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Five years ago, the human race became independent as the Alphan Empire conceded it could no longer sustain its grip on Earth and withdrew, casting an unprepared humanity adrift on an interstellar sea of troubles.  Since then, humanity has struggled mightily to secure its position in a galaxy full of hungry predators, many of whom see Earth as nothing more than a prize to be won.

Now, one of the galaxy’s superpowers has set its sights on Earth, launching a covert campaign to weaken and isolate the human race before it moves in for the kill.  As their plan comes into the open, and the scale of the threat becomes apparent, the human race finds itself caught between a war it cannot win and shameful submission to dangerously inhuman race ...

... And if Earth loses the war, humanity’s short-lived independence will come to an end once again.
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From: A Short History of Galactic Civilisation Volume XXVI.  Alphan History University (Terran Campus).  505PI.

Precisely how isolated Earth was from galactic society, prior to the Alphan Invasion and Conquest of 1PI, has been hotly debated over the years.  The invasion and attendant devastation did a great deal of damage to humanity’s records, as might be expected, but rumours of pre-invasion non-human contact persisted for several decades.  The Alphan Viceroyalty was concerned enough about some oddly specific rumours to invest considerable effort in trying to determine what, if any, truth lay behind the stories; the investigation produced little beyond rumours of crashed alien spacecraft and bodies held in top secret facilities, none of which could be confirmed to exist (or had ever existed).  If there was pre-invasion contact, it almost certainly passed unnoticed.

Regardless, Earth’s isolation from the galactic mainstream came to an end when the Alphan Conquest Fleet decloaked in orbit and opened fire.  The human defences, such as existed at the time, were unable to do more than irritate the invasion force, which swiftly wiped out all mobile forces on the planet’s surface before landing troops to take possession of important strategic points and impose their will on the human race.  Human resistance was formidable, in places, but with possession of the high orbitals firmly in enemy hands the outcome was inevitable.  Most human nations surrendered within two weeks of the invasion and die-hard resisters found it impossible to prevent the invaders from going wherever they wanted, whenever they pleased.  The Alphans had good reason to believe that humanity would become just another subject race, one to exploit for everything from raw materials to military manpower.

At first, it seemed they were right.  Humans rapidly entered service at all levels of industry.  Many humans had no qualms about taking on the dirtiest and riskiest of jobs, from mining asteroids in interstellar wastelands to skimming gas giant atmospheres for rare gases and minerals.  Others joined the Alphan military and served in various units, fighting to maintain and even expand the alien empire.  It seemed likely, as humans inched their way further and further into the interstellar civilisation, that they would eventually carve out a place for themselves in society.  Indeed, to some extent they did.  Humanity was encouraged to settle and develop seven star systems within a handful of light years of Earth, while Earth’s steadily-growing orbital industry and merchant fleet - primitive compared to their masters, but larger with every passing year - took humans right across explored space and far beyond.  The Alphans believed it would go on forever.

It did not.  

First, as humanity became more and more important to the empire’s economy, they started to demand a say in how the empire was governed.  The Alphans were unsure how to handle the matter and, eventually, ended up angering both sides.  The growth of a representative human government, with very limited powers, bolstered the demand for more rights within the empire, even as it ensured it would be harder to convince the empire to grant anything of the sort.  

Second, the Alphan Empire fought two wars in quick succession with the Lupines, an alien race technologically inferior to the Alphans but possessed of vast numbers and determination that more than evened the odds.  It was conceded, in the wake of the Second Lupine War, that only human involvement had saved the Alphans from an expensive and potentially catastrophic defeat.  And it was felt, on Earth, that humanity deserved - now - to be considered true partners in empire, equal to the Alphans themselves.

The Alphans hesitated.  It was impossible for them to concede equality to a race that hadn’t so much as settled its own moon, let alone started to explore multispace, before encountering alien life.  They had a tendency to regard humanity as not only primitive, but foolish.  Unlike many other races trapped in gravity wells, the human race could have climbed out before the invasion took place.  And yet, they were uneasily aware of how greatly they depended upon human labour.  The Alphan Empire had invited millions of humans to emigrate.  If those humans turned into a threat, the results would be disastrous.  

After much debate, they chose to cut their losses.  Earth and its neighbouring worlds were granted independence.  The Earth Defence Force - composed of humans who had once fought beside their Alphan masters - was released into Earth’s control.  The Alphans waited long enough to ensure a reasonably stable passing of the torch, then pulled out of the Human Sector completely.  Humanity was on its own.

It did not take long for predators to come calling.  The Vulteks, a primitive race that had been uplifted by the Pashtali, challenged the human navy and, after convincing themselves the human race was a paper tiger, launched an invasion.  The enemy thrust their way to a crossroad star system, where their fleet was trapped and destroyed in a desperate battle.  Unwilling to give the Pashtali any time to support their clients, the EDF took the offensive and fought its way to the Vultek homeworld.  The Pashtali arrived barely in time to save the Vulteks from a brutal defeat, ensuring that humanity’s victory would be incomplete.  It was, however, more than enough to ensure Earth would take its place amongst the galaxy’s major players.  As peace descended, the human race looked to the future ...

... And, as five years passed, came to realise the peace was unlikely to last. 
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From: Captain Thomas Anderson, CO James Bond

To: First Admiral Adam Glass, Commander Solar Navy (Earth Defence Force)

Subject: Galactic Geopolitics

Admiral,

As per your request, I have submitted my formal report to the EIS prior to writing this message.  I must warn you that a considerable amount consists of nothing more than speculation, of whispers and rumours that may have no more substance than the claim the Elder Gods are about to return and judge us all for our sins.  My tour of the neighbouring star systems has been informative, as the report says, but I cannot substantiate much.  I have had to leave certain details out of the official report because they cannot be confirmed.

We had hoped, despite everything, that the Alphans would rally their people to the cause and stabilise their empire.  They haven’t.  Since granting Earth independence, the Alphans have done the same to three more races, two of which are primitive and unlikely to offer any real challenge to their masters if they decided they wanted to rebel.  From what I’ve heard, the Alphan Empire is in full retreat.  A number of important crossroads, economically as well as militarily, have simply been abandoned.  It is only a matter of time before one of the other Galactics moves in and takes them.  I doubt we could secure them ourselves, even if we had the deployable forces, if a more powerful race wanted them.

It is impossible, as of writing, to get a solid idea on how much military hardware remains in Alphan possession, but I’ve heard rumours that suggest warcruiser losses in the war were far higher than we supposed.  I have been unable to confirm these rumours - and some of them are nothing more than whispers and wishful thinking - yet it is clear the Alphans no longer have the will to patrol the space outside their core worlds.  They have stepped down everything from crossroad custom stations to deep space outposts and, if some of the wilder rumours are to be believed, even evacuating their personnel from multispecies worlds.  It is clear they’re withdrawing as much as possible to their core worlds.

This raises a worrying issue, sir.  Who is going to be the next galactic hyperpower?

It is not an easy question to answer.  The Alphans were the power, as far as they and everyone else were concerned.  They possessed enough firepower to make life difficult for the remaining Galactics, even if they had to fight them all at once.  It was they who enforced Galactic Law, such as it is.  As of writing, going by official reports, there is no power capable of taking their place.  Unofficial reports suggest the major powers are rapidly building up their forces.  The Alphans have created a power vacuum and their rivals are moving to take advantage of it.

I think, off the record, that the Pashtali will be the major threat.  They took no part in either the Lupine Wars or the Vultek War, save at the very end.  They have long wanted to replace the Alphans as the predominant power in explored space, seeing the Alphans as a bunch of lucky bandits, if I may make so bold, rather than the destined masters of the known universe.  Quite aside from that, they also regard us as threats; they have good reason to fear what we, and our neighbours, will do if given time.  I’m surprised they haven’t put pressure on us already.  Given the Alphan retreat, that may be about to change.

Political suggestions are a little outside my bailiwick, but I do have some observations...
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Chapter One


ESS Magellan, Deep Space
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There were people, Captain Ashleigh Harlem had discovered on the first day she’d reported for survey training, who couldn’t endure multispace.  They looked through portholes at the eerie shimmering lights of multispace and recoiled, or threw up, or started screaming.  Indeed, the Alphans based their claim to superiority on the simple fact that they found multispace almost homey, to the point they knew far more than any other race about manipulating the fabric of multispace and the threadlines running through it.  It was the Alphans, alone amongst the Galactics, who could drop out of multispace wherever they liked.  It had given them a priceless tactical advantage.

She sat in her command chair and studied the displays as Magellan picked her way through the endless energy surges and gravitational eddies.  They weren’t that far from the shipping lanes, but they might as well have been on the other side of the galaxy.  Her sensors weren’t picking up any other ships, not even patrolling cruisers and destroyers prowling the edge of the core worlds.  Alphan space, she reminded herself.  The days when the core worlds had been her core worlds were long gone.  It was strange, almost eerie, that they’d seen so few ships during the deployment.  There’d been a time when the threadlines were practically crowded with starships, from freighters carrying raw materials back to the core to warships patrolling the edge of explored space.  Now ...

Interstellar trade will recover, she told herself.  And when it does, we will need accurate charts once again.

It wasn’t easy, but she forced herself to relax.  She’d been in the interstellar survey service from the day she’d graduated, hoping - against all logic and reason - that she’d be granted a chance to take a ship beyond the furthest reaches of explored space.  Updating charts and keeping a wary eye on energy storms in multispace was important - she wouldn’t have been in the survey service if she hadn’t understood just how important - but it wasn’t a chance to plunge into the unknown.  She’d grown up on tales of brave explorers - Alphans - who had steered their ships along previously unexplored threadlines, locating and logging star systems that could be claimed and exploited by their empire.  She’d heard stories of strange sights and encounters within multispace, including incomprehensible artefacts from long-gone races and godlike entities guarding the gates to heaven or hell.  Most of the stories were absurd, the sort of tall tales spacers told when they wanted to make their profession sound glamorous; she’d discovered, over the years, there was more truth in them than any groundpounder believed.  Who knew what might be lurking beyond the next threadline or on the far side of an unexplored crossroads?  She wanted to be the first to see the unknown ...

Her lips curved into a grim smile.  Soon.  The human race was free again, free to explore without the guiding hand of their former masters.  She’d been told, in confidence, that as the Solar government asserted itself, humanity would start sending survey ships into the unknown, in hopes of finding inhabitable colony worlds or making first contact with new alien powers.  She had every intention of being one of, if not the, commander on a deep space exploration mission.  She’d spent her entire life preparing for the plunge into the unknown.  She was ready.

She put the thought out of her mind as she studied the console.  The multispace topography - one of her instructors had once compared it to crawling across the ocean bed - seemed unchanged.  The random energy fluctuations of multispace barely registered on the sensors.  She was almost disappointed - and yet, something nagged at her.  The economic slowdown had affected everyone, with fewer and fewer ships setting out on speculative trading missions, but there should have been more ships in the threadline.  She frowned as she studied the edges of the clear route, her ship slowing along the edge of the threadline as her sensors probed the energy storms beyond.  Multispace was merciless - any solid matter within the threadline fell down to the crossroads and into realspace - but surely there should have been more.  

It was worrying.

Her fingers danced across the console, bringing up the long-range sensor readings and comparing them to the records on file.  It had been too long since the last survey mission.  The Alphans - who’d once conducted the missions as a matter of routine - seemed to have lost interest in carrying them out, although they’d reacted badly when some of the other Galactics had offered to do it for them.  Or so Ashleigh had been told.  It couldn’t be easy to have an up-and-coming younger race offering to do something for you, even if one was grimly aware of one’s advancing age.  Ashleigh’s grandmother had never liked her children and grandchildren treating her as an invalid, right up to the end of her life.  The Alphans must feel the same way.  They’d been masters of the known universe for so long that they had to find it hard to adjust to a universe that no longer automatically deferred to them.

And I wouldn’t be pleased if Ensign Simmons claimed he knew better than me, she reflected, with a hint of amusement.  Even if he did, it wouldn’t make me happy.

She kept her eyes on the display as the starship sped on.  It was a routine mission.  She did not, technically, have to be on the bridge.  There was no reason to think they’d come under attack - they were deep within explored space - or encounter something her XO couldn’t handle.  She knew she could go back to her cabin and do her paperwork - that was one thing that hadn’t changed, in the years following Independence - or even write proposals for deep space exploration.  Who knew?  The First Speaker and his government needed a success, now that the lustre of independence had been replaced by the urgent need to carve a place for humanity in a hostile universe.  Perhaps they’d support a deep-space exploratory mission ...

A low shudder ran through the ship.  Ashleigh looked up, sharply, as red lights flared on the display.  Multispace was rarely quiet - energy surges and twisted gravity waves were far from uncommon, seemingly flickering and flaring out of nowhere and vanishing as quickly as they’d come - but they were still some distance from the edge of the threadline.  They were certainly closer to it than a freighter would dare, yet ... her eyes narrowed as another wave of gravitational force crashed into the hull.  It shouldn’t have been there at all.

