombes.


  “I’m more use as a pilot.”


  Coombes spoke as his team shot up high into the hangar’s upper reaches. “We’ll see about that. We’ve got to clear the launch route first. We have hostiles coming in from space through the hangar door.”


  “But the Marines below—”


  “Are about to have their hands full, General. Besides, the cavalry is coming, but I need you up top right now. Don’t delay, man!”


  Arun understood less than half of what Coombes had said, but this was the petty officer’s hangar, and Arun trusted him to read the tactical situation. “On my way to your position, Petty Officer.”


  The air in the hangar was retained and pressurized even though the hangar doors far overhead were open to vacuum. Arun had seen something similar once on a Hardit mining base on the airless moon of Antilles. But at this scale? Guess he wasn’t on a third-rate cardboard ship any more.


  Arun pressed on and hit an invisible boundary after which the air pressure dropped off rapidly. That was better. Guns were more effective in vacuum.


  Coombes was already perched atop a gun emplacement two-thirds of the way up the hangar bulkhead. On his way to join the Hangar Boss, Barney alerted Arun to slow-moving projectiles incoming from space.


  Arun watched, slack-jawed, as human body parts inside partial battlesuits rained down from above.


  “The poor bastards never made it,” explained Coombes. “But they did manage to nix point defense. Repulsing the next wave is down to us. No, not with me, General. I need you at the paint cannon on the far side. Rissinger, give the General a hand.”


  One of the deck guards flew out from Coombes’ group, and led Arun to an emplacement embedded into the far wall. She explained the situation on the way. Three GX–cannons were mounted on the walls just above the air layer. Arun was to fire another weapon, a paint cannon, which would cover enemy Marines in a slimy goop that would attract the attention of the GX-cannons. It was a simple but effective defense against battlesuit stealth technology.


  “We’re only Navy,” explained Rissinger. “Only human. But with that cyborg thing you’ve got going with your suit AI, you have the best chance of guessing where the enemy might be.”


  Without even a warning from Barney, missiles spiraled down from space and into the hangar. Marine issue shoulder-launched missiles, not warship ordnance thank frakk, but lethal enough. Arun slammed his butt down into the gunner’s seat and activated the paint cannon. Rissinger didn’t need to explain its operation: long ago when he was a cadet, Arun must have had the cannon’s operational details fed into his mind while he slept. Barney took over and the two meter long, 15 centimeter caliber, barrel became an extension of Arun’s will.


  He set the range to the hangar’s opening into space and shot out spirals of paint shells. Seven enemy Marines were immediately caught in his fire. To the naked eye they were barely visible, the stealth technology fighting the paint to retain invisibility, but to Arun and the targeting systems of the three GX-cannons, the hostiles lit up like flares. They were obliterated by Coombes’ heavy guns, though not before their carbine fire took a heavy toll of the gun teams.


  Arun sent up another barrage of paint, but this time no one was caught in his trap.


  “Cease fire,” ordered Coombes. “That’s the last of them. Well done everyone.”


  “Are you sure?” asked Arun. “Why would they attack with just seven?”


  “They didn’t.” The Hangar Boss sounded confident, but Barney updated Arun on the fighting raging below. Most of the pilots were still racing for the X-Boats mounted on the spiral ramps. Weapons fire flared across the hangar. He was needed below.


  “We’ll stay here, General,” said Coombes. “In case they come through from space again. Rissinger will have to do the best she can. Go take a spare X-Boat and give them hell.”


  “Negative,” Arun replied, already screaming down toward the hangar floor. “We need to defend the deck entrance first. If they break in, they’ll destroy the boats.”


  “Understood. Look after my pilots, General. You’d never guess, but they’re such delicate flowers really.”


  Arun laughed all the way down. Laban Caccamo was one of those pilots, one of the best too. When all this was over, he’d tell Caccamo that a ship rat had called him a delicate flower. He would laugh so much the big guy would be in the infirmary for a week.


  Then the smile disappeared from Arun’s face when a rumble filled the hangar and set his teeth on edge. It was a sensation that swelled his heart with pride but made him fight hard not to scream. This was the gut-wrenching sensation of being caught in the backwash from an X-Boat’s exhaust. His suit could handle the pressure wave, but that did nothing to protect against the blast of energy beamed out from space and time into somewhere else. To the Klein-Manifold Region, as Finfth called it.


  How the hangar rats got used to it was beyond him. He barreled downward, fleeing from the inter-dimensional energy waves, as an entire wing of X-Boats launched. His body felt stretched to unbearable thinness, his mind pulled, re-knotted and recombined in impossible geometries.


  It was more than Arun’s mind could contain. He slammed into the hangar deck at 90 meters per second.


  He lay immobile for several seconds, lost in the bone-shattering vibrations thundering through the deck, and the energy exhaust flowing through him and on into K-Space.


  “Barney!” he queried, not sure which was the strangest: that his AI hadn’t taken control and shifted Arun’s position or that he hadn’t been shot. Gotta move!


  But Barney emanated a sense of calm, his tac-display summary showing the deck battle had been won for now. Marine reinforcements had come from space, taking the boarders from behind.


  A gauntleted hand reached down for him.


  Arun took it and allowed himself to be hauled to his feet.


  Barney gave the figure the yellow halo that meant he’d identified this individual as the tactical commander. He didn’t display the Marine’s name. He hated it when Barney tried to play games.


  The Marine officer was a head shorter than Arun. She blanked her visor, and his heart skipped in excitement.


  Who else could it have been? Colonel Xin Lee looked up at him.


  Barney gave him a tactical update: Xin had led a regimental-sized force to retake the carrier group’s flagship.


  He stared back at her. Xin’s eyes blazed with vigor, but the seemingly carefree girl he had once shared a rack with on Antilles was long gone, replaced by a woman hardened, chastened and experienced, and no less a magnificent force of nature.


  Arun fought to cage these badly timed feelings for this woman that welled from deep within.


  “Thank you for saving my life,” said Arun, shaking Xin’s hand. “I’ve lost track of the score. Are we even yet?”


  “That’s one difference between us, General. I will never stop counting. You’ve still saved my life more than I’ve saved yours. Don’t expect that imbalance to last long.”


  He laughed. “I don’t. It’s good to see you.”


  The stiffness left her a little. “Likewise, General Twinkle Eyes. Despite keeping our children secret from me… it feels good to be at each other’s side.”


  You’re magnificent.


  “Let’s not go all weepy eyes, General.” The corners of her mouth pinched with amusement. “And we both know how action makes you feel. I’ve may have eliminated the enemy boarders but there’s still a battle to be fought.” She grinned. “We’ll probably both die before the day’s out, so… oh, what the hell? I know you, Arun. Sitting this out as a passenger must be driving you nuts. Want to tag along with me?”


  “It would be fun, Xin. But I’ve a better idea.”


  She raised a teasing eyebrow. “Better than being at my side?”


  Arun heart lifted, but then his spirits were shot down when Barney identified one of anonymous Marines guarding Xin as a person of interest. A painful text label appeared: Springer. “No, Xin. Not better. Not even close, but more useful, I hope. I’m going to help bag a flagship.” He shook her hand again. “Good luck, Colonel.”


  He glanced up at Springer. His legs itched to move closer to her but his head told him that would only end badly.


  Instead, he sent her a private message – “Stay safe” – before turning and running to one of the three X-Boats left stranded on the launch ledge because all the remaining pilots were dead or wounded. All but him.


  Arun was proud of himself for succeeding in wiping Xin from his mind. She was a complication he found difficult to handle even at the best of times, and going into battle against a superior enemy definitely wasn’t that. As for Springer… no, he didn’t dare let his mind go there. She’d cut herself away from him and they could never grow back together now.


  Arun’s suit took him up into the air and over to the only remaining Mustang on the launch ledge.


  The two-seat Mark1 was the first of the X-Boat variants to be developed. It was essentially a shrunken Tactical Unit. With a spherical hull, and a centrally mounted engine that could swivel rapidly to connect with any one of the 12 exhaust ports drilled through the hull, it had seemed the obvious design. The single-seat Mark2 was a little faster but production had been abandoned in favor of the sleek one-seater Phantom fighters. The other X-Boat variant, the Swordfish fighter-bombers, had wings, not for lift but to release their disk-shaped bombs. But Arun had trained as a Tac-Marine, which meant he had expected to live his adult life inside a tactical unit. The Mustang felt like home.


  Arun settled into the pilot seat of Slayman Feg’s X-Boat and closed the cockpit. “Boss. Give me flight codes for X47- Alpha.”


  “X47- Alpha is yours, General,” Coombes replied. “You’re cleared for takeoff.”


  As the instigator of the training program that had turned Marines into Flight Marines, Arun had learned to fly himself. Piloting a shuttle was not much different from traveling through the void in a battle suit. Taking off and landing were another matter entirely.


  Arun resisted the temptation to go full throttle, and slowly released a jet of reaction material from a maneuvering thruster. The Mustang lifted, pitched forward and then spiraled up out of the hangar, only once brushing the side wall.


  “Squadron Leader Caccamo. This is Flight Marine McEwan, reassigned to your squadron.”


  Laban Caccamo sighed. “Squadlead to 3rd Squadron. We’ve picked up a noob. A flight virgin called McEwan. I’m giving him the call sign FNG. You’re in Blue Flight, operating low protection. Keep low 10 klicks behind the Phantoms and Swordfish in the strike group. Can you handle that, FNG?”


  “Roger.”


  “And for frakk’s sake, FNG, try not to bump into anything important.”


  “I’ll try.” Arun grinned. “FNG out.”


  The rest of his squadron was already several thousand klicks away from the Lance. Arun checked his momentum dump system was operational and engaged main drive. His Mustang accelerated at 10g, then 15g… 20g… He was accelerating faster than a missile but in so much comfort that he could put his feet up and sip at a mug of coffee… if only his legs weren’t strapped in and his battlesuit helmet weren’t in the way.


  His gaze was drawn constantly to his heat exhaust dial, which lifted from blue to violet, but kept well short of the red danger zone. This simple mechanical dial bolted onto the flight console was so crude it could have come from pre–Contact Earth. Its function, however, was anything but crude. The Klein-Manifold Region, which connected via D-Branes to conventional spacetime, was not a limitless store into which energy could be dumped without consequences. K-Space, as it was known, heated up just like normal spacetime, only cooling with glacial slowness. As Arun flew his Mustang through space, he also moved through the corresponding region of K-Space, and the dial showed the local heat in that higher dimension. Once they hit the red zone, K-Space would be too hot to push any more energy there. Deep in the red zone and K-Space would be dumping energy back into real space.


  Within seconds he was in formation tucked behind and below the main strike force of 3rd Squadron, which was itself toward the rear of the spearhead formation that was 2nd Wing with its hundred human-piloted X-Boats. 1st Wing with its more varied mix of craft types and pilot species was forming up only a few minutes behind.


  The heat dial pushed further toward the red line. Playing tail-end Charlie meant those dozens of X-Boats had already heated up K-Space.


  They were burning impossible gees, making directly for the largest capital ship he’d ever seen. Three minutes out from the Lance and his velocity was over 100 klicks per second and rising fast. Compared to the enemy flagship, the X-Boats were minuscule, mosquitos trying to take down a grav-tank.


  But the Legion had K-Space technology.


  The enemy didn’t stand a chance!


  — Chapter 50 —


  Caccamo magnified the image of the target and examined it in realsight while he still could. He gave a low whistle. The 3rd Fleet’s flagship was a big bastard all right, over two klicks from nose to stern and about a third as much across the beams. Every square meter seemed to be loaded with armament.


  The New Empire weren’t generous enough to share their ship designations, so the Legion had named this beast themselves. The Blunt Arrow they called it, and the warship’s outline did resemble a blunted arrow – a deadly one with main armament angled to point in a forward direction. With such a length, it would take several long seconds to swivel the Arrow around to any orientation it desired. To the Legion’s lumbering capital ships, burdened with irresistible levels of momentum, the Arrow could change bearing as near as practical to instantaneously. If Lance of Freedom tried to get on the Arrow’s tail, the enemy flagship would simply pivot through 180 degrees and direct its fire back along its direction of travel. But a nimble X-Boat could flit about faster than the Arrow could turn, always keeping just off the target’s bow, out of range of its engine backdraft and its main armaments.


  Or so Caccamo had explained to his squadron before training them in these attack tactics.


  Keeping on the enemy’s tail was just one of the X-Boat ideas that were either brilliant or batcrazy dumb. They would soon discover which.


  The Arrow loomed closer.


  The other warships of the enemy fleet were closing in to protect their flag. A short distance behind Caccamo’s squadron, the Legion’s 1st Wing were holding position in reserve. Holding position meant spraying defensive munitions, fighting off attacking warboats, and taking hits from long-range missile attacks, but 1st Wing could handle the heat.


  All that mattered was his wing and the Arrow. One or the other would die over the next twenty minutes.


  Caccamo blinked sweat out of his eye. Shit! His squadron could be wiped out within seconds. The thought terrified him, and the realization that he was scared made his heart pound. He could hardly breathe.


  They were making this drent up as they went along. All that confident talk of victory he’d given his pilots… that made him a liar. A fake whose lies could lead his people to their deaths.


  His AI nudged out a memory to calm him.


  The time was a year earlier. The pilots and deck crew were paraded on the deck of the Lance’s X-Boat hangar in front of Puja and the squadron leaders. By that time it was only when paraded that Caccamo looked into the eyes of his pilots and thought their mix to be strange. Diminutive ship rats were invisible if they stood behind the flight-trained Marines who comprised the majority of the X-Boat pilots. Even the Marines came from various design models and from more depot planets than just Tranquility. They looked strange lined up at attention, but what mattered was that these volunteers had graduated top of the flight-training school. All had earned their place in those lines, as had the AIs they had partnered with.


  “Will this crazy X-Boat idea work in a real to goodness space battle?”


  The question was aimed at the parade by General McEwan. It had been Arun who’d first pushed Marines to cross-train in Navy roles to fill the roster gaps on Beowulf.


  “If you haven’t asked yourself that,” continued Arun, “then you don’t have the imagination to deserve a place on this hangar deck. Your first battlefield test will be against the New Empire 3rd Fleet, the unbeatable force that has swept aside everything the Old Empire has thrown against it as it makes it way to the home planet of the White Knights. Your mission is to beat the unbeatable 3rd Fleet.”


  The pilots listened. Arun wasn’t the kind of pompous skangat who thought his rank elevated him to godhood. The only way to assess the pilot training program was to go through it himself. He’d said that right from the get go. General McEwan had graduated flight school himself. He’d earned his place on this hangar the hard way.