“Lieutenant Ellis,” she said, calmly.  It was unexpected, but hardly anything her crew couldn’t handle.  They’d trained on the assumption they’d be flying into unexplored and uncharted territory.  “Report.”

Lieutenant Ellis didn’t look up from his console.  “We just crossed a gravity wave, Captain,” he said, in a tone that suggested he didn’t believe his own words.  “The wave is actually twisted, to the point we hit it twice ...”

Ashleigh leaned forward as the display updated rapidly.  Multispace was weird.  For every threadline that cut years off one’s journey, there was one that added centuries.  It was quite possible to follow a threadline that linked two neighbouring stars together, only to discover the journey would have been quicker if the ships had remained in normal space.  She’d heard stories of spacers who’d spent a week in multispace, only to discover - when they reached their destination - that decades had passed.  It was rare, but it happened.  She’d even heard rumours of threadlines that led into the past.

Although those rumours are probably untrue, she reflected.  It would break causality into rubble.

She keyed her console, sounding the alert.  The mission was no longer routine.  The gravity wave - the folded gravity wave - should not have been there.  The threadline had been located and charted thousands of years ago, back when her distant ancestors were only starting to grasp the concept of fire.  And that meant ... she frowned as the rest of her crew scrambled to their stations, readying themselves for anything.  If the last survey mission had missed a gravity fold, what else had they missed?  She had the sickening feeling she was about to find out.

“Deploy two recon drones,” she ordered.  “One to the edge of the threadline, one beyond.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Ensign Hinkson looked up.  “Captain, I just compared our sensor logs to the files from the shipping consortiums,” he said.  “There’s no mention of a shift in the gravitational topography, and none of the freighters reported encountering the wave.”

“Noted.”  Ashleigh hid her amusement with an effort.  If any of the freighters had reported the wave, it would have been reflected in her orders.  But the ensign was right to check, even if the last set of updates were dangerously outdated.  The big consortiums were scrupulous about reporting any navigational issues to the interstellar governments, but not all of them regarded humanity as an interstellar power.  “Draw up the last records and compare them to our current sensor readings.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Ashleigh smiled, then frowned as the drones started to report back.  The edge of the threadline was shifting ... no, closing.  It was still huge - she could fly much of the Solar Navy through the threadline and have room for a few hundred alien ships - and the movement was so slight it was barely noticeable, but it was there.  She keyed her console, checking the threadline’s internal topography.  It looked as if the walls were closing in.  There was no danger - not yet, perhaps not ever - but she couldn’t help feeling a twinge of claustrophobia.  She’d taken her ship down threadlines that had been alarmingly thin, to the point only one ship could pass at a time, and yet ... this threadline was meant to be stable.  Why was it shifting?

“Captain, Drone One is passing beyond the edge now,” Lieutenant Ellis reported.  “The signal link is becoming increasingly distorted.”

“Stay with it, as best as you can,” Ashleigh ordered.  Multispace played merry hell with communications, too.  It wasn’t uncommon for ships to pick up transmissions that had been sent hundreds of years ago, while completely missing signals from a ship that was right next to them.  “And ...”

Another shudder ran through the ship.  “Report!”

“The gravity wave twisted again,” Lieutenant Ellis said.  “I think ...”

He broke off.  “Captain, we just lost the drone.”

Ashleigh frowned at his back.  “Was the drone destroyed?  Or did we just lose contact?”

“Uncertain,” Lieutenant Ellis admitted.  “There was no terminal signal, but the drone might have been destroyed too quickly to send one.”

Ashleigh forced herself to think.  The drones weren’t designed for rough conditions.  A lone gravity fluctuation might have destroyed the drone or simply tossed it light-years beyond human understanding.  Her ship was designed to handle conditions that would tear a drone to pieces without even noticing ... and yet, she was reluctant to cross the edge and press into the tangled reaches beyond.  She needed to know what was on the far side and yet ... there were limits to how much she dared risk.

And if I don’t find out now, she thought, they’ll just have to send another ship back to do the job we should have done.

“Communications, burst transmission to the nearest relay posts,” she ordered.  The Galactics should relay the messages back to Earth if interstellar law and treaties still meant anything.  Everyone had an interest in maintaining navigational charts, even races and powers that were historically enemies.  “Helm, prepare to take us across the edge.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Ashleigh braced herself as the starship altered course.  The Magellan was designed for probing the unexplored and uncharted sections of multispace and yet ... it was hard not to feel as though she was making a mistake.  But what choice did she have?  If the threadline was shifting, or closing, they needed to know why.  They needed to know if the other threadlines in the sector were threatened.  They needed to know ... her lips thinned as the edge came closer, Magellan girding her loins for a plunge into the unknown.  If they knew ... what could they do about it?  The Alphans were the most advanced race in the known universe and even they couldn’t manipulate multispace.  There was nothing they could do, if the threadline closed, beyond rerouting traffic and hoping for the best.

“Captain, we will cross the edge in ten seconds,” Lieutenant Adams said.  “Nine ... eight ...”

Magellan shuddered, again and again.  That wasn’t normal, certainly not in a well-charted threadline.  Ashleigh made a mental note to file a complaint about whoever had conducted the last survey as the shuddering grew worse, the ship’s drive fields struggling to compensate.  No wonder the first drone had probably been destroyed.  It was a minor miracle the second was still alive and broadcasting.  But then, it hadn’t tried to go beyond the edge.

She gritted her teeth as a low crash echoed through the hull.  It was her imagination, at least in part, and yet ... she promised herself that, if she ever got back home, she’d never make fun of anyone who dreaded multispace again.  They’d just crashed into the unknown and ... she snapped orders, directing the crew to reboot the sensors as the display fuzzed and blanked.  She hadn’t seen anything like it since the war, since the enemy had tried to defeat a human flotilla by blanketing it with distortion and jamming pulses.  It hadn’t worked as well as the Lupines had hoped - Alphan sensors were still a cut above everyone else’s - but it had given them a chance to get into firing range.  She couldn’t help tensing.  If that happened again ... 

The display updated.  Ashleigh sucked in her breath as she saw the multispace beyond the walls.  It was a storm, a raging typhoon of energy sweeping towards her with all the inevitability of an asteroid falling into a gravity well.  She felt silence fall like a physical blow, her crew staring in horror.  They knew how dangerous space could be and yet ... they’d never seen anything so powerful and dangerous outside training simulations.  The storm was so vast that ... she swallowed hard, remembering stories from deep space explorers who had gone beyond the rim.  She’d thought they’d been pulling her leg, as if she was a credulous primitive who’d thought her world was flat before a more advanced race arrived to show them they were wrong.  She knew, now, they’d been telling the truth.

“Reverse course,” she snapped.  The sensors struggled to cope with the torrent of energy pouring towards them, but ... she cursed under her breath.  They couldn’t enter such a storm and live.  “Get us back into the threadline!”

“Aye, Captain.”

Ashleigh cursed under her breath as the shaking intensified, the drives keening loudly as they struggled to get them back to safely.  The gravity topography was growing steeper, as if they’d tried to fly through a planet’s atmosphere only to discover, too late, that they’d gone too far into the gravity well and doomed themselves.  She’d made a serious mistake.  She knew she’d had no choice, but ... the ship shook one final time, then fell quiet.  They’d made it back to the threadline.  Barely.

Her nostrils twitched.  Someone had wet themselves.  She pretended not to notice.  They’d trained extensively for everything from transient threadlines to hostile aliens, but there were limits as to how far they could go in training simulators.  They were never real.  How could they be?

“Captain.”  Lieutenant Ellis sounded shaken.  “If my readings are correct, the entire sector is caught in the storm.”

Ashleigh stared at the sensor logs, shaking her head.  The storm was immense, beyond her ability to comprehend.  No wonder the threadlines were shrinking.  The more she looked at the records, the more she thought it was just a matter of time before the threadlines snapped.  Perhaps they’d reform, eventually ... no, newer ones would take their place.  She keyed the console, bringing up the starchart.  It would take months, if not years, for the storm to disperse, then decades for the new threadlines to be charted and cleared for use.  Until then ... starships would have to take the long way around if they didn’t want to risk the storm.  They’d have no choice.  Magellan was designed for harsh environments, to go boldly into regions of multispace that would daunt a warcruiser, but even Magellan couldn’t fly through a storm.  There were better ways to commit suicide.  

Lieutenant Ellis was still talking, babbling speculations on what might have caused the storm.  The sensor records would fuel genuinely original science - the human race, like everyone else, wanted to know how to travel multispace without the crossroads - and yet, right now, it didn’t matter.  Ashleigh understood his enthusiasm, and she appreciated the story was going to have everyone buying her crew drinks, but she understood what it meant.  If they had to take an extra few weeks, if not months, to reach Alphan Prime ... what would it do to interstellar trade?  

Hell, she reflected.  If the storm gets worse, we may not even be able to punch a message through to the other side.

She leaned back in her chair.  “Helm, set course for Ballade,” she ordered.  She’d sent a message earlier, but it was hard to be sure it had reached its destination.  They had to go in person.  “Best possible speed.”

“Aye, Captain.”
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Chapter Two


PDC Lincoln, Earth
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It was a cold, clear day.

First Speaker Abraham Douglas, President of Earth and the Solar Government, stood behind a one-way forcefield on the stadium’s podium and tried not to stare too openly at the mountain of death and destruction on the site of the former Washington, DC.  He’d seen the plans, of course, and he’d told himself he understood the sheer immensity of the Planetary Defence Centre, but he hadn’t grasped, not emotionally, just how big it actually was.  It was a brooding man-made mountain, bristling with weapons capable of engaging starships in high orbit or intercepting projectiles plunging to the planetary surface.  It was difficult to realise it was tiny, compared to the planet itself, or that it could only engage targets within sensor range.  He’d read all the briefing notes, all the proposals put together and carefully evaluated before they broke the ground, and yet ...

He lowered his gaze, composing himself.  The crowd had been growing since daybreak, since the gates were opened to allow them to enter the stadium.  Humans and aliens, civilians and military personnel and - he was sure - a handful of diplomatic officials who were de facto spies.  It went against the grain to allow them anywhere near the PDC, although there was nothing remotely classified within eyesight.  The Galactics had built PDCs that predated the pyramids.  They could probably make a very good guess at the PDC’s capabilities just by looking at it.

Which is something of the point, he reminded himself.  We want them to understand we will not be an easy target, if they decide to come knocking.

He kept his face under tight control.  He’d spent most of his life working for greater autonomy within the empire, perhaps even a degree of partnership with humanity’s alien masters, and it seemed a sick joke - sometimes - that they’d just let humanity go.  Abraham could see the logic, understand their thinking ... and yet, there were times he wished the Alphans had pushed for a more gradual transition to independence.  Independence had been followed, with terrifying speed, by the Vultek War, a grim reminder that humanity - naked and alone - was now exposed to the more predatory races along the edge of civilised space.  It had been five years and yet the scars still lingered.  He knew, even if the gathering crowd didn’t, how close humanity had come to losing its independence within months of gaining it.  It was just a matter of time, he’d been cautioned, before someone more dangerous came calling.  There were races out there that intended to supplant the Alphans and didn’t feel inclined to take no for an answer.

The crowd kept growing, hundreds of thousands of humans and aliens readying themselves for him.  Abraham’s eyes swept the crowd, noting the reporters live-streaming the event to an audience numbered in the billions.  His aides had assured him that nearly half of the human race would be watching, something that bothered him.  If there was a screw-up in front of the reporters ... he shook his head, mentally reviewing his speech.  Nothing would go wrong.  They’d done everything in their power to check and recheck everything before he’d allowed his staff to plan the ceremony.  Hell, for all he’d been given a button to press, the real work had been done weeks ago.  He honestly wasn’t sure if the button did anything.  

Rachael Grant, his aide, caught his eye.  “Mr. Speaker, the ceremony will begin in ten minutes.”

Abraham nodded, curtly, and glanced down to check his appearance one final time.  The formal robes the Alphans had mandated had been replaced, thanks to a committee he’d handpicked to ensure the stodgier members of his political alliance had a chance to feel they were doing something important while - in reality - being sidelined.  They’d looked to the past and decided human politicians should wear simple suits and ties, outfits so uncomfortable that Abraham was tempted to insist that they bring back the robes.  It had taken some expert tailoring to turn the suit into something he could wear, for more than an hour or two, and he still wasn’t quite used to the tie.  He wondered, idly, if someone on the committee had realised they’d been sidelined after all.  Perhaps it was just a petty form of revenge.

Or perhaps they studied the records without thinking about what they meant, he reflected, wryly.  It isn’t as if anyone alive lived in a world without aliens.