  “Many of you will feel terror. Some of you will doubt. That doesn’t matter, not so long as you carry out your missions. If your resolve falters, remember this. You will be tasked with destroying immensely powerful capital ships. But we are opening up a new chapter in warfare where it isn’t length, mass, or volume of the target ship that matters, it is the heat it generates. And bigger means hotter.”


  The memory vanished the moment Wingco’s voice came over the command channel. “Cacco, your squadron gets the honor of the first attack. Proceed immediately. Good luck.”


  Wing Commander Narciso’s voice was a steady as a ship’s gyro-stabilizer, but then Puja had always been as hard as ceramalloy.


  Which was how others described him…


  “Roger that, Wingco. Initiating attack run.”


  Caccamo felt floods of relief to hear the steel was back in his voice. The wait had nearly crushed him. But now there was no time to think, and barely enough to act.


  He broadcast to his squadron. “SquadLead to all call signs. Pleasure cruise is over… thank frakk. Remember we’ll be diving into heat, so keep watching those dials. Hell, I don’t need to tell you that. 3rd Squadron, Attack Scenario One. Go! Go! Go!”


  Caccamo pitched down the nose of his Phantom and gave his AI permission to perform constant evasive maneuvers. The world in realsight blurred into a smear.


  He switched to virtual tac-view in which the continual shifts of speed and direction were smoothed out. In this, less chaotic, view of space, the squadron was a box of layered flight elements swooping in a wide arc toward the rear of the enemy flagship.


  They were not alone, though. From the Blunt Arrow’s cavernous interior emerged a swarm of drones that rose up to meet the X-Boats.


  This was going to get ugly.


  — Chapter 51 —


  Arun thumbed the firing stud and watched twin cherry red laser beams lance out through the blackness of space, seeking his prey. He led the predicted path of the enemy drone, which was little more than an engine, a gun, and a bulb that housed the sensors and controlling intelligence.


  None of this is real, he reminded himself.


  Despite the drone’s constant yawing, pitching and rolling, Arun could predict its approximate course. It was chasing the rearmost of the Legion fighter-bombers that Arun’s flight group was tasked with protecting.


  He felt Barney’s contempt for the drone AI system. Battlesuit AIs were far more sophisticated intelligences that White Knight design protocols required to be partnered with a flesh-and-blood operator to fire weaponry. The drone was controlled by complex algorithms, not an artificial sentience. It could think with lightning speed, but only along pre-programmed lines.


  It was the way the White Knights wanted their empire to be engineered. It was why the Legion would win.


  Sure enough, the drone soon flew into the path of Arun’s lasers, and was sliced into four separate pieces of spinning debris.


  In reality, Arun’s laser beams had been invisible, and his Mustang’s flight path churned so violently that Barney had to provide a sanitized and steady view of space that didn’t spin beyond human comprehension. The drone’s destruction had been real, all right. So had been the threat to the strike group.


  “Good shooting, FNG,” said the Swordfish pilot the drone had been chasing.


  “Any time, Firegirl,” replied Arun offhandedly because his full attention was on scouring the area for more hostiles. But there were none left. He’d just finished off the last of that drone attack. “Your six is clear.”


  “You cut it fine,” said the Swordfish pilot. “We’re making our dive now.”


  “Hit hard,” Arun wished her.


  Firegirl was a Navy flier, a ship rat who had earned her call sign during training by hauling a suited Marine pilot out of a boat that had caught fire on take-off. She was a survivor with nerves as steady as a robot, and that was why she’d been selected as a Swordfish pilot.


  The Mustangs and Phantoms were dancing through the vacuum to clear their way, but it was the Swordfish who would deliver the punch to the target. Only the best were selected.


  And Firegirl was the best of them all.


  — Chapter 52 —


  Claudette Peronique – call sign Firegirl – pushed her Swordfish to its maximum acceleration, a choddingly insane 60 gees, and screamed into her attack run. She was moving too fast for enemy targeting systems, frequently braking in an instant before zipping off on a completely different vector. But the enemy point defenses only had to guess her intentions to throw up a barrage of lethal ordnance.


  She danced all around the Blunt Arrow’s stern, closing steadily with each step. A spray of railgun darts caught her craft, and for the first time she could feel the Swordfish move as it shuddered under the attack. She dodged across, inside the exhaust of the enemy flagship’s main drive, and glanced at her status displays.


  Must be nice to be a marine cyborg and talk to your AI with mind control. She had to fly the human way, with eyes on the displays, and fingers on the controls.


  Her kinetic shields had held firm, but by dumping the energy they absorbed into K-Space, the heat dial had shot closer to the red.


  The Blunt Arrow’s point defense found her, tearing into her craft in a scream of protesting metal and ceramalloy. She reversed direction until she was out of range.


  Guess I’m gonna take a few hits, she told herself. They call me Firegirl after all.


  The X-Boat energy dump output could be switched to prioritize three different systems: kinetic shields, energy shields, and the momentum dump. She dialed down maneuver capability and ramped up her kinetic shields. She’d take more hits that way, but with stronger shields might actually survive them.


  She threw her Swordfish at the target, a point near the port bow. Her shields absorbed the railgun darts, fermi beams and laser grids, but only by pushing the heat dial into the red.


  Any moment now and I’ll live up to my call sign.


  She came to a near stop and released her bombs. She didn’t wait to see the effect. Gradually reallocating the K-Space energy pump from kinetic shields to momentum absorption, she jinked away to rejoin the rest of 3rd Squadron’s survivors.


  — Chapter 53 —


  Wing Commander Puja Narciso released her Phantom’s control to her AI while she watched a recording of the first Swordfish attack run. She saw simulated, slow-motion images of Firegirl bringing in her fighter-bomber and releasing her payload, bang on target.


  The bomber crews called their bombs umbrellas, which was a bit dumb, but not as dull as the official name of ‘X-ray cone projectors’. Unlike Puja’s sleek, almost aerodynamic Phantom fighter, the Swordfish were modified stork shuttles, with four wings attached to the hull. The wings were not for lift, but were the best way to deploy the spinning disks that they hoped would take out the enemy capital ships. The disks did look like upturned umbrellas with an offset handle aimed at the target. As the discs spun, an X-ray laser cut a cone-shaped burst of destruction into the target for about a second before being exhausted.


  Hundreds of these umbrellas had been deployed, to no visible effect on the Blunt Arrow. According to the plan, the target’s energy shields would be working hard, shifting the energy from the X-ray lasers into a connected region of K-Space. Whatever the hell the Klein-Manifold Region really was, it was getting frakking hot.


  If 2nd Wing got in enough hits on the Arrow, K-Space would get so hot that the flagship’s shields would fail. But would Puja’s wing run out of pilots first? Between drone attacks, point defenses, and catastrophic equipment failure, she’d already lost a quarter of her X-Boats.


  “Incoming!”


  Puja didn’t wait for the verbal description of the bogies’ location. She closed her eyes and let her AI update the tactical map in her head. Unable to shoot the nimble X-Boats at long range, the bulk of the enemy fleet was pulling back to protect its flagship and flinging what she hoped were their final drone reserves.


  “Fifth Squadron, keep those drones off our backs,” she ordered. “We’re not done here yet.”


  — Chapter 54 —


  Caccamo flung his Phantom through space, just out of range of the Arrow’s point defenses. However hard he tried, no amount of jinking could escape the volume of fire coming from the enemy warboats that were tearing chunks out of his squadron.


  Frakkheads!


  The enemy wasn’t stupid. Their first X-Boat counter-strategy was already in place.