His lips quirked, although it wasn’t funny.  The last five years had been dominated by people who wanted to look to the past, to resurrect some of the cultural traditions that had been suppressed or simply allowed to fall into disuse, or people who wanted to look to the future and let the past remain firmly buried.  Abraham wasn’t sure what to make of it.  Some old traditions had been worthwhile - pre-invasion music, art, literature - but others should have been abandoned long ago.  Nationalism, gender roles, even religion ... they threatened to get out of hand, if they were allowed to spread too far.  Abraham had wondered, once, how the pre-invasion governments had coped.  He’d discovered, when he’d asked, that they often hadn’t.

We took our cues from the Alphans for so long we’ve lost much of our original culture, he mused, sourly.  And we don’t know how to resurrect it.

“It’s time,” Rachael said.  She stepped back, into the shadows.  “Break a leg.”

Abraham composed himself as the forcefield snapped out of existence.  The crowd saw him and roared its approval.  Abraham waited, clasping his hands behind his back as his eyes wandered over the crowd.  It was a very mixed group, as he’d thought; he grimaced inwardly as he saw a scuffle between protestors from two different political factions.  The police moved in to separate them, rushing the protestors out of the stadium before they started something they couldn’t finish.  Abraham kept his face under tight control, all too aware the crowd’s approval could easily turn to hate.  The days in which he’d been able to blame everything on the Alphans were long gone.  Humanity was independent, as independent as a race could be in a universe bursting with powerful and often hostile races.  The buck stopped with him.

He raised his hands.  The racket dimmed, suppressed by the stadium’s quietening fields.  Abraham felt a twinge of fear.  His words would be carried right across the stadium and beyond, to listening ears hundreds of light years from Earth.  How many of them would draw the right lessons, he wondered; how many of them would be singularly unimpressed?  His eyes sought out the alien ambassadors, kept well clear of the rowdy crowd.  He wished, not for the first time, that he’d been able to insist they stay well clear of the ceremony.  A single incident would be enough to start a war.

“Five years ago, we gained our independence,” he started.  The crowd roared so loudly it could be heard even through the quietening fields.  Abraham waited, then continued.  “Since then, we have lived in a universe where we have no protectors, no defenders, but ourselves.  And we have learnt, the hard way, that there are races out there who will not hesitate to take advantage of any hint of weakness.”

The crowd roared, once again.  Abraham grimaced.  The Alphans had done their best to establish a system of interstellar law and good conduct, but the blunt truth - as his military advisors had pointed out time and time again - was that the system was only as good as its enforcement, and enforcement had been sadly lacking even before humanity had been granted its independence.  It was hard to be sure - the interstellar communications network hadn’t been known as the net of a trillion lies for nothing - but there were very definite hints of independent worlds being invaded, or simply scorched clean of life.  The laws were no longer being enforced.  And even if they were ...

Abraham felt his expression darken.  It was a dog-eat-dog universe.  The Galactics had no obligation to respect the younger and more primitive races, let alone leave them to develop in peace.  Really, humanity had been lucky.  The Alphans had established themselves as the planet’s masters very quickly, and crushed anyone who dared resist, but they hadn’t enslaved the human race or strip-mined the planet for rare materials.  There were races that had been a good deal less fortunate.  Abraham knew there were roamers who’d been kicked off their homeworlds and ordered to get lost, left to wander the galaxy without hope of finding safety and salvation.  There were entire races that were nothing more than slaves.  And now the Alphans were gone, some of the Galactics were looking at humanity with hungry eyes.

He spoke, quietly but firmly.  “If you want peace - and we do - we must prepare for war.  We must make it clear, to friends and enemies alike, that we will do whatever we must to ensure the human race remains in control of its destiny.  We will spend millions for defence, but not one credit for tribute.  Lincoln is more than just a new planetary defence centre.  It is a sign of our willingness to work to defend ourselves.”

The crowd roared, once again.  Abraham nodded to himself.  The audience didn’t know he’d cribbed his words from a far older source and wouldn’t have cared if they had.  Millions for defence, not one credit for tribute had been an excellent slogan for his re-election campaign and he’d used it ruthlessly.  It helped, he supposed, that the realists in government - even the ones on the other side - were all too aware that a disunited humanity was a weak and vulnerable humanity, a target for anyone with bad intentions.  They might challenge him on domestic issues - and they had - but foreign affairs were bipartisan.  There was no choice.

“We all want peace,” he continued.  “And to have peace, we must be strong.  We must be ready and able to defend ourselves.  We - not anyone else - must control the space around our worlds.  We must be able to defend ourselves and project power, to keep the border secure and ensure our interests are respected beyond it.  If we fail to show that we can and will fight, we will lose.”

Abraham took a breath.  “It is easy to say we should put our trust in galactic institutions.  It is easy to rely on the old order, to pretend it can handle any problems we might face.  But we cannot - we dare not - put our fate in others’ hands.  Galactic order is shifting, changing.  It may even break down completely.  And we must be ready.”

He stepped forward and placed his hand on the button.  “Today, we take another step towards security,” he said.  “And we look forward to the day when we are finally safe from galactic predators.”

The button clicked.  The PDC lit up, forcefields shimmering to life.  It was difficult, if not impossible, to mount a forcefield generator on a starship - even the Alphans hadn’t managed to overcome the technical problems - but a PDC could protect itself from orbital bombardment while engaging enemy ships with ground-based weapons.  Abraham wondered, idly, how the Alphan Invasion would have gone if Earth had a network of PDCs in place to greet the invading starships.  It would have been very different, he was sure.  The Alphans would have treated humanity with a little more respect if humanity had controlled its own high orbitals.

His stomach clenched.  Humanity really had been lucky.  He didn’t understand how and why his ancestors had turned their backs on the universe.  There were races out there that had gotten to their moons within a decade of figuring out how to launch rockets, even reached the stars by the end of the first century.  The Alphans hadn’t known what to make of it.  They had never been sure if humanity could be counted as a spacefaring race, and therefore deserving of some respect, or merely considered nothing more than yet another primitive race grubbing in the mud, ready to be enlightened - and exploited - by a far more advanced race.  Abraham knew, all too well, just how bad things could have been.  Even now, the major races regarded humanity with a mixture of disdain and greed.  They didn’t see the human race as players in their own right.  

He looked at the crowd and wondered, numbly, how many of them truly understood how fragile humanity’s position was.  They probably didn’t.  They looked at the Vultek War, at the victory that had been snatched from humanity at the last moment, and thought the human race could do anything.  Abraham knew better.  The Vulteks had been blinded by their preconceptions and, his intelligence staff suspected, encouraged to act quickly by their patrons.  A more powerful race, with a better grasp of its own technology and space to trade for time, would be a more serious threat.  Abraham was all too aware that Earth didn’t even begin to have the mobile firepower to patrol the inner worlds, let alone the space ceded to humanity in the wake of the war.  It was turning into a lawless nightmare that was sure to draw in the other powers.

And once they’re in, he reflected as he stepped off the podium, it will be very hard to get them out again.

***
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Ambassador Yasuke, former Viceroy of Earth, would never admit it openly, but he’d always been very fond of humanity.  Perhaps too fond.  He was aware, from his contacts back home, that there were people who wondered if he’d gone native, in the four decades he’d spent on Earth.  The thought was absurd - he was loyal to his people, the Alphans - but he had to admit, at least to himself, that he cared more for humanity than he should.  It wasn’t easy to serve as the de facto ruler of the planet if one cared, if one saw one’s subjects as ... not equals, never equals, but people in their own right.  Yasuke’s predecessors had ordered everything from quiet purges to open suppression, pruning the human race coldly and dispassionately for its own good.  He wasn’t sure he could have done their deeds himself.  It was easier to order mass slaughter when you were dealing with numbers, unaware there were real people behind the figures.  It was so much easier to tell yourself it was all for their own good ...

And the good of the empire, of course, Yasuke reminded himself, dryly.  We did very well for ourselves by doing good.

He watched, dispassionately, as the First Speaker gave way to a handful of other speakers, all of whom seemed to be repeating the same speech over and over.  Humanity was free.  Humanity would remain free.  Humanity would sooner beggar itself than submit to alien domination once again.  Yasuke didn’t blame the humans for wanting to make it clear they would fight - the Lupine Wars might have been avoided if the Alphans had made it clear they had the will to fight and keep fighting, even after the first battles had gone so badly - but he couldn’t help fearing that the humans were courting disaster.  There were several races vying for galactic supremacy.  None of them wanted another competitor.  And if they wanted, they could crush the humans in a short, sharp campaign.

The humans are tough, he thought.  It had been humans who’d saved the Alphans from defeat, back in the war.  They’d fought like demons, dying in droves to give the Alphans a chance to collect themselves and counterattack.  They’ll make whoever attacks them pay for their crimes.

He kept his thoughts to himself as the ceremony came to an end with a flyover.  The human pilots were daredevils - their starfighters might be primitive, but their pilots knew how to push them right to the limits - and yet, it seemed to him as though they were risking their lives on one throw of the dice.  It was something that attracted and repelled him in equal measure, a zest for life that his own race had lost centuries ago.  They’d built an empire and then ... and then what?  They’d won the war, yet - in a sense - they’d lost.  There was no enthusiasm for rebuilding the fleet, let alone reclaiming their rightful place as the masters of the universe.

It isn’t our rightful place, Yasuke thought, morbidly.  He couldn’t allow himself any illusions.  His ancestors had built an empire by conquering every world within reach and pressing a dozen intelligent - if primitive - races into servitude.  The universe had never mandated they were its masters.  And there’s no guarantee we’ll be able to keep it.

He summoned his flyer as the police escorted him and the others out of the stadium.  He’d go back to the embassy and report on the new PDC, then ... then what?  He was out of favour back home.  That wouldn’t change, not in a hurry.  Too many of his peers saw him as a traitor, someone who’d insisted they grant humanity’s independence, rather than fighting a brutal war that would have destroyed all hope of a better future even if they won.  He’d hoped Earth would remain close to its former masters, but ...

We’re giving up too much, he thought.  There was no way to avoid the simple fact the galaxy believed his people no longer had the ability, let alone the will, to dominate their explored universe.  They might even be right.  There was no enthusiasm for enforcing galactic law any longer.  And who is going to take our place?
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Chapter Three


Solar City, Earth
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“It could have gone worse,” First Speaker Abraham Douglas said, as he stepped into his private office.  “Let’s hope they were actually watching.”

“They were watching,” Rachael said, calmly.  “The only question is how seriously they’ll take it.”

Abraham nodded and took his chair, looking down at the desk.  It was astonishing just how much paperwork demanded his attention, even though most of it - he was fairly sure – could’ve been handled by his subordinates.  There was a very real risk of being overwhelmed by the sheer magnitude of running an interstellar power, of finding himself trapped in micromanagement instead of setting policy and letting his subordinates turn it into reality.  It had been five years and yet he still hadn’t gotten used to it.  He rather suspected the day he thought he was used to it was the day he should retire.  The government couldn’t afford to be dominated by one party indefinitely.  That would be asking for trouble.

Rachael passed him a cup of coffee, then stood in front of the desk.  “Preliminary data suggests half the planetary population watched the ceremony, either live or on repeat.  Much commentary on the datanet is positive, save for people who see the PDC as needlessly provocative and people who think we should have invested in starships instead.  There’s no hint of political opposition, not yet ...”

“It’ll come,” Abraham predicted.  “And we’ll have to think of a way to handle it without causing more trouble.”

He shook his head.  He hadn’t realised - no one had - how deeply Earth was integrated into the Alphan Empire until the Alphans had pulled out, leaving humanity with an embarrassment of riches in some areas and desperate deprivation in others.  The government had tried to spend its way out of the crisis only to discover it didn’t have the cash on hand to do more than slow the crash, and promises of loans from galactic banks came with nasty strings attached.  They’d been lucky, the cynical part of his mind noted, that the Vulteks had attacked so quickly.  The aliens had become ready-made scapegoats for an economic recession that, in hindsight, had been inevitable.  Even now, five years later, humanity was still trying to recover from the economic slump.  It would be a long time before the human race could face the galactic superpowers as equals.

And building up a war fleet really would be seen as provocative, he thought.  The peaceniks might moan and whine about the PDCs - it still surprised him they’d managed to get anyone into government - but the PDCs were immobile.  They couldn’t threaten anyone who stayed well clear of the high orbitals.  A fleet, on the other hand, might tip the balance of power.  It was all too likely to attract unfriendly attention from hostile powers.  Not that we wouldn’t, if we could.

Rachael cleared her throat.  “Do you want the full report?”

“No, thank you,” Abraham said.  He’d have to read it, sooner or later, just to determine what had worked and what hadn’t, but ... he shook his head.  “How did the ambassadors react?”