  To defend the Arrow, the enemy had deployed four squadrons equipped with porcupine warboats, so called because of their tough defenses and hulls bristling with weapons. Each porcupine squadron had formed a rotating ring a short distance from the Arrow. They still couldn’t track a hard-maneuvering X-Boat, but they could lay down withering fire at their likely positions, and as the Swordfish fighter-bombers slowed to release their spinning bombs the porcupines were slaughtering them.


  The Legion’s X-Boat wing could either soak up the punishment until they had all been destroyed, or withdraw to safety. But they’d already paid such a heavy price to heat K-Space around the enemy flagship that they couldn’t let it cool down now. The sacrifices of the dead pilots would be in vain.


  Caccamo twisted around and fired a brace of short range missiles at the porcupines. His fighters were killing the porcupines, but not fast enough. So Caccamo did what he always did when cornered, the unpredictable. He pushed his Phantom to maximum acceleration and flew right at the middle of the rotating ring of enemy warboats. Just before he passed through the center, launchers mounted on his hull blew out a cloud of bacteria bombs. With luck the metal-munching, ceramalloy-chewing bugs would burn through the porcupine hulls.


  “Eat that, frakkheads! Hope they give you indigestion.”


  Caccamo felt momentum returning. It was nothing more than little shoves against his shoulders, but that was enough to make his blood freeze.


  He glanced at his heat dial. It was deep into the red. Suddenly, the universe rolled up into a cylinder centered on that dial, and drained of color.


  Until now he had only perched on his seat, despite the fearsome acceleration. Now the relentless weight of nature – so long denied by the momentum displacement system – wrapped around his body in a crushing embrace, and squeezed until Caccamo knew no more.


  — Chapter 55 —


  “Got you!”


  Arun risked a moment’s satisfaction as the enemy warboat caught fire, its atmosphere ignited by his Mustang’s lasers. He fleetingly considered the plight of the burning crewmembers, but feelings of compassion toward the enemy had been heavily eroded from the Marine geneline generations ago.


  His squadron were now following a circular course around the outside of the four enemy porcupine squadrons, turning inward constantly to fire on the enemy warboats that were doing such damage to the Swordfish bombers.


  He held fire as one brave X-Boat pilot flew through the middle of a ring of circling porcupines, flinging anti-ship bombs as he passed. Hell, it was Caccamo, the crazy bastard.


  Arun watched in horror as Caccamo’s X-Boat emerged from the ring of warboats belching smoke and flames. The squadron leader flew away on a constant vector – a sitting target. Caccamo’s boat must be in a bad way.


  “Permission to retrieve squad leader?” He asked his flight commander.


  “Negative, FNG. Cacco’s gone. Deal with it.”


  “Maybe not. His ship looks intact, and I’m flying a Mark One Mustang.”


  “Then you’ve a spare seat… Okay. Go, FNG! Good luck.”


  Arun took a deep breath, and tumbled his Mustang out of formation in pursuit of his squadron leader.


  For ships to match vectors was a lengthy and complex business. Themistocles and Beowulf had once taken months to achieve this.


  With its crass disregard for momentum, an X-Boat was a different matter entirely.


  Within five seconds, his Mustang was holding station ten meters away from Caccamo’s Phantom, as they both edged away from the Arrow at 15 klicks per second.


  The fire from the ring of warboats had slackened after Caccamo’s run, but Arun still positioned his X-Boat so that its armored belly shielded both him and the Phantom. He evacuated the air from his cockpit and pushed out through the void to inspect Caccamo’s fighter. The Phantom’s nose had retained its sleek lines, but the aft section was stretched, crumpled, and twisted. Inside the cockpit a figure in a motionless battlesuit slumped over a charred, half-melted flight console. Barney reported that the cockpit was already airless. Caccamo’s AI had probably vented the air to extinguish the cockpit fire.


  Less than thirty seconds later, Arun was back in his Mustang with Caccamo strapped in the co–pilot’s seat.


  As Arun transferred some of the energy selection from shields to maneuvering, his eyes widened when he realized just how much damage his kinetic shields had soaked up during his jaunt. The heat dial was well into the red.


  He flew away as fast as he dared, his gaze never leaving that damned dial, expecting at any second for his momentum dump to fail, to be squashed into a puddle of flesh. But the enemy fire lessened, meaning the shields had less energy to deflect. That dial swung back toward safety. He was going to make it.


  This time.


  “FNG, are you returning to the Lance?” asked the flight leader.


  “Negative. Just cooling down.”


  “Then I guess this is as good a time as we’ll get. Flight-General McEwan. You flew after your squadron leader and caught him in the middle of a combat zone. There are consequences for such actions.”


  “I don’t get it.”


  “Henceforth your call sign is Catcher. Congratulations, you’ve earned it.”


  Arun looked across at Caccamo. Barney confirmed that he was stable. “You hear that, Squadron Leader? I’m one of you now.”


  “Now settle down, Catcher.” The flight leader sounded distracted. “Let’s clear those porcupines away so our Swordfish can finish the job.”


  — Chapter 56 —


  From his science station deep inside Lance of Freedom, Furn judged the turning point of the battle to be imminent. The Swordfish bombers had heated the region of K-Space around the enemy ship until its heat sinks could no longer pump energy there. The sustained fire from hundreds of spinning X-ray lasers had nearly taken their toll. But so few Swordfish bombers had survived, that the X-Boat attack was almost spent.


  Victory or defeat? Destiny tottered on a knife edge, about to fall one way or the other.


  He shook his head and forgot the galaxy outside his compartment. He had played his part in the X-Boat design, and now the battle outside would be won or lost without him. He had his own fight to win, a contest of logic and persistence, but to Furn’s heart no less vital than the drama played out in space.


  — Chapter 57 —


  The flight console alert pinged, warning Claudette Peronique that she had exhausted her supply of spinning bombs. Her last umbrellas were out there now, spinning for stability as they blasted the enemy flagship with X-ray lasers.


  Firegirl was out of fire power. She set her railguns thudding into the Arrow’s hull, but that would barely scratch the armor.


  With every klick she closed with the target, the heat dial edged up. It was so deep into the red that she was surprised she wasn’t already crushed against the aft bulkhead. But there was no point in pulling out of her attack dive now. It was too late; K-Space was too hot for her momentum dump to survive long enough to peel away.


  She switched everything she had into kinetic shields and kept on firing at the same point behind the port bow that she’d been hitting since her initial attack run. The Arrow’s armor had to fail soon. Please!


  She frowned as the Arrow’s hull suddenly cycled through vibrant colors, switching from orange, through red before settling on a blue-tinged white.


  Then the unbearable weight of acceleration snapped her ribcage, spearing her internal organs with the bone shards.


  Firegirl was beyond caring now, but her Swordfish slammed into the enemy flagship at 90 klicks per second, mere moments after the Arrow’s defenses finally failed. When the flagship’s shields were no longer able to pump the energy they were absorbing into K-Space, the heat had nowhere else to go. Milliseconds later, the massive power draw of the big ship’s laser batteries and railguns overwhelmed its failing heat sinks.


  The most powerful ship in the unbeatable 3rd Fleet began to melt.


  Firegirl’s Swordfish plowed through the softened hull and kept going…


  — Chapter 58 —


  Puja scented victory. “We’ve got her now!” she broadcast. “All squadrons, keep a safe distance and pour everything you have into the hole Firegirl opened up for us. Make her death count. The Arrow’s hurting badly, but that’s not good enough. I want nothing less than her total destruction.”


  — Chapter 59 —


  Shoal Commander Taverasene waited in the emergency access chamber crammed up against her shoal, trying vainly to calm her twitching tail. They were warriors, all of them. They would face danger and conflict without the slightest quiver of their gills, even certain death. Such was the calling of the warrior caste. But the seemingly endless sequence of moments before combat when nothing happened… waiting was the most exquisite torture.


  To her shame, Shoal Commander Taverasene even briefly regretted her elevated status, for it was she who decided when to launch the counter-attack, she who prolonged this tortuous waiting.


  Tactical updates showed the Marines who served the White Knight blasphemers had penetrated through three frames of the Goddess-blessed Vengeance of Saesh and were attempting to breach a fourth.


  It was beyond any doubt now. The enemy were headed for the Chamber of Decisions where the human admiral was stationed. The so-called New Empire filth had lost their flagship, their superior strength had been bled dry by the Legion’s divine backing, but their Marines had hidden in the blackness of the battlefield, waiting for their moment to strike.


  Shoal Commander Taverasene calmed her corrupted thoughts. The Violet One, vessel of the Goddess herself, was aboard and would not die at mortal hands this day. Serene confidence suffused Taverasene, because this was her moment to serve.


  It was with almost religious ecstasy that she spoke the words of command: “Blow the hatch!”


  Commander Taverasene was sucked out of the hull, still wrapped in ecstasy. She led her shoal out through space to clear the enemy’s main breaching points for a few vital minutes. The fighting was sharp, the position hard won, but the enemy had not expected this. Not even the Jotun officers who fought so hard.


  The enemy boarders were concentrating on the interior of the Vengeance, seeking the holy Indiya.


  Taverasene pushed a vanguard through the boarding ruptures, back into the Vengeance. She stationed a second force out and away from the hull to guard against enemies still hidden in the void.


  She had fifty Littorane warriors left against two regiments of the enemy. But her team resealing the breaches only needed to be protected for approximately two minutes.


  Shots pinged off the hull. A laser found her, but she rolled away and hid by diving away from the hull at her attackers. The soldiers of the blasphemers were not fools. They had left a stealthed reserve guarding the boarding points. And inside the ship, the boarders were turning back, trying to recapture their entry points.


  Taverasene wasn’t a fool either. Nor did she need to survive. She lowered her head so the launcher strapped to her back did not kill her straight away. Then she activated her weapon.


  The weapon system was called a trident net. It was already set to maximum yield. She aimed at the likely position of the enemy reserve and fired. A stream of micro-nukes emerged and then detonated.


  It was like looking into a star’s heart. Despite all her battlesuit’s protection, she felt her body burn.


  Even with her gills as dry as death, and the need to vomit rising from her throat, Taverasene’s mortal body still functioned well enough to note that the hull seals her team had laid over the boarding breaches were all intact. The Vengeance was now sealed. She was watertight.


  “Mission accomplished,” she reported to her commanding officer.


  Floating limply through the void, she watched through her ship’s internal cameras as the compartments and passageways infected by the blasphemer boarders were flooded with water.


  The sights were almost comical. The enemy was a mix of Jotuns, humans, and Transgoans. They were trained for the void and for the land surfaces of a variety of planets, but not for water.


  They floundered, unsure of how to operate in this new environment.


  To their credit, they swiftly recovered, but by then it was too late.


  Littorane defenders had taken advantage of the confusion to emerge through secret connecting routes with harpoons, torpedoes, and monofilament needle guns.


  Many of the ship’s defenders were unarmored, and most were not even warriors, but all were children of the seas.


  The outer frames of the Vengeance of Saesh flowed red with blasphemer blood.


  Taverasene switched her viewpoint to the void outside of the ship and saw heavily armed medical teams heading her way.


  She was pleased that her body might be restored to service, but that was nothing to the joy she felt that Admiral Indiya, the mortal vessel of the Goddess was preserved, and this last-ditch attack by the blasphemers had failed.


  — Chapter 60 —


  “Got to hand it to you, Boss, you’re doing the fleet proud.”


  Petty Officer Simon Coombes, acting Boss for Lance of Freedom’s X-Boat hangar gave a distracted reply. “Yeah, just doing my job, pilot.”


  The pilots coming in for their refuel, rearm, and a patch up were heroes, and so deserved a considered answer, but Coombes was a busy man. The logistics projections showed they would run out of attitude adjustor fuel before the next squadron came back in. They could steal from the Lance’s own reserves, but that meant authorization from the XO which would take time …


  Something about the pilot’s voice made Coombes wrench his head out of his analysis projections and slide his holoscreen focus onto the rundown of flight deck operational status.


  No wonder he’d noticed something special. It was only chodding General McEwan out there. Heard he’d earned himself a call sign. Guess that meant McEwan was all right.


  Coombes checked the status of McEwan’s Mark1 Mustang. Two coolant pump failures, and three of the twelve exhaust ports were fouled. She needed refueling and rearming – naturally – and the general’s starboard armor was no more than wishful thinking. Looked like a ten minute refit.


  “I’m sorry, Catcher,” said Coombes. “I didn’t answer you properly.”


  “No dramas, Boss,” McEwan replied. Gods, he sounded exhausted. “I know you’re busy.”


  “You misunderstand, sir. I apologized because I should have made clear that if anyone has done the Legion proud here, it is the true Hangar Boss. Master Petty Officer Hortez.” Coombes found himself coming to attention. “He’s not with us anymore, but his training and inspiration mean we know how to do our jobs well. We’re paying the Boss our tribute the only way we know how – by getting you fliers back out into space and giving hell to the enemy.”


  “That we are doing, Coombes. The best we can.”


  Coombes nodded. The general couldn’t see that, of course, but there were more vital matters to attend to on this hangar than chatting with generals, even if they had earned a call sign.


  — Chapter 61 —


  <Here they come, darling.>


  For a moment there, Springer could almost believe she was back on Fort Douaumont, the old training hulk that had orbited Tranquility.


  Except back then she hadn’t partnered with a half-mad AI, and she’d usually buddied with Arun, not with her.


  <Give the old hag her due. She thought the enemy would try to establish a position here, and she was right.>


  “I know. We’ve just got here, remember?”


  Springer could see the enemy Marines now with her own eyes. They were Transgoans: squat, three-legged creatures from a low-gravity world. Seeing them wasn’t the result of her freakish super vision that she’d discovered when she tried to kill Xin. This was because the enemy had switched off their stealth function.


  The Transgoan dongwads appeared upside down because they were actually stupid enough to follow the charged walkways marked out along the deck. Springer’s squad – a scratch team tasked with protecting the Colonel – was positioned above on the overhead.


  She held her fire as they passed underneath.


  Then Colonel Xin Lee gave the order and Springer squeezed the trigger of her SA-71.


  — Chapter 62 —


  “Shift your ass,” shouted the replacement power tech. Flint her name was. From ‘C’ Crew. “I need this compartment pressurized, ASAP.”


  “Ignore her, Stolley,” said Harxhi with soothing calmness. “Flint is tired, that’s all.”


  We all are, thought Spacer Stollajko, Stolley to his pals, as he finished setting the emergency sealant. But he kept his mouth shut. Harxhi was the damage control team’s leader. Stolley listened to him, and him alone.


  A hellblaster missile had tunneled clean through the Lance’s starboard hull, and they had lost pressure as far as Frame Four.