“We’re unsure,” Rachael said.  “A couple seemed very interested, but otherwise ... we don’t know.  So far, they haven’t transmitted any reports home ... as far as we know, at least.  Our old boss went straight back to his embassy and hasn’t been seen since.”

Abraham nodded, curtly.  It wasn’t easy to place assets within an embassy.  The Galactics had been spying on each other for thousands of years and their surveillance and counter-surveillance gear was terrifyingly advanced.  In hindsight, it was all too easy to see why none of the human revolts had ever come close to driving the aliens off the planet.  They hadn’t even begun to comprehend just how deeply they’d been penetrated, even before the fighting had begun.  And now ... the intelligence staff were working on turning a handful of embassy workers, he’d been assured, but it was slow going.  The human race simply didn’t have much to offer alien dissidents.

“We’ll see,” he said.  The thought mocked him.  They had to look strong.  It was the only way to be sure the defences wouldn’t be tested.  “Do you anticipate any problems with the funding bill?”

“Not as yet,” Rachael said.  “The opposition has been surprisingly muted.  That may change, if the peace lingers, but ...”

She shrugged, expressively.  Abraham nodded in understanding.  The longer the human race remained at peace, the more people who’d believe peace was the natural state of affairs.  He knew better.  The moment an interstellar power thought it could attack Earth and get away with it, it would.  There were just too many potential enemies out there, from scavenger races who wanted a home for themselves to multisystem empires intent on becoming the next hegemonic power.  Abraham wanted that for humanity, but he knew it was a pipe dream.  It would be hundreds of years before they could match the Galactics, let alone surpass them.

Rachael keyed her datapad.  “Sir, Ambassador Nancy Middleton is requesting a meeting.”

“And it is probably urgent,” Abraham said.  “She wouldn’t have asked to speak to me if it wasn’t.”

The thought was weirdly amusing.  Nancy Middleton had been his rival, back when Earth had been part of the Alphan Empire and they’d been scrabbling for scraps of power from their master’s table.  They were not friends, but ... in the wake of independence, they’d learnt to work together.  They hadn’t had a choice.  She was a good roving ambassador, someone who could speak to potential allies - and be thrown under the shuttle and disavowed, if necessary.  

He glanced at his schedule, then shrugged.  “How quickly can she get here?”

“She’s in the foreign office,” Rachael said.  “She can be here in ten minutes.”

“Then invite her,” Abraham said.  “I’ll wait.”

He turned his attention to the datapad as Rachael hurried away, mentally cataloguing the messages and sorting out what needed immediate attention.  It had been five years and yet there was still an oddly ramshackle air to his government, as if it hadn’t been designed to govern.  His lips thinned in irritation.  There was no if about it.  The Speakers hadn’t been intended to wield power.  Perhaps, if independence hadn’t come so quickly, they could have grown into their role, while the government itself evolved into something that worked.  As it was ... he worried, sometimes, about just what would happen when he left office.  The old struggle between the Empire Loyalists and the Humanity League was over.  It was just a matter of time, he feared, before the League split or turned into a pustule on mankind’s collective buttocks.

I suppose some people would say we’ve already reached that point, he thought, as the door opened again.  And they might be right.

He stood to greet Nancy Middleton, then motioned her to the sofa.  There was no point in rubbing her face in the fact he’d defeated her in the first true election, or that he’d won the second without any real contest.  She might have been his rival, but they weren’t real enemies.  He didn’t hate her.  He didn’t think she hated him.  If he had, he would never have offered her a post in government.

“It’s good to see you again,” he said.  It wasn’t really a lie.  “I hope you had time to attend the ceremony.”

“I noticed you stole a bunch of lines from pre-conquest speakers,” Nancy said, mischievously.  “Doesn’t your speechwriter have an original bone in his body?”

“It’s important to look to the past, as we march to the future,” Abraham said.  “Where else can we see humans governing themselves?”

Nancy nodded, conceding the point.  Humans had spread through most of explored space and beyond - there were millions of humans still working in the Alphan Empire - but few of them had any real power.  Earth and the surrounding human-majority worlds were the only places humans ruled themselves.  Elsewhere, humans were either one of many races living in uneasy harmony or the subjects of alien rulers.  Five years ago, even Earth hadn’t been ruled by the human race.  The Speakers had known they were barely tolerated by the Alphans.  Now ...

“I wasn’t sure I’d be back in time for the ceremony,” Nancy said.  “The interstellar slowdown is affecting everyone.”

Abraham nodded, curtly.  He’d sent Nancy on a mission that had never been openly acknowledged, not outside the inner council.  Sending her had been a calculated risk and yet ... the fact she wasn’t a member of his inner councils could be construed as an insult.  The Galactics might easily take offense, if they found out.  They might even refuse to accept the human sacrifice and demand something more, perhaps something the human race couldn’t afford to give.  But there’d been no choice.  The only alternative was sitting and waiting to be hit.

“That’s unfortunate,” he said.  “How did your mission go?”

Nancy scowled.  She wasn’t used to secrecy.  She’d been reluctant to refrain from writing reports, let alone send them home.  In theory, diplomatic vessels were inviolate and diplomatic messages were supposed to remain unread.  In practice, Abraham suspected the messages, at least, would be intercepted and decrypted almost as soon as they were sent.  The only security lay in total silence, beyond a handful of messages that were meaningless to anyone who lacked the cultural context.  And even that was doubtful.  The Galactics had had five hundred years to study the human race.

“I spoke to five governments, off the record,” Nancy said.  “Four of them were interested, but completely non-committal.  The fifth ordered me to leave the planet immediately.  I was surprised I wasn’t recalled at once when word reached Earth.”

“The government in question didn’t make a fuss,” Abraham said, wryly.  That had been a relief.  It would have raised questions he didn’t want to have to answer, if the scandal became public.  “They must have repented almost as soon as they ordered you out.”

Nancy nodded.  “Practically speaking, I think the four remaining governments would be interested, but they don’t think we have much to offer.  If we had three in our pocket, the fourth would join up ... of course, they all feel that way.  There’s some room for at least trying to put together a joint declaration, but they won’t commit themselves unless they move as a group and they can’t do that unless they commit themselves.”

“Yeah.”  Abraham sighed.  The plan had been relatively simple.  Make contact with the lesser powers near Earth and convince them to join an alliance, one designed to make life difficult for the superpowers if they decided to push matters.  But the devil, as always, was in the details.  The lesser powers needed to get organised as a group, which ran the risk of drawing attention.  “Do you think they’ll sell out for the best terms they can get?”

“It’s possible,” Nancy said.  “Realistically, the Alphans were genuinely ... respectful ... of races that maintained a degree of control over their home systems.  They may never have seen them as equals, but they didn’t see them as slaves either.  They ... as long as the Alphans dictated how the galaxy worked, the other superpowers didn’t try to put pressure on the lesser powers.  Now ... everything’s changed.  The Alphans are no longer enforcing the rules.”

Abraham shivered.  It wasn’t news, but ... hearing it from a woman who’d been a loyal servant to their alien masters chilled him.  “And then ... what?”

“Imagine a tiger in a zoo, pacing behind the bars,” Nancy said.  “The poor beast paces the bars, wanting out; it growls and snarls at the nasty little human children on the far side of the cage.  But it cannot break the bars.  And then ... the bars just vanish.  For a while, the tiger will keep pacing out of habit.  It won’t notice the bars are gone.”

She paused, dramatically.  “And then, when it does notice, it finds that it is free to do whatever it likes.”

“Like eating the children,” Abraham said.

“Quite.”  Nancy met his eyes, evenly.  “There’s a growing sense in the greater galaxy that the old order is dead.  Some of the superpowers want to try to maintain it, but none of them have the power and prestige of the Alphans.  They are certainly not immune to consequences if they try to enforce the laws - the former laws.  Others just want to secure their own positions and gird their loins for interstellar war.  Everyone is building up their militaries as far as they can.  It’s just a matter of time before someone does something stupid and shooting breaks out.”

“I know.”  Abraham gritted his teeth.  “And the Alphans themselves?”

“I had no direct contact with them, as per your orders,” Nancy said, primly.  “But from what I’ve heard, indirectly, they’re pulling back their horns.  The warcruisers that used to patrol major shipping routes are gone.  The bases they maintained along the crossroads are being shut down.  I’ve even heard a suggestion they’re abandoning a handful of worlds on the grounds they’re no longer worth the effort of maintenance.  I don’t know how seriously to take any of it, but ... the blunt truth is that the Alphans are stepping back from their former role.”

Abraham heard the betrayal in her voice and winced.  Nancy had been a loyal servant, perhaps a little too loyal.  She hadn’t been a traitor, neither to her own race nor her masters.  And yet, she’d been betrayed.  The Empire Loyalists were still fragmenting, unsure if they should make their peace with independence or try to emigrate to the alien homeworlds.  The Alphans themselves didn’t seem to care.  They hadn’t even offered to take the loyalists away from Earth.  They’d just ... left.

Perhaps it would have been better for us if we’d fought for our independence, he mused, sourly.  But the devastation would have been beyond repair even if we won.

“And so we are alone,” he said.  “Who do you think it’ll be?”

“I don’t know,” Nancy said.  “We’re not exactly a soft target.  On the other hand” - her lips thinned, noticeably - “the superpowers won’t want to pick on their peers or stamp on a primitive world.  There’s nothing impressive about that.  My guess is that it will be either the Pashtali or the N’Gann.”

“The Pashtali have already clashed with us,” Abraham said.

“Not directly,” Nancy said.  She frowned.  “They may fear the Alphans would react badly if the Pashtali took control of our stars.  We’re not that far from the core worlds.  That might be all that kept them from invading five years ago.  Now ...”

She grimaced.  “There’s already a rumour the Pashtali wiped out a primitive race on the far side of the empire, just so they could settle the world themselves.”

Abraham tried to keep his face impassive.  He was no racist xenophobe - humans had grown used to alien life forms hundreds of years ago - and yet, he still found it hard to think of the Pashtali without shivering.  They were giant spider-like creatures, so utterly inhuman it was hard to believe the two races had anything in common.  They generally kept to themselves, rarely making contact with anyone unless they wanted something.  And yet, he reminded himself, they’d backed the Vulteks.  They’d certainly been able to get the primitive race to follow orders.

Which couldn’t have been that hard, Abraham reflected.  He’d read the xenospecialist reports very carefully.  The Vulteks could be relied upon to do as they were told, as long as they thought their patrons were their superiors.

He stared down at the desk.  Most known races were humanoid.  The Pashtali were not.  If there was any race that could and would wipe out another just to get their world for themselves ... he told himself it wasn’t proof of anything.  The rumour might be nothing more than bullshit.  It wouldn’t be the first time a rumour had spread so far it had been accepted as fact hundreds of light years away.  And besides, it wasn’t as if humanity and the rest of the known races were innocent.  They’d all committed crimes against themselves, if not their fellow sentients.

“We’ll keep making preparations,” he said.  “And I look forward to reading your reports.”

Nancy nodded.  “I’ll put them together this evening,” she said.  “I didn’t keep notes, as per orders, but my memory is good.  I’ll let you take the blame for circumventing the rules on maintaining proper records.”

“Of course,” Abraham said, dryly.  The Alphans had been determined to record everything, from shipping manifests to military and shipping logs.  He sometimes wondered if their empire had been doomed to stagnate, even without the wars.  “We dared not risk letting anyone get a sniff of your mission.”

“No,” Nancy agreed.  She met his eyes, evenly.  “Do you think we made a mistake?”

We, Abraham thought, wryly.

He did her the honour of seriously considering the question.  The Alphans hadn’t been bad masters ... but they’d been masters.  They’d ruled.  They’d taken whatever they wanted and left the scraps for their human servants.  And he’d been sure, back then, that humanity deserved to be so much more.  And yet ... there was no denying that the Alphans had protected humanity.  The galaxy was a much less stable place without them.

Be careful what you wish for, his thoughts pointed out.  You might get it.

“I think we did the best thing we could, based on what we knew at the time,” he said.  It was true enough, although - in hindsight - the warning signs had been clear to those willing to look beyond their preconceptions and see them for what they were.  “If we’d known other things, we might have done things differently.”

He shrugged and stood.  “We are on our own,” he added, as she joined him.  “And to think otherwise, or even to contemplate how things might be different, is nothing more than wishful thinking and wasted time.”
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Chapter Four


Earth Defence Force One, Earth Orbit


[image: image]


“You wanted to see me, sir?”

First Admiral Adam Glass looked up as Captain Naomi Yagami was shown into his office, the younger woman snapping to attention as the hatch closed behind her.  She’d aged in the two years since they’d last met, when he’d been on an inspection tour of the border defences; he knew, even if she didn’t, that it was only a matter of time until she was promoted to flag rank and put behind a desk.  The Solar Navy was short on officers who’d seen the elephant and knew how to be diplomatic, particularly when dealing with arrogant alien representatives.  Naomi had served under an Alphan Captain.  There were few races in the known galaxy that matched the Alphans for arrogance and none that surpassed them.

“I did,” Adam said.  “Please.  Stand at ease.”

He studied the younger woman as she relaxed, slightly.  She’d handled herself well in the Earth Defence Force, before it had become the Solar Navy.  She’d kept her crew from launching a mutiny at the worst possible moment, then taken command of her own ship and served with distinction in the war.  Really, he reflected, she should have been kicked upstairs long ago.  She would make a good successor for him, when he was finally allowed to retire.  He was mildly surprised that the government hadn’t arranged for his retirement a long time ago.

Although it might send completely the wrong message, he mused.  If they retire me, what will they do to the others who once served the Alphans loyally?

He leaned back in his chair.  “Did you have a good time at the academy?”

“It was ... interesting,” Naomi said.  She was competent at concealing her feelings, but it was clear she hadn’t enjoyed it.  Adam didn’t blame her.  “The next generation of serving officers are in good hands.”

Adam quirked an eyebrow.  “Do you have any thoughts on the quality of the training program?”

“I would urge that we ensure all cadets spent some time on starships before being accepted for officer training,” Naomi said.  “Frankly, sir, I would urge that we only accept mustangs.  It is far too easy to lose track of what’s important without real experience.”

“I know.”  Adam grimaced.  He hadn’t expected to rise as high as he had, even before independence.  “But at least we have a solid base for expansion.”

Naomi nodded, holding herself steady.  Adam understood.  She knew she hadn’t been called to discuss the training program.  A summons from the First Admiral meant she was about to be promoted or she was in deep shit, and she knew she hadn’t done anything that would earn her a bollocking from the First Admiral himself.  Or-  Adam smiled, inwardly - perhaps she was about to be both promoted and dumped into the shit.  He honestly wasn’t sure what she’d make of her new orders.  He just knew she’d accomplish her mission or die trying.

He keyed his console, displaying a starchart.  Humanity’s stars were in green, surrounded by golden, yellow and red lights.  The occupied zone that had been ceded to humanity, in the wake of the war, pulsed a steady grey.  Adam had a private theory - and he knew the First Speaker shared it - that the Pashtali intended the occupied zone to drain humanity’s resources.  If that was the case, it had been successful.  The Solar Navy didn’t have the numbers to patrol the entire zone without drawing down its forces everywhere else.

But not patrolling the zone leaves us open to charges of condoning everything that happens within it, he thought, tightly.  And someone could use that as an excuse to invade.

“There have been a series of pirate attacks, possibly backed by hostile powers, on both starships and planets within the occupied zone,” he said, by way of introduction.  “A number of freighters - at least forty, both human and alien - have been lost, along with two warships.  I don’t think I need to tell you, Captain, what this might mean for us.”

“No, sir.”

Adam nodded.  “Right now, we are under immense diplomatic pressure to do something about the growing lawlessness,” he said.  “There are suggestions that other powers will start sending ships to protect their interests, if we can’t or won’t do it for them.  If they start exercising effective control over the sector, as they will if they’re the ones providing a degree of law and order, they will have a very good case that they - not us - are the ones in charge.  We are caught in a bind.  If we fail to respond, we risk losing the sector; if we do respond ... we risk leaving ourselves vulnerable elsewhere.”

He met her eyes.  “Does that remind you of anything, Captain?”

“Yes, sir,” Naomi said.  “The opening moves of the Vultek War.”

“The Vulteks tested our resolve and found it lacking,” Adam agreed.  “It’s possible the Pashtali - or someone else - is trying the same thing.  We cannot ignore the provocation and yet responding to it may actually make things worse.”

Naomi hesitated.  “Sir ... permission to speak freely?”

“Always,” Adam said.

“Do we need to keep the zone?”  Naomi leaned forward.  “Is it worth the expenditure?”

“That is a political question,” Adam said.  “On one hand, we won it fairly and need to hang on to it.  On the other, as you say, it threatens to become a costly white elephant.”

He looked at his hands, then up at her.  “Right now, our mission is to try to secure the zone before it turns into another nightmare,” he said.  “And you will be an important part of the enhanced deployment.”

Naomi straightened as a holographic starship materialised in front of them.  Adam allowed himself a smile as her mask slipped, just slightly.  The hologram was no second- or third-hand starship, no jury-rigged warship built on a civilian hull; she was the first purpose-built battlecruiser the human race had designed and put into production.  He watched her drink in the details, allowing her all the time she needed.  The battlecruiser lacked the smooth elegance of a warcruiser, or the sheer oddity of some alien starships, but she had enough speed to outrun anything she couldn’t outfight.

“ESS Dauntless,” Adam said, as Naomi looked at him.  “She’s the first of a new breed of battlecruiser, although the Galactics would probably rate her a heavy cruiser.  She combines a multitude of human and alien technologies, ensuring she is both a solid-state ship and yet, at the same time, relatively easy to repair.  Her construction was slower than we had hoped - it took three years to work out the kinks - but she completed her shakedown cruise only last week and we think her sisters can be put together considerably faster.  She doesn’t have quite the firepower of a warcruiser, as we haven’t managed to duplicate the more advanced weapons they possess, but she does pack a considerable punch.  She’s also, as you can see, small and fast enough to evade more powerful foes.”

He smiled at her.  “She’s also your new command.”

“I ...”  Naomi looked torn between hope and fear.  “How does she handle?”

“The reports say she handles well,” Adam said.  “Of course, she hasn’t actually been in a shooting match.  Not yet.”

He smiled as he studied the display.  The Solar Navy hadn’t had the resources to invest in shipyards, certainly not as much as he wanted.  It was sheer luck the civilian yards they did have had been designed for hasty conversion to military use, the economic slowdown providing a suitable excuse for funding the work.  And yet ... he was painfully aware of just how many weak links there were in the supply chain.  The Solar Navy was still short of everything from modern sensors to weapons.  A third of the navy consisted of second-hand warships and the remainder of converted merchant ships.  Dauntless was a step in the right direction, of that he was sure, but it would be a long time before human ships could match the mighty warcruisers of the Pashtali and others.  Hell, he’d had enough trouble convincing the government they must invest in modern technologies and industrial nodes.  The price of warships had skyrocketed across the sector.  Everyone was gearing up for war.

“Your mission is to patrol the zone, but there’s a catch,” Adam said.  “You’ll be on semi-detached deployment.  You will not be under the direct orders of your local superiors; instead, you will patrol as you see fit, without reporting to anyone but me.  I believe their bases are not secure, which may explain the lack of success in pirate hunting.  The enclaves are just too numerous for anything to be guaranteed.”

Naomi frowned.  “They won’t like that, sir.”

“No,” Adam agreed.  The local CO would not be pleased to have an independent ship in his territory, if only because there might be an incident that would catch him by surprise.  There was no way around it.  Naomi would be treading on the local CO’s toes and he was not going to be happy.  “I’ll give you written orders and sealed messages for him.  Hopefully, he’ll have the sense not to push matters.”

He rubbed his forehead in frustration.  Ideally, the Solar Navy would have set up dedicated bases throughout the sector.  Failing that, they would have taken possession of the orbital facilities and communications nodes and placed a hold on all out-system traffic until the entire system had been checked from top to bottom.  But, politically speaking, it was impossible.  The enclaves within the occupied zone would protest, loudly, to their distant homeworlds and their homeworlds would take the protests as an opportunity to pressure humanity into making concessions.  He switched the display back to the starchart and cursed under his breath.  He had too many fires and too few firemen.  And too many races willing to pounce if they scented weakness.

And all it takes is a single incident to cause real trouble, he thought.  The general public might be riding high, after the victorious war, but he knew better.  Hell, someone might deliberately start an incident just to have an excuse to snatch a few of our worlds.

“Patrol the sector.  Intercept pirate attacks.  If you can find proof there’s an outside power behind the attacks, relay it to us.  Don’t cross the border into Pashtali space unless there’s no other choice.  Right now, we are in no position to push matters.”

Naomi grimaced.  “Sir ... it will be hard to track down and stop the pirates if they have a safe hiding place.”

“I know,” Adam agreed.  “But we cannot afford to give the Pashtali, or anyone, an excuse to cause trouble.  Is that understood?”

“Yes, sir,” Naomi said.  

Adam heard the frustration in her voice and nodded, curtly.  She was right.  If the pirates thought they could get away by fleeing into Pashtali space, they would ... although, he supposed, the Pashtali would then have to deal with them or risk a clash with the rest of the superpowers.  He wondered, idly, if they’d care.  They were powerful enough to make it hard for anyone to challenge them, unlike humanity.  The other superpowers might be quietly relieved if Earth was taken down a peg or two.

It’s the same old story, he reflected.  Galactic Law only applies to the weak.

“I’ve arranged for a shuttle to take you to your new command,” he said, picking up a sealed envelope and holding it out to her.  “Your orders.  The remainder of the mission briefing is already on the ship.  Take command and prepare to depart, ideally within the week.  If something happens that requires your presence here, I’ll contact you.”

Naomi stood straighter.  “Yes, sir.”

“I’m not putting you in a good position,” Adam admitted.  “If there was another choice, I would take it. As it is ... be careful.  And good luck.”

“Thank you, sir,” Naomi said.  “I won’t let you down.”

Adam dismissed her with a nod, then leaned back in his chair and shook his head.  Five years ago, he’d intended to retire.  It had never occurred to him that the Alphans would simply abandon Earth, or that the newly-independent planet would be plunged into war with the Vulteks, or that Earth would find itself threatened by several different superpowers.  He cursed under his breath as he studied the starchart, silently noting just how overstretched the Solar Navy was.  The handful of strongpoints - fortifications established around various crossroads - weren’t enough to do more than delay a major thrust from one of the galactic superpowers.  Adam had seen the projections.  None of them ended well for the human race.  

His eyes lingered on the Alphan Empire.  They might just tip the balance, if they got involved again.  But would they?  Five years ago, he would have sworn a mighty oath the Alphans would never abandon large chunks of their empire.  Now ... humanity and several other races had just been freed, as if the Alphans could no longer be bothered to keep them.  There had been tensions, of course, but ... no one had expected, not really, that the empire would just abandon its subjects.  Now ... he frowned as he cancelled the display and stood, feeling every one of his seventy years.  The galaxy was gearing up for war and humanity was going to be caught in the middle.

We should probably start mining some of the threadlines, he thought, bitterly.  It would be the cheapest way to keep them out of our territories.

The thought mocked him as he poured himself a mug of coffee.  His political masters would never agree.  Mining crossroads was one thing; mining threadlines was quite another.  It would piss off the entire galaxy, particularly the powers that wanted to bring humanity into their empires.  He snorted.  Of course it would piss them off.  A girl carrying a pistol or a dagger would piss off her would-be rapist too, but who cared what the bastard thought?  Yet there were still idiots who dared object to self-defence.

His terminal chimed.  “Admiral,” Ensign Joe Tasman said.  “Commodore Hailey has arrived.”

Adam nodded and returned to the desk.  “Send her in.”

He smiled, thinly, as Commodore Sandra Hailey entered the office.  She was no line officer.  Indeed, it had been sheer luck she hadn’t been assigned to the Alphan Navy rather than being left with the Earth Defence Force.  Adam often wondered if that had been deliberate, if someone in the empire had thought Earth needed her, or a simple oversight.  Sandra was a technological genius, one of the few who could improve upon standard GalTech and try to match the Alphans at their own game.  Adam hoped she or her team would come up with a silver bullet.  The human race desperately needed one.

“Admiral,” Sandra said.  She was tall and blonde, although there was something about her appearance that suggested she hadn’t bothered to change clothes in days.  “Thank you for seeing me.”

Adam nodded.  “What can I do for you?”

“You asked for an update on the burner project,” Sandra said.  “We think we know, now, what they actually do.  They project a beam of high-intensity energy that, somehow, remains coherent long enough to actually strike a target.”

“Yes.”  Adam resisted the urge to point out that he, and every other serving officer in the navy, had known that for years.  “Can you duplicate it?”

“Sort of,” Sandra said.  “The system is ... something akin to a bomb-pumped laser, sir, but there’s no need to discard the launching system immediately afterwards.  Our research suggests they use superheated plasma, perhaps antimatter, to create the blast and generate internal forcefields that point the fire in the right direction.  It’s a little more complex than that ...”

Adam blinked.  “Wait a moment,” he said.  “They have internal forcefields?  On a starship?”

“It took us a while to figure it out,” Sandra said.  She smiled, as one does at solving a particularly complex puzzle.  “The energy surge actually creates and powers the forcefield, keeping it in existence long enough to direct the burner at its target.  We often wondered why burner seemed so limited, sir; why they practically had to point the entire ship in order to aim.  We understand now; they need an entire tube to generate the blast and fire without blowing up the ship itself.”