  Damage control shouts were coming so fast now, all they could do was prioritize, patch, and move on.


  The pressure patch registered a good seal, and Stolley released the valve on the compressed air hose that would pressurize the compartment.


  “About chodding time,” grumbled Flint.


  Stolley bunched his hands into fists.


  “Let it go,” urged Harxhi. “Remember why Flint is here.”


  Flint took a deep breath, shed her bulky gauntlets, and with bare hands began aligning the core of the replacement power cable, matching the phase setting to the burned-out section.


  The compartment’s air was still far too thin to breathe.


  Restoring power to burned-out compartments was a dangerous and lengthy task. The power tech didn’t have time, no one did. So she cut corners, just as Martin had done.


  And that was why Flint was here, and Martin’s charred corpse was still on Deck 10.


  Stolley obeyed Petty Officer Harxhi and let it go. He did more than that. He walked over to the replacement power tech, took off his own gauntlets, and asked: “what can I do to help?”


  — Chapter 63 —


  The battle raged for hours. Feints and counter-feints, boardings and bombing runs, surprise attacks and silent sacrifices – Arun couldn’t track the big picture any longer. He trusted his flight leader to give him the right orders. And soon after Flight’s Phantom crumpled into fast-moving junk when her momentum dump failed, Puja reformed the survivors of her wing into a single tactical unit. Arun transferred his trust to the woman he’d kissed a lifetime ago, and flew his Mustang like a cyborg.


  At the start of the battle, he and Barney had been a team with complementing strengths. As the killing ground on, the division of tasks between them became so fluid that they had transformed into a single, hybrid fighting automaton.


  When the human component that had been Arun McEwan was drawing deep of his final reserve of endurance, an unexpected message came out of the black. “Second Wing, return to your berths. Get some rest, you’ve earned it.”


  Arun’s mind couldn’t process this unaided, but he felt sure something important had changed. “What’s happening?” he asked Barney.


  His AI, flashed his reply up as fat text scrolling over the main flight screen display.


  The enemy is fleeing. Our reserve forces are pursuing. Obey your orders. Rest, Arun! We’ve won!


  — Chapter 64 —


  After setting down safely back in the Lance’s X-Boat hangar, Arun immediately felt a crushing weight of fatigue. Pilots were stumbling along the flight deck. Bodies were floating in zero-g (dimly a voice told him that if the carrier was experiencing zero-g then it was not accelerating. It must either have its engines destroyed or not feel any threat). There was blood on the flight deck. A lot of blood.


  Arun tried to get out of his seat but could not move. More in bemusement than panic, he examined his limbs to check whether they were still whole. If he had sacrificed his limbs to help win the battle, then that was a price he’d pay in a heartbeat.


  Barney told him they were still functional, but that was a lie because he still couldn’t move. The weight of fatigue was so paralyzing that he had to deploy his last reserves of strength just to keep on breathing.


  The other pilots were shuffling away from the hangar, often with assistance from the deck crew. They were exhausted, but they could never feel the same crushing weight as Arun. All they had done was fight at unnatural speeds for hours in a desperate gamble that had paid off for the survivors. But it had been Arun’s gamble. His decision to stay here. Every pilot who never made it back would have been alive if not for Arun’s choice to make a stand. Every bloodstain on that deck was on his hands.


  “Stop thinking too deeply,” he said out loud. “Guilt is an indulgence. I’ll be needed soon. Get some rest… They’ll… they’ll need me soon…”


  Arun allowed his drooping eyelids to rest for a moment… and was instantly asleep.


  — Chapter 65 —


  “Come with me.” The voice had an odd inflection and there was something in the tone that sounded marginally off, as if it wasn’t real. Still entangled in the muzzy state of half-sleep, Springer had difficulty believing the sound belonged anywhere other than in her dreams. She instinctively asked Saraswati for a tactical update, but there was no reply. Must be a dream then.


  “Marine Tremayne,” the voice spoke again, quiet but insistent. “You should be awake enough to hear me now. Please come with me.”


  She dragged herself towards full consciousness, part of her mind resisting, clinging stubbornly to the cozy comfort of sleep. “Go ’way.”


  Despite the defiant words her eyes flickered open, to discover a pair of saucer-like eyes staring at her. Alarmed at how close they were – surely no more than a hand’s breadth away – she jerked upright and pressed backwards against the bulkhead. At the same time, her sluggish thought processes registered and identified the tiny form that hovered beside her, dimly visible thanks to the glow from its own eyes.


  “Darius?” She hissed the word in an exaggerated whisper, not wanting to disturb the other Marines who still slept in their suits around her, their helmets hanging from one hip, and carbines from the other.


  Ready for battle…


  Adrenaline pumped through her. The 3rd Fleet was on the run but still dangerous. She had her SA-71 in her arms and was about to release the safety when her brain caught up with her instincts. If the scratch battalion she’d been assigned to was needed for action, the others would have been woken. This was just her and Darius.


  She had all but forgotten about Furn’s pet miniature robot, having hardly seen it since the Themistocles was destroyed years ago. “What the frakk do you want? Did Furn send you?”


  “Who else? Come.”


  For a moment she was tempted to just swat the irritating mechanoid away and try to get some more shut-eye, but she was awake now and Darius wasn’t likely to give up. If this went on much longer it was only going to disturb her new comrades and they certainly wouldn’t thank her for that.


  Should she follow Darius? Part of her felt that would be deserting her unit, but her orders were to be ready to move out at fifteen minutes’ notice, not to stay with the other sleeping Marines. Besides, she had shared an adventure with Furn and Umarov, and the Old Man’s death made her feel closer to the remaining survivor.


  After gunning for Colonel Skangat in the minefield, Springer wasn’t certain for how much longer she would remain a Marine.


  This had better be good. As quietly as she could, Springer snuck out of the room. Throughout the whole process the tiny robot hovered, not saying a word but somehow conveying a sense of impatience.


  “What does the dongwit think he’s playing at, waking me up while I’m resting?” she muttered once they were out in the corridor. “Doesn’t he know I’ve just fought in a battle?” For once Darius stayed silent.


  Floating in front of her like a mechanical lure, Darius led her through the Lance’s decks to the same workroom where she’d vented her frustrations to Furn yesterday morning, before the battle which was still ongoing, although the pursuit of the scattered remnants of the 3rd Fleet had been left to the Legion reserves.


  Along the way, they encountered nobody else. Whether that was due to luck or Furn’s design Springer couldn’t say, but she wouldn’t have put it past the ingenious freak.


  Furn was in a state of excitement, having abandoned his work station in favor of pacing, and he was clearly relieved when she and Darius arrived.


  “What took you so long?” he snapped.


  “Frakk you!” she said. “You drag me away from my unit and have me sneaking around the ship like some spy only to moan because I’m not here in an instant…?” Only her refusal to go through all that without learning the reason stopped her from turning around and heading straight back to her battalion.


  “Sorry, I’m sorry, it’s just that I’m not used to this sort of thing.”


  “Used to what, exactly? And it had better be something spectacular.”


  “Oh it is, I promise you. Sorry about the hour, but I had to tell you as soon as I could, and Heidi will only turn a blind eye for a limited time.”


  He was grinning like a first year cadet who had just gotten away with the most audacious prank ever. Rather than finding this reassuring her, his expression just made Springer nervous. “What have you done, Furn?”


  “Oh, you’re going to love this!” He clapped his hands excitedly. “They’re gone.”


  “What are?”