“If they can do that,” Adam asked, “why can’t they produce forcefield bubbles to protect their ships?”

“They couldn’t keep the forcefields active for more than a few seconds at most,” Sandra told him.  “The power demand would skyrocket.  They couldn’t stabilise the forcefield before they ran out of power.  Even a warcruiser couldn’t keep the forcefield active for long.”

“The PDCs have enough trouble,” Adam agreed.  “Can we duplicate their weapons?”

Sandra hesitated.  “Not for a starship, not yet,” she said, finally.  “We simply cannot produce their tubes, not without a few more breakthroughs.  But we can produce single-shot weapons.  They won’t have the firepower of the average warcruiser, but they’d give the enemy a nasty fright.”

“That’s true,” Adam agreed.  It wasn’t a silver bullet, but with careful use it might just be enough to give the enemy a bloody nose.  “I need your full report and ...”

His terminal bleeped.  “Admiral, we just received a direct message from Solar City,” Ensign Joe Tasman reported.  “The First Speaker has called an urgent meeting at 1700.”

“Inform him I’m on my way,” Adam ordered.  1700 meant he would barely have enough time to grab a shower before boarding the shuttle.  “Sandra, we’ll have to continue this conversation later.”

Sandra passed him a chip.  “My report,” she said.  “I put a barebones summary as well as the technical details.”

“Thank you.”  Adam feared he’d only have time to read the summary.  Urgent meetings were never good news.  “I’ll be in touch as soon as possible.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Five


Solar City, Earth
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There had been plans, Abraham recalled, to have the old secure conference room renovated for comfort as well as security.  It had originally been designed for Alphans and, even though there weren’t that many physical differences between humanity and its former masters, the room was just a little disorienting to someone who wasn’t used to alien proportions.  The plans, like so much else, had fallen by the wayside as Abraham’s party had struggled to put together a government that would last more than a few years without going sour or being replaced by another government that found itself in the same boat.  He wondered, as he took his chair, if the failure to renovate the chamber said good things or bad about his government.  On one hand, it was a minor matter; on the other, in an era of austerity, spending money on the government’s comfort was not going to look good at all.

It was easier when we were on the outside, sniping at the former government, he reflected, as the remainder of the inner council filed into the chamber.  And they could ask the Alphans to intervene if there was anything they didn’t feel comfortable handling.

He accepted a cup of coffee from an aide, then sat back and waited for the doors to close.  The chamber was as secure as human and alien tech could make it, although there were people in the security division who suspected the Alphans - who had supplied the tech - had ways to eavesdrop without making it obvious.  Abraham wasn’t so sure.  The Alphans had been many things, not all of them good, but they’d generally kept their word.  Besides, it wasn’t as if they’d needed to bother.  Back then, the government had been astonishingly loyal.  The real cracks in the facade hadn’t started to form until after the Solar City Massacre.

And by that point it was too late, he thought.  They were on the verge of pulling out anyway.

The doors closed.  Abraham cleared his throat.

“The emergency meeting is now in session,” he said, for the benefit of the recorders.  He would have preferred a more informal conversation, and he did his best to encourage it, but they had to keep a record of what was said by whom.  “Commodore Farnham?”

Commodore Farnham stood, looking oddly uneasy.  Abraham understood.  Farnham was - technically - on detached duty from the Solar Navy, but he should probably have contacted Admiral Glass first, if only to give his superior a heads up.  And yet ... Abraham shook his head, knowing it was a very minor matter.  The commodore and his superiors in the Survey Service wouldn’t have requested the emergency meeting if the issue hadn’t been urgent.  There’d been no time to go through more formal channels.

“Mr. Speaker,” Commodore Farnham said.  “Two hours ago, we received an emergency signal from ESS Magellan, a deep space survey ship assigned to update navigation charts in the Ballade Sector.  It was not good news.”

Abraham’s eyes narrowed as a holographic starchart materialised over the table.  The Ballade Sector was on the far side of human space, resting between Earth and the Alphan Empire.  He hadn’t expected any trouble from there, not when the handful of inhabited worlds were either dependent on the Alphans or simply too weak to build pocket empires of their own.  The galactic superpowers hadn’t taken any obvious interest in the sector, either.  They’d presumably feared that trying to establish bases and contracts with the locals would draw a sharp response from the Alphans.  Or so the EIS had insisted.

“During her mission” - the starchart updated as Farnham spoke - “she discovered that a number of threadlines were shrinking and, perhaps worse, gravity shoals within the threadlines that pose a major threat to passing starships.  Her captain made the decision to cross the edge of the threadline in an attempt to get readings on the region beyond.  She discovered the trailing edge of an immense multispace storm, making its way towards the galactic core.  It is hard to be sure, as sensor data was immensely distorted by the storm, but we think the threadlines running though the sector will shortly become difficult to navigate, if not snap completely.”

He paused.  “Magellan contacted observation stations at crossroads within the sector.  They confirmed high energy and material discharges at a number of crossroads, ones close enough to the storm to be affected.  Interstellar shipping within the sector has been much reduced over the last few years, but a handful of ships have been reported overdue and apparently missing to causes unknown.”

“I think we know now,” Vice Speaker Henry Travis said.

Abraham studied the display, unsure what to make of it.  The sheer scale of the storm was beyond unnerving.  If the figures were accurate, the storm was several dozen light years in diameter ... he wished, suddenly, that he’d spent more time studying multispace physics than politics in university.  The storm was both a very real threat and an oddly abstract one.  He didn’t know what to do ... if, indeed, there was anything they could do.  They might have to hunker down and wait.

Martin Solomon, Minister for Industrial and Economic Development, leaned forward.  “Assuming the storm continues to grow,” he said, “what do you think it will do to interstellar trade and communications?”

“It’s hard to say,” Farnham admitted.  “We have very little data on super-storms.  Much of the data we do have is badly outdated, passed down from the Alphans or a handful of other Galactics.  It is fairly clear the galaxy hasn’t seen such a big storm for decades, perhaps centuries.  The storm may collapse in on itself tomorrow and vanish, or it may linger for hundreds of years.  We simply don’t know.  We’re putting together missions to probe the outer edge of the storm, in hopes of getting more solid data, but it will be several weeks - at best - before we have anything.”

He took a breath.  “Our projections are unreliable, but we think - based on the data we do have - that travel through the sector will be sharply reduced.  Most civilian starships are not designed to travel outside the threadlines and, even if they were, the storm is powerful enough to vaporise a warcruiser.  If the threadlines are snapped, civilian shipping will have to take the long way around, adding weeks or months to the journey.  Certain systems may become effectively inaccessible, at least until we chart new threadlines leading to them.”

Solomon frowned.  “And what would happen if the storm expanded into the Sol Sector?”

“Disaster,” Farnham said, flatly.

Admiral Glass looked as if he’d bitten into something nasty.  “Perhaps I’m just being paranoid, but is there any chance someone could have triggered the storm deliberately?”

Abraham sucked in his breath.  The storm was effectively blocking travel between Earth and the Alphan Empire.  Trade networks were going to be disrupted, if they weren’t ruined beyond repair.  Any hope of military or economic support from the Alphans would be lost with them.  And with the growing tensions between the galactic superpowers ... it boded ill for the future.  The storm wouldn’t block a dozen races from trying to expand their empires at their neighbours’ expense.

“We don’t think so,” Farnham said.  “The Alphans are the only race - the only known race - that can manipulate multispace and even then, on a very small scale.  Generating a storm should be far beyond them.  The power requirements would be staggering and ... realistically speaking, we think it’s nothing more than bad luck.  We could be wrong, Admiral, but all the stories of races that can perform godlike acts are little more than fairy tales.  None of those stories were ever confirmed.”

“Except the storm appeared in precisely the right place to block threadlines leading into Alphan space,” Solomon said.  “The Alphans, who have spent the last five years disconnecting themselves from the rest of the galaxy.  If that’s a coincidence, it is a very unlikely one.”

“With all due respect, the Alphans are not gods,” Farnham said.  “If they had the power to warp multispace to such an extent, they would never have come close to losing the Lupine War.  They could have swatted the Lupines as effortlessly as we would swat a fly.  They could have literally channel bursts of energy out of multispace, or force a star to go supernova, or ... the possibilities are endless.  And it really isn’t like them to risk disaster.  The storm might spread into their territory, if it doesn’t recede back into nothingness.”

Abraham had to admit Farnham had a point.  The Alphans were an inherently conservative race.  They rarely did anything without planning it out in every detail, drawing up concepts and contingency plans that had to be approved in triplicate before being put into action.  The idea of them risking total disaster was absurd.  They would probably prefer to avoid messing with multispace completely, even if they thought they could make it work.  And besides, even if they were trying to wall themselves off from the universe, they’d be trapping millions of humans and other races with them.  It wouldn’t go down well at all.

“I agree, they are not gods,” he said.  “We will, of course, continue to investigate, but we will assume the storm is a natural event until proven otherwise.”

He looked around the table.  “What does this mean for us?”

Solomon nodded at the starchart.  “We have contracts with the Alphans to supply starship components and suchlike we cannot produce for ourselves, at least not in the qualities we require.  There will be, at best, significant delays in production if trade networks start to fail.  Merely forcing freighters to add a few more weeks to transit times will have significant knock-on effects.  If we lose contact completely, we will have to update our industrial base very quickly or the shortages will really start to bite.”

“As if they weren’t already,” Abraham said.

“Yes,” Solomon agreed.  “We might be able to make up the shortfall elsewhere, assuming the other trade networks remain intact, but we’ve been having trouble buying supplies on the galactic market.  Everyone and his dog wants military-grade hardware and most of the prospective buyers can afford to outbid us.  The Alphans gave us favoured trading status and even advanced us a handful of loans, perhaps in compensation for their hasty exit.  The rest of the galaxy will not be so kind.”

Admiral Glass muttered something under his breath.  “What will this do to starship production?”

“We can continue to churn out freighters, including vessels designed for conversion to warships,” Solomon said.  “We may be able to trade some of our freighters for real warships, although right now we cannot be sure.  Warship production is likely to slip sharply, once we run out of stockpiled components.  The sensors and suchlike we cannot produce for ourselves will need to be replaced, with - unfortunately - inferior components.  If push comes to shove, we will be at a severe disadvantage.”

Richard Hawthorne coughed.  “I thought we had contingency plans?”

“We do,” Solomon said.  “But many of our contingency plans are rough and ready, to say the least, and few will work against an opponent who knows how to use their gear.”

Abraham looked at Admiral Glass.  “From a military point of view?”

Admiral Glass took a moment to compose his thoughts.  “In the short term, relatively little will change.  We have no formal treaties with the Alphans beyond a memo of understanding, and they do not have any obligation to come to our aid if we are attacked, although we have tried to spread the suggestion they will declare war in our favour if things go badly.  It will take some time for the storm’s existence to start to change galactic astropolitics, but once it does things are likely to change quickly.  The Alphans will be unable to intervene, regardless of their feelings on the matter, if we are attacked.”

“It isn’t as if they did much of anything during the last war,” Solomon muttered.

“No,” Admiral Glass agreed.  “We will enter a prolonged period of vulnerability.  Galactic predators will have a window of opportunity to demand we make concessions, or simply cross the border and invade.  We will find it incredibly difficult to fight a prolonged war, one against an enemy who knows what they’re doing.  The Vulteks had no real concept of long-term thinking.  The Galactics will be more careful.”

He nodded to the display.  “We can take some steps to secure our borders, and make us look like a hard target, but there are limits.  No matter how many guns and missile launchers we cram into freighters, they are not warships.  A program of extensive minelaying along the threadlines leading to Earth would make life harder for anyone intent on invading our worlds, but if we started mining the approaches before a declaration of war we would risk a clash with the rest of the superpowers.  In the short term, we can push production; in the long term, it will burn through our stockpiles and cause major slowdowns later on.  Realistically, we need allies.”

Abraham couldn’t disagree.  Earth was a minor power, in the grand scheme of things, and adding hundreds of converted warships to the fleet as a stopgap measure wouldn’t change it.  He hated to admit it, even to himself, but Earth offered the Galactics little ... certainly nothing they couldn’t just take, if they wanted it.  The Galactics wouldn’t have to occupy Earth to render the human race powerless.  They’d just have to take control of the crossroads and the high orbitals and dictate terms.

“That may be tricky,” Hawthorne said.  “The Galactics simply don’t take us seriously.”

“No,” Abraham agreed.  He glanced at Farnham.  “Do the Galactics know about the storm?”

“They should,” Abraham said.  “The Survey Service is built on cooperation between spacefaring races.  Magellan’s message was relayed through several non-human stations in the sector.  It would be astonishing if it wasn’t forwarded to the Galactics.  They may not believe it, of course.  Not at first.  But they will.”

“Damn,” Travis said.