  “Xin’s embryos – I told you I could find them.”


  “Sorry, what do you mean ‘they’re gone’?”


  “Killed. Rendered unviable. I engineered a glitch in the temperature modulation of their storage unit. They’ve cooked, beyond any hope of salvage, and the best part is that it will all look like a systems failure and not anyone’s fault.” He laughed, gleefully.


  Springer stared at the freak as a fist of horror closed around her heart. “Please tell me you’re joking, that this is a wind up.”


  “Of course not. You think I’d joke about something like this?” His grin faltered as he noted her expression. “Why aren’t you happy?”


  “Happy… Happy? You chodder, Furn. What have you done?”


  “Killed the offspring of ‘that sour-faced skangat Xin’, of course.”


  She recoiled, hearing her own words repeated back at her. “But why?”


  “For you.”


  “Oh no, you’re not pinning this on me… You didn’t do this for my sake.”


  Furn looked genuinely puzzled. “Of course I did. Do you not recall? We agreed that if not for Xin’s embryos you could be happy. Well now you can be.”


  For a moment all Springer could do was stare. Those embryos – future children – murdered; Arun’s dynasty, which her visions had foretold, crippled before it had begun, and it was all her fault. If she hadn’t shot her mouth off to Furn, if she had only put a lid on her emotions until they had calmed down, none of this would have happened. No wonder she had never seen herself in any of the glimpses of Arun’s future – because she didn’t have a future. She would surely be executed for this. Her fault; hers.


  “We have to tell the general,” she said.


  “What? Are you mad? That’s the last thing we should do. Listen, no one will ever know it was us, no one will realize it was anybody. Of course it’s a tragedy, and we’ll mourn with everyone else, but then in a week, a month from now…” He shrugged. “Life goes on.”


  “I’m sorry, Furn,” she said quietly, “I can’t.” My fault, mine. “Heidi-23,” she said more firmly, “summon General McEwan.”


  “No, you can’t!” Furn shrieked. “Belay that command!”


  “Summon General McEwan!” Springer repeated.


  “I’m sorry,” she said again, turning to Furn. The look in his eyes spoke of hurt and betrayal. “We have to do this.”


  My fault, mine. Murderer.


  — Chapter 66 —


  A comm ping rang in Arun’s head.


  Had the whole galaxy conspired to drive him insane? What the frakk was going on?


  “Barney, are we under attack?”


  His AI gave Arun a sense of safety, followed by cool information. The enemy was being chased far out system, in full flight.


  The call was from CPO Coombes. Damn! Much as he wanted to yell at this Coombes, Arun couldn’t shout at someone he couldn’t place. He tried to reawaken his protesting mind. Wasn’t Coombes the Deputy Hangar Boss he’d fought beside? But that Coombes hadn’t been a chief petty officer. Without needing to be asked, Barney popped the details into Arun’s head.


  <Chief Petty Officer Alistair Coombes. Human. Male. Age: 32 years (Terran Standard). Role: Chief master-at-arms, Lance of Freedom. Son of Petty Officer Simon Coombes, Deputy Flight Controller…>


  Arun waved away Barney’s info update. He couldn’t decide which was the more sobering: the reminder that families existed and were serving alongside each other in the Legion, or the fact that the master-at-arms had contacted him? Suddenly Arun didn’t feel like shouting. He accepted the call.


  “McEwan here. This had better be good.”


  “Yes, sir. I’m sorry to wake you, but I think this is important.”


  “Someone stolen the brandy again, Chief?”


  “No, sir.” Arun felt bad. That had been a cheap shot. “Murder.”


  Arun felt hot acid running through his guts. So many had died fighting for freedom, but some slimy skangat chodder had used the mayhem to settle their petty score. “Who was it, Coombes? Tell me the veck’s name.”


  “Marine Phaedra Tremayne. Also known as–”


  “Springer!” But she wouldn’t! Arun’s brain came properly online. He wished it hadn’t. Ever since Springer had pushed him away she’d grown more sullen. She avoided and ignored him. Every time he asked friends to tell him if she was okay, they told him the opposite: that she’d darkened in her hatred of one person. She would. With Xin, she would.


  “Colonel Lee?” he asked. “Was she the victim?”


  “Negative. The colonel is alive and well. Marine Tremayne has confessed to the murder of the colonel’s children, in a conspiracy involving Leading Spacer Furnace.”


  “Meet me at my office. I’m on my way.”


  — Chapter 67 —


  The last acts of the Second Battle of Khallini were still ongoing, the Legion reserves pursuing the enemy relentlessly. People were still dying. And here Arun was, on his way to meet CPO Coombes and begin the court-martial of the most important person in his life, a process that would lead to her execution unless he woke his brains up quickly and came up with a means of keeping her safe.


  A comm-ping interrupted his brooding journey. Barney was screening his calls to only receive updates from Coombes, but this call was from someone else. And it was tagged maximum priority.


  Arun growled but accepted the transmission. “Why the frakk are you calling me now, Del-Marie? You should understand the pain I feel, better than anyone.”


  “There’s a comm request for you.”


  “A comm request?” Arun let the anger flood through his voice. “Who the hell is it that you thought it worthy to disturb me?”


  “The White Knights…”


  “White Knights? Is the transmission coming from the remnants of the 3rd Fleet? Are they surrendering?”


  “No and no. The transmission is coming from a remnant of the Old Empire force we defeated when we first took Khallini. We knew several ships fled, but this ship has been hiding in the outer system for years, watching. Reporting. Until now.”


  “Fine. Tell Kreippil to accept their surrender. He likes that kind of thing. I can’t deal with such details right now.”


  “Arun, the ship isn’t important. It’s just acting as a comm-relay. When I said the White Knights wanted to talk with you, I mean an actual White Knight. It’s calling from the White Knight Homeworld.”


  Arun came to a halt. A White Knight, in person…? Impossible. A chill sense of destiny blew through Arun.


  “It wants to negotiate an alliance,” Del continued.


  For a moment Arun could only stare, convinced he was misunderstanding, that Del was saying something completely different. “What?” he eventually managed.


  “It’s offering generous terms.”


  “Namely?” Arun said, more levelly now, deciding to run with this and hope his credulity could catch up somewhere along the way.


  “Apparently the military situation across the empire is evenly balanced. The negotiator wants us to break the New Empire blockade of the White Knight system and liberate their homeworld in the name of our rightful masters.”


  “They don’t want much, do they? And what generous terms are they offering in exchange for winning the war for them?”


  “Freedom. Legally. Permanently. Freedom.”


  Arun gave a sharp intake of breath. Freedom. He still fought for it, believed and would die for it. But where was his freedom? He had to punish the only woman he’d ever truly loved. Sure, he knew she was long lost to him but… Springer tried to murder his unborn children? No, that still didn’t make sense.


  He thought back to Pedro’s warning long ago about how ugly humans could be in protecting their offspring from rivals. At the time he hadn’t taken the Trog seriously, but as the years wore on, Arun’s doubts had grown.


  He shook his head. Springer a killer. No, it still didn’t feel credible.


  “General…”


  “I know, Del-Marie, I know. There’s a White Knight on hold.” Arun took a deep breath. He wasn’t ready for this, not so soon in the Human Legion’s emergence. Frakk it, who was he kidding? He’d never be ready, not for this.


  “Go ahead. Connect me.”


  “Patching you through now, General.”


  There was a click and then the sound of a disembodied artificial voice, a computer translated voice identical to those used by Trogs, Jotuns, Littoranes… and the Hummers. “Who is this?” asked the voice.