“It wasn’t going to remain unnoticed forever,” Abraham pointed out.  Earth couldn’t afford to duck her interstellar obligations.  The human race wasn’t strong enough to deter a more predatory race from using the incident as an excuse to take over.  “Better to look like we’re honouring the treaties, rather than trying to take advantage of them.”

“We will have to make some kind of statement,” Jenny Geddes said.  The Internal Minister inclined her head towards the starchart.  “The average citizen isn’t going to grasp what’s happening, at least at first.  They may think it’s just a matter of time before interstellar trade collapses completely, that we’ll be locked out of multispace for the foreseeable future.  There will be panic.”

“And relief,” Admiral Glass said.  “If we can’t get out, they can’t get in.”

“A third of our economy is dependent on interstellar trade,” Solomon said.  “Losing it will be utterly disastrous.  Just losing contact with the rest of our worlds will be quite bad enough.”

“And we don’t even know it will happen,” Abraham said.  “What are the odds?”

“Unknown,” Farnham said.  “We have no solid data.  The only thing we have to go on are stories from the dim and distant past, stories of storms that reshaped multispace and snuffed out entire civilisations; stories, sir, which may be nothing more than tall tales.  The storm may sweep over us, or it may vanish tomorrow.”

Abraham heard a hint of irritation in Farnham’s voice and smiled, inwardly.  It wasn’t uncommon for someone to have to repeat themselves, when dealing with politicians who assumed the world could be changed on a whim.  He knew he couldn’t afford any such illusions and yet, there was a part of him that insisted he should be able to make something work just by wishing it to be.  The storm was a fact of life, be it a natural disaster or alien-made catastrophe.  It wouldn’t go away if Abraham covered his eyes and pretended it wasn’t there.

“We’ll make a formal announcement this evening,” he said.  “Before then, I want a plan to redirect shipping through the sector, to keep it away from the storm, and a hasty survey mission to see if we can chart any new threadlines.  I’ll also speak directly to the ambassadors and see if they have any insights or are willing to consider lending us aid.  Anything else?”

“We should go on alert,” Admiral Glass said.  “It’s probably too soon to call up the reserves and start requisitioning freighters for military conversion, but I’d like to get out a warning so the reservists know to start making preparations.”

“It might be seen as provocative,” Hawthorne pointed out.  “The Galactics are unlikely to react calmly.”

“We couldn’t invade their space, even if we wanted to,” Admiral Glass countered.  “And they know it.”

“It would also cause economic dislocations at the worst possible time,” Jenny Geddes added, glancing at Solomon.  “Simply pulling freighters out of the trade networks would cause all sorts of problems.”

Solomon nodded.  “We shouldn’t make preparations for a full mobilisation unless we know we’re about to be attacked,” he said.  “The costs will be too high.”

“The cost of being attacked will also be high, particularly if we’re not ready,” Admiral Glass snapped.  “There is no way we can count on slowing an invader down long enough to call up the reserves, arm the ships and get them into position.”

Abraham watched the argument grimly, knowing both sides had a point.  The economy was already frail.  It couldn’t take the chaos of a mobilisation warning, let alone a mobilisation.  And yet ... if an alien race attacked, humanity wouldn’t have time to mobilise.  There was no way to square the circle.  Whatever he did, there were going to be problems.

“We can issue a warning, put the reservists on alert,” he said.  “If we need to call them up, if the shit hits the fan, we can do so.”

And he hoped, as he stood and dismissed the meeting, that he’d made the right call.
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Chapter Six


ESS Dauntless, Sol Asteroid Belt


[image: image]


It was a source of much frustration, to Naomi and her peers, that the vast majority of the Solar Navy’s warships were second- or third-hand. The Alphans hadn’t wanted the Earth Defence Force to develop its own shipyards or industrial nodes, certainly not ones that might pose a threat to them, and they’d ensured strict limits on just what their subjects could build for themselves.  The warships weren’t bad, and the crews knew how to get the best out of them, but they weren’t designed for humans.  No matter how many refits the ships underwent, when they changed hands, they were still alien.  They just didn’t feel right.

She stared into space as the shuttle glided through the network of sensor and weapons platforms and approached the free-floating slip on the edge of the Pournelle Shipyards.  The shipyards had started life as a purely civilian structure but, from what she’d heard, the operators had been working on military technology even before the human race had been granted independence.  It had grown in the past five years, despite the economic slowdown; the shuttle’s sensors picked up hundreds of asteroid mining facilities, industrial nodes and construction slips orbiting the core facilities.  The Solar Navy had invested heavily in the shipyard and it showed.  It was hard to believe, looking at the lights in front of her, that the shipyard was actually small, as shipyards went.  The Galactics had built much bigger facilities over the last few hundred centuries.

And this shipyard is barely a century old, she reminded herself.  Give us a few more decades and we’ll see.

She put the thought out of her mind and leaned forward as the shuttle started to reduce speed.  The battlecruiser was slowly coming into view ... she stared, feeling a twinge of anticipation mingled with fear.  Dauntless was a flattened cylinder, bristling with weapons; her eyes tracked over the hull, noting all the installations she’d seen when she’d scanned the technical specs.  The battlecruiser was three hundred metres long, with a crew of four hundred souls ... all of whom were now her responsibility.  She remembered her last commanding officer and shuddered.  He’d been able to hide in his cabin and duck his job.  She had no such luxury.

The pilot looked up.  “Do you want me to orbit the ship first?”

“No, thank you,” Naomi said.  She was tempted, but she knew she needed to board her new command as quickly as possible.  The First Admiral had made it clear Dauntless was needed in the occupied zone.  “Take us to the shuttleport.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Naomi braced herself as the shuttle glided towards Dauntless, the battlecruiser growing larger and larger until she dominated the horizon.  Her armour looked oddly pitted, compared to a warcruiser, as if the construction teams hadn’t bothered to sand it down before they cleared the ship for her shakedown cruise.  The Galactics would sneer, she was sure, at her ship’s crude appearance.  She hoped it would bite them hard, if they felt like starting something.  The armour was designed to combine resilience with ease of repair, allowing the repair crews to pull out damaged sections and discard them, before replacing them with a new plate from the hold.  Dauntless might not have the solid-state armour of a warcruiser, but she was almost as tough and she was a great deal easier to repair.  Or so the designers had promised.

The gravity field flickered as the shuttle mated with the shuttleport.  Naomi took a long breath.  The gravity felt ... right.  It never had before, not on the alien-designed ships.  She was sure she was imagining it - she’d certainly been told the gravity field had been adjusted to match Earth - but she’d never been able to get over it.  Now ... she braced herself as the hatch hissed open, a gust of air brushing against her face as the pressure equalised.  The air smelt right too, although there was the indefinable tang of a new-built ship.  She told herself, firmly, she shouldn’t complain.  No matter how many times the crew had replaced the atmosphere scrubbers on the old ships, there had always been something in the air.  This one would start smelling like its crew soon enough.

She stepped through the hatch, moving with exaggerated care.  The gravity fields seemed to have melded perfectly, but she knew from experience the fields could cause someone to trip and hit the deck.  This time, nothing happened.  She allowed herself a moment of relief as she lifted her eyes to the flag, saluted, and turned to the reception committee.  Commander Janet Ruthven saluted her, a strange mix of emotions in her eyes.  Naomi understood.  Janet had been in command, until now.  She’d known it wouldn’t last, but ... she hadn’t wanted to give it up either.

Naomi smiled.  “Permission to come aboard?”

“Granted, Captain,” Janet said.  “It’s good to see you again.”

“And you,” Naomi said.  They’d served together on Washington, before Independence and the Vultek War.  “What do you make of Dauntless?”

Janet grinned.  “She had a lot of little problems at first,” she said.  “Her drives are actually overpowered, for a ship this size.  She came very close to nearly killing us all when we powered them up for the first time, then again when she nearly disabled the internal compensator.  We spent most of the first two weeks troubleshooting, figuring out what was wrong and how best to fix it.  Took us longer than it should have done, I think, but we made it in the end.  The next ship should get through her shakedown cruise a great deal quicker.”

“Good.”  Naomi wasn’t surprised.  She’d been a spacer long enough to know there were always ... glitches ... with new designs, from computer and drive failures to airlocks that didn’t close properly and air scrubbers that simply didn’t work.  Groundpounders might scoff at each individual fault and wonder why the design hadn’t been left on the drawing board where they thought it belonged, but spacers knew better.  There was no such thing as a faultless starship.  “The shipyard crew will be pleased.”

Janet’s grin grew wider.  “Her weapons are good, perhaps the best outside the galactic superpowers.  Her sensors and suchlike are straight from the Alphan Empire.  We ran tracking exercises, while she was under cloak, and found it hard to detect her even when she was right on top of the sensor platforms.  Anything we can’t outfight, we can outrun.  Probably.  I wouldn’t care to play catch with a warcruiser, but anything else should be fair game.”

Naomi frowned.  “A warcruiser could slip into multispace and get ahead of us, then drop out right in front of us.”

“Yes, Captain,” Janet said.  “Although we’d see them go into multispace and alter course ourselves, in hopes of really throwing them off.”

“Or simply cloak,” Naomi agreed.  “They might have problems finding us again.”

She felt her frown deepen as they passed through a pair of airlocks.  The scientists had sworn blind they would find out how to enter and exit multispace without a crossroads, but - so far - all their research hadn’t produced anything in the way of viable hardware.  If the Alphans hadn’t shown the galaxy it was possible, she suspected most of the Galactics would have simply assumed it wasn’t.  The Alphans had never shared that secret with anyone.  Knowing something was possible was half the battle, she’d been told, but so far the other half remained unsolved.  It might be years before anyone else figured out how the trick was done.

And every spacefaring race is trying to figure out the secret, she reminded herself.  The race that cracks it first will become the new superpower.

She put the thought out of her mind as they walked past a handful of crewmen making the final preparations for departure.  Janet had done a good job; the crew had boarded the ship, taken up their posts and started running through training exercises to make sure they knew what they were doing.  Naomi was too experienced of an officer to imagine it wouldn’t, not when the window of opportunity for snatching chunks of human space was rapidly closing.  Earth was growing stronger by the day.  The human race didn’t have to crush a galactic superpower to deter an invasion.  Earth only had to look strong enough to threaten any invader with a thoroughly pyrrhic victory.  Who’d pick a fight with Earth if even victory left them so weak they could be jumped on by their nearest rival?

The hatch hissed open as they approached, allowing her to step onto the bridge.  The compartment was bigger - and busier - than she’d expected, the bridge crew running training simulations on their consoles as they prepared for war.  Naomi took a breath as she looked around, silently relieved they weren’t paying much attention to her.  The command chair looked new ... she shook her head, reminding herself that her previous command chairs had been new too.  And yet ... her eyes lingered on the near-space display, the sensors tracking shuttles and work pods as they glided around the shipyard.  The holographic display was an order of magnitude more detailed than anything she’d seen before, right down to images of tiny sensor platforms holding station outside the shipyard.  The projector itself was hardly new - humanity had long since mastered holographic projection - but the sensors were remarkable.  It made her wonder just what the other Galactics had concealed.

Janet cleared her throat.  “Captain on the bridge.”

Naomi nodded.  The Solar Navy had never stood on ceremony, perhaps in reaction to their former masters using ceremony as yet another means of control, but there were some ceremonies that couldn’t be avoided.  The ship and her crew had to know she’d taken command before something happened, or confusion over who was in command of the ship would cost precious seconds at the worst possible time.  She felt an odd little pang at the thought as she removed an envelope from her jacket and opened it, feeling eyes on her.  Janet was a good officer.  It felt wrong to be shunting her aside, even though they’d both known it was coming.  Janet was just too junior to be jumped all the way to command rank practically overnight.

It could be worse, she told herself, wryly.  The Alphan officers take centuries to reach command rank.

“By order of the Solar Navy Admiralty, I am assuming command of ESS Dauntless,” she said, as she passed the envelope to Janet.  “I relieve you.”

Janet saluted.  If the effective demotion to XO bothered her, she didn’t show it.  “I stand relieved.”

Naomi allowed herself a moment of relief.  The Alphan captains took hours to assume their commands, following a ceremony that had been laid down long before humanity had floated anything larger than a rowboat.  The Solar Navy didn’t have the time to worry about it.  She pressed her hand against the scanner on the command chair, unlocking the ship’s innermost protocols, then sat.  A stream of data authorisations ran across the display, informing the crew that she’d taken command.  There shouldn’t be any confusion over who was in command now.

And we can smooth any issues out before we go to war, she thought.  She would have preferred a month or two to shake the crew down, to get to know her ship and establish her authority, but that wasn’t an option.  At least we should have enough time in transit to sort out the details ...

She sat back in her chair, wishing she had more time to enjoy it.  But she didn’t.