  “I’m General McEwan of the Human Legion. Who the frakk are you?”


  There came a long wait before the computer voice replied: “In your language I reveal my name as Xotencatl Sum-Deus. I am the legitimate ruler of the White Knight Empire.”


  “So?” he snapped back. Arun immediately knew he’d spoken too harshly. Many lives depended on his words. Billions of them. Trillions. “So what do you need of me?” he added hastily.


  “The Empire is locked in stalemate, and I am blockaded inside the imperial citadel. Fighting is ongoing through all sectors, but with your destruction of the rebel 3rd Fleet, both sides in this civil war are now evenly matched.”


  Why the hell should I care if you fight your rivals to extinction? Arun managed to keep that thought in his head.


  “You have no love for me,” said Xotencatl Sum-Deus, the, what…the Emperor? “That is understandable. However, know this. The empire’s weakness is well understood by our rivals who press hungrily at our borders. If the stalemate persists in the civil war, you may win yourself a few decades in which to bask in the illusion of freedom, but none of us are ever truly free. The Muranyi are already conquerors of a dozen systems left defenseless by this internal conflict. I can tell you their rule is steeped in the blood of conquered species. And beyond them the Amilxi who are rumored to be even more callous. Many other races prepare to pick easy winnings off the carcass of our prostrate empire.”


  “I’m listening. What do you want from me?”


  “I want you to win me this war. And quickly. My loyal spotters saw your new weapons. Mustangs did you call them? Impressive. Rid me of the rebels. Save the Empire.”


  “Why should I do that?”


  Another pause. “Because I can give you what you’ve always craved. As your legitimate master, I can offer you the ultimate reward in the form of a legally binding agreement. My Intelligence Corps has been watching you for some considerable time, Cadet Prong, Marine McEwan, Major McEwan and now General. You were right all along. Freedom can be won.”


  — Preceding Events —


  This, the fourth volume in The Annals of the Human Legion is self-contained, but readers may benefit from a reminder of the preceding events.


  In the year, 2565AD, Arun McEwan is a 17-year-old freshman cadet raised on Tranquility, a depot planet of the Human Marine Corps, the military organization set up from a portion of the million human children given to the White Knights five centuries earlier in the Vancouver Accords. In this period, human military personnel are kept ignorant, separated, and specialized, a policy enthusiastically followed by the Jotuns, at least officially. These six-limbed aliens act as the Marine Corps officers, but are slaves of the White Knights just as much as the humans.


  Conspiracies abound in Tranquility’s two depots: Detroit and Beta City. The potential of two cadets, Arun McEwan and Lee Xin, to become pivotal historical figures has been foreseen by the Night Hummers (an allied race who can see into the future). One shadowy faction of Hummers and their allies pin their hopes on these adolescent humans as a means to win freedom from the White Knights. With extreme caution, they nurture and protect the valuable humans, extending their conspiracy to include the nest of social insectoids called Trogs, who live underneath Detroit. Arun McEwan befriends a Trog conspirator whom McEwan names Pedro.


  While demoted to the lowest human status — that of the Aux — McEwan uncovers an operation to smuggle military supplies out of Detroit to arm an uprising by a race of miners and technologists: the Hardits. Chief Aux torturer is Tawfiq Woomer-Calix, but McEwan survives her cruel treatment and organizes an act of defiance by the human Aux slaves, although his comrade, Hortez, is left behind, presumed dead.


  Fearing their wider conspiracy is about to be uncovered, the Hardits launch their uprising early, to the disgust of their human and Jotun co-conspirators. The plan had been for these rebels to act together to seize the entire star system as an opening act in a wider civil war starting up across the White Knight Empire.


  The Hardit rebellion is narrowly defeated. McEwan takes part in a military operation on the moon, Antilles, where he is badly wounded, but still manages to save the life of his cadet friend, Tremayne (nicknamed Springer). Tremayne, however, loses a leg and suffers disfiguring burns. The pre-cog Night Hummers also have their agenda. They manipulate McEwan into swearing a solemn oath to protect their species and win their freedom from the White Knights, no matter what the cost.


  The Tranquility system prepares for war. Marines frozen for decades are thawed, ready to deploy. McEwan and his fellow cadets are hastily reclassified as full Marines and shipped off to the Muryani frontier.


  In the last hours before embarking for the troop ships, Beowulf and Themistocles, McEwan and Xin Lee make love in the Antilles base, afterwards revealing to each other that they are both part of the conspiracy to win freedom from the White Knights.


  Only six months into the journey, they chance across a vessel that they disable and board. The vessel’s position, its crew of vintage Marine-like humans, and the manner in which it soon explodes are all unexplained mysteries.


  The rebel faction in the Civil War seizes both ships and turns them around to return to Tranquility, where they will join the fight to seize the system.


  McEwan and Tremayne are rescued by an alliance between a spacer, Indiya, and her fellow ‘freaks’ — experimental enhanced humans — and the Reserve Captain, an ancient Jotun Navy officer and scientist who has played a role for many years in the development of experimental human forms, an unwitting member of one of the deep conspiracies.


  Aided by Xin Lee, McEwan’s faction retakes Beowulf but the plan goes badly wrong. Themistocles is destroyed. Nearly all the Marines and crew on Beowulf perish.


  The survivors are divided and despondent. It is the one surviving Jotun officer, the Reserve Captain, who uses her authority to rally the human stragglers and appoint a leader: Major Arun McEwan.


  Desperate for a purpose, the humans cheer McEwan when he announces they will return to Tranquility and retake their home, not as slaves of the White Knights, but as members of the Human Legion.


  Leading an expeditionary force of just 59 Marines, McEwan attempts to reclaim his home world from Hardit control. The campaign is hard fought, but ultimately futile. The lazy and ill-disciplined Hardits McEwan knew in his days as a cadet have hardened into the brutal New Order, led by Tawfiq Woomer-Calix, who has emerged as a ruthless tyrant.


  In the Fall of Detroit, the leader of the Legion defense, Lieutenant Edward Brandt, discovers a secret store of cryogenically frozen soldiers hidden deep underneath the city. Millions of them.


  But there is no time to revive them. The expeditionary force flees the planet leaving behind the still sleeping Marines and the corpses of half their force, including Lieutenant Brandt.


  Regrouping on the Moon, Antilles, the Legion uncovers McEwan’s friends: Hortez and Pedro, who in turn reveal 600 humans frozen not long after the creation of the Human Marine Corps.


  But as the Beowulf, the Legion’s only starship, leaves the Tranquility system for a destination suggested by the Hummers, McEwan is beginning to discover the Night Hummer conspiracy wherever he looks, even in the presence and existence of the one person he loves: Springer. When Springer says she can foretell McEwan’s future, but that she can’t see herself in that future, she rejects McEwan completely.


  Disconsolate, McEwan seeks what solace he can from other friends and lovers, not yet realizing that they too have their secret agendas.


  The year is 2569AD. This is the beginning of Human Empire…
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  Join the Legion!


  Read de-classified Infopedia entries!


  Be the first to hear mobilization news!


  Get involved with the telling of the Human Legion story!


  Read short tales from the worlds of the Human Legion.
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  The fifth book in the annals of the Human Legion. Coming January 2016…
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  If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving an online review at Amazon or elsewhere. Even if it’s only a line or two, it would help us enormously and we would be very grateful.


  Thank you.


  Tim & Ian
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