***
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“Welcome to your new post,” the pilot said.  A dull clank ran through the shuttlecraft as she docked with the battlecruiser.  “Try not to get yourself killed, alright?”

Lieutenant Wesley Anderson, Solar Marines, tried to conceal his irritation as the hatch hissed open.  The pilot’s sense of humour was about as funny as the dreaded POW Survival Course, where the instructors had no qualms about putting the recruits through hell before finally - reluctantly - clearing them to proceed.  Wesley had been a spacer his entire life - he’d been born on an independent freighter - and he was used to the gallows humour that kept spacers laughing, but there were limits.  He’d found his patience tested so far that he thought he deserved a medal for not putting his fist through the man’s skull.

The urban unrest exercises were easier, he reflected, as he picked up his knapsack and slung it over his shoulder.  They might have been shouting insults, but at least we weren’t crammed in a small shuttle with them for hours upon hours.

He cursed under his breath and clambered through the outer hatch.  His orders had taken him by surprise, if only because he’d been expecting an assignment to the 1st Marine Division before his new orders had arrived.  An officer had died in an accident - Wesley had checked - and a replacement was needed as a matter of urgency, even if the only replacement on hand was a junior LT with very little combat experience.  But then, he had spent most of his life onboard ship.  It was hardly uncommon, but ...

A grim-faced man, a sergeant, met him as he stepped through the inner hatch.  His nametag read ROSS.  “Lieutenant Anderson?”

“Yes, Sergeant,” Wesley said.  Technically, he outranked the sergeant.  Practically, junior officers were taught to listen to the sergeants if they wanted to get home alive.  “Reporting as ordered.”

“You can report to the Major,” Sergeant Ross said.  It was oddly harsh, for someone technically addressing a superior officer.  “Follow me.”

Wesley nodded, hefted his knapsack and followed the sergeant through a maze of corridors.  The orders hadn’t said much of anything about Dauntless, not even a description of her internal layout, but he had no trouble figuring out how the system worked.  The battlecruiser was far larger than the family freighter, yet the layout was just as logical.  Marine Country was located towards the rear of the ship ...

“Major Drache will see you in his office,” Ross said.  “When you’re done with him, leave your gear in the barracks and report to me.  We’ll get you settled.”

Wesley tensed.  Major Drache?  The name was familiar ... there couldn’t be two of them, could there?  It wasn’t uncommon - he’d met quite a few people called Anderson - and yet, in the Solar Marines, there was only one Major Drache.  Sergeant Ross’s expression darkened, just for a second, as the sergeant nodded to the hatch.  Wesley put his qualms aside and pressed the buzzer.  The hatch opened a moment later.

He stepped inside.  “Lieutenant Wesley Anderson, reporting as ordered.”

Major Drache - it was the Major Drache - studied him for a long moment.  Wesley studied him back, unsure what to feel.  Major Drache was both a hero and a villain, a man many people had hoped would quietly retire and slip into the shadows after the war.  No one quite knew what to make of him.  Was he a hero or a mass murderer or ... or what?

He tried to stop the slaughter, Wesley reminded himself.  Even if he was unsuccessful, at least he tried.

“Welcome,” Major Drache said.  His voice was calm, tightly controlled.  “Do you know why I requested you personally?”

Wesley blinked.  He hadn’t expected that.  He’d spent four years in the Solar Marines, first as a rifleman and then as an OCS candidate, but he hadn’t made his mark.  A few months on Mars, a few months on Liberty, a brief deployment to an alien enclave in the occupied zone ... it hadn’t been a distinguished career.  And yet ... Major Drache had requested him personally?  It made no sense.  

“No, sir,” he said, slowly.

“You spent most of your life on a freighter,” Major Drache explained.  “And you know the occupied zone fairly well.”

“I didn’t spend that long there, sir,” Wesley cautioned.  He knew better than to exaggerate his experience.  The corps would take a very dim view of it.  “I was a child, then a very junior officer.  There were a lot of places I was simply never allowed to go.”

And a lot of others I wouldn’t dare go without powered combat armour, a regiment of troops and air support on hand, he added, silently.  Dad would have killed me for even thinking about going there as a child.

“Better than many others,” Major Drache said.  “Our orders are to continue to establish law and order within the occupied zone.  Your experience will be very helpful.”

“Yes, sir,” Wesley said.  “I understand.”

“You may also help us prevent any ... incidents,” Major Drache added.  “You’ll read the briefing papers during the voyage, in your copious spare time, but the short version is that we cannot afford a clash with an alien superpower.  We must do everything by the book in hopes of preventing such a clash.  Even if we do ... the freighter crews will scream blue murder to anyone who’ll listen.  Do you understand me?”

“Yes, sir.”  Wesley had watched, helplessly, as customs inspectors clomped through the freighter, looking for excuses to levy fines.  The experience had been humiliating.  No one was hated as much as customs inspectors, certainly not by independent freighters.  If a customs inspector happened to step out of the airlock and straight into space, the entire crew would swear up and down it had been a terrible accident.  “We will not make ourselves popular.”

“No,” Major Drache agreed.  It crossed Wesley’s mind, just for a second, that Major Drache might have been given the job because he could be sacrificed if necessary.  He was, at best, a very controversial figure.  “But we have to establish law and order before it is too late.”
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Chapter Seven


ESS Dauntless, Sol Asteroid Belt
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“So,” Admiral Glass said.  His hologram floated in front of Naomi’s desk, only the slight shimmer betraying its incorporeal nature.  “How do you like your ship?”

She tried not to smile too broadly, but it was hard.  “She’s wonderful, sir,” she said.  A week of exploring the battlecruiser from top to bottom, comparing the designs to the reality, had convinced her it was time the human race built most of its own ships.  “We won’t know for sure until we take her into action, but right now she’s as close to perfect as humanly possible.”

“And hopefully capable of being repaired quickly, if you run into trouble,” Admiral Glass said.  “We have very little in the way of repair facilities in the occupied zone.”

“Yes, sir,” Naomi said.  “We’ve drilled removing and replacing hull plates while under fire.”

She smiled, tightly.  The Alphan warcruisers were hellishly effective battleships.  There was no doubt about it.  Naomi wouldn’t have cared to face one with an entire fleet of Dauntless-class battlecruisers under her command.  But when they were damaged, they were also difficult to repair without a dedicated shipyard.  The Lupines had come alarmingly close to winning the war because they’d disabled or destroyed ships that simply couldn’t be replaced in a hurry.  Dauntless might look crude compared to a warcruiser, but - if the designers were right - she might be far more effective in the long run.

Particularly as we don’t have to alter position to aim our guns at incoming targets, she thought.  The Lupines had taken advantage of that too, during the war.  We can fire in all directions without needing to break off our attack run.

She took a breath.  “You have my full report, sir, but my general feeling is that we’re ready to leave on schedule.”

“Good,” Admiral Glass said, calmly.  “Convoy Three-Golf-Nine is ready to depart alongside you.  Escort them to their destination, then proceed as planned.  Remain alert for trouble, Captain.  Multispace isn’t as safe as it used to be.”

“No,” Naomi agreed.  The news about the storm had broken a week ago.  She hadn’t had time to keep a close eye on the public reaction, but the news reports suggested the economy had taken a dip as it became clear interstellar shipping networks would have to be rerouted, if not cut altogether.  “We’ll keep our eye open for other storms.”

Admiral Glass grimaced.  “We really don’t need another one,” he said.  “Realistically, we don’t know how far the one we’ve got will spread.”

Naomi nodded, hiding her concern.  She’d been a spacer long enough to know space was a very deadly environment.  Even the Alphans didn’t take multispace lightly.  Flying a starship, even a warship or survey vessel, into a storm was only marginally safer than flying directly into a star.  If the storm swept over human space, the human worlds would be cut off from the galactic community ... and also from each other, as long as the storm lasted.  If ... she told herself, firmly, it wouldn’t happen.

But there are legends of storms that crushed entire spacefaring civilisations, she thought, numbly.  Even she had heard the stories.  What if that happens to us?

Admiral Glass leaned forward.  “You have your orders,” he said.  “I know I’m not putting you in an easy position.  If things go wrong, open your sealed orders and blame it on me.  I’ll be retiring in a year or two anyway.”

“Yes, sir,” Naomi said.  It was hard not to feel guilty.  “I won’t let you down.”

“Keep in touch, as per orders,” Admiral Glass added.  He raised a hand in salute.  “Good luck.”

His image vanished before Naomi could reply.  She stared at where it had been for a long moment.  Admiral Glass had gone to some lengths to ensure he - and he alone - could be reasonably blamed if the mission led to disaster.  She suspected he hadn’t done it alone, that the government knew what he was doing, but ... they could maintain plausible deniability.  Admiral Glass would be alone, if things went wrong.  She swallowed hard, wondering what she should do if they did.  Share the blame?  The odds were good there’d be enough to go around.

She stood and strode onto the bridge.  It felt like home, now she’d spent a week getting to know her command crew and understand their duties.  Dauntless wasn’t that different from a regular starship, not really ... she had a larger crew than Washington, but it was just a matter of scaling things up.  Janet was a good XO and her department heads knew how to handle themselves.  The only real danger, she reflected as she took her chair, was that she’d forget to let her staff handle their departments.  The urge to look over their shoulders, perhaps to micromanage, was almost overwhelming. 

“Communications, contact Shipyard Command,” she ordered.  “Inform them that we, and the convoy, will be departing as planned.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Naomi checked her console as a low shiver ran through her ship, the drive nodes coming online one by one.  They’d been powered up before, both individually and collectively, but it still felt as if it was the first time.  Her lips twitched at the thought as more and more updates flowed into the display, each department reporting ready for departure.  She told herself, firmly, that her crew was well-trained and experienced.  They knew what they were doing.

And they fixed most of the problems in the shakedown cruise, she thought.  There shouldn’t be any issues now.

Janet joined her.  “Captain,” she said, formally.  “We are ready to depart.”

“Communications, clear us a path through the shipyard,” Naomi ordered.  “Helm, bring the drive field online.”

“Aye, Captain,” Lieutenant James Wood said.  The communications officer didn’t look up.  “They’ve cleared us to leave the secure zone.”

Naomi leaned forward.  “Helm, take us out.”

She braced herself as the thrumming grew louder.  She’d heard horror stories of starships that had started to leave the shipyard, only to suffer complete drive failure before they’d even managed to get out of the slip.  She didn’t think it would happen now - they’d powered up the drives and run every test they could - but she couldn’t help worrying.  Dauntless was the first true human-designed and built warship.  If she suffered a complete failure now, any hope of building - and selling - more would be lost.  

The display shifted, the slip retreating as the battlecruiser made her way out of the shipyard and into the open space beyond.  The convoy was already waiting for them; nine freighters, a handful clearly mounting weapons that had been bolted to the hull.  They’d be enough to deter pirates, she thought, but not interstellar commerce raiders.  The former wanted to get the ship somewhere safe and loot it; the latter just wanted the ship gone.  Anyone who merely wanted to blow human freighters into dust would simply do it from a safe distance.  She put the thought out of her head as she studied the display.  All systems were well within acceptable parameters.  It was time to go.

“Helm, take us to the crossroads,” she ordered.  “Communications, inform the freighters they are to follow us.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Naomi settled back in her chair as the small convoy picked up speed.  There was no need to push the drives any harder, as the freighters could not possibly match their speed.  Instead, she studied the display, frowning as she realised the number of ships entering or leaving the crossroads had fallen sharply.  That was odd.  The crossroads itself was unaffected by the distant storm - it was dozens of light years away - but interstellar shipping had definitely taken a hit.  She glanced at the latest reports, resting in her inbox for when she had a chance to read them.  If it was bad here, it had to be a great deal worse in the occupied zone.  And that would be very bad for the settlers, human and alien alike.

Discuss it with Janet later, she told herself.  She’d hated being locked out of the loop when she’d been the XO.  Naomi didn’t intend to leave her own XO unaware of what was going on, certainly when there was no pressing need to do so.  She might have some insights.

She scowled as her eyes wandered over the local defences.  The fortresses and makeshift weapons platforms, built on asteroids that had been steered over to the crossroads, looked tough, but she knew they were nowhere near formidable enough to deter an enemy who didn’t mind soaking up losses.  Civilians never understood.  The crossroads might be tiny, compared to the sheer immensity of the entire star system, but it was still vast compared to even the largest orbital structure.  And an enemy ship could appear anywhere within the crossroads.  Even with automated defences on hair-triggers, not something anyone would risk outside full-scale war, the enemy would still have the edge.

We need to do some intensive minelaying, she thought.  But the galactic superpowers would prefer we remain naked and defenceless.

“Captain,” Lieutenant Neil Murray said.  “We are cleared to enter the crossroads.”

Naomi nodded.  “Take us in.”

The ship seemed to lurch.  Naomi heard someone retch behind her and purposely didn’t look ‘round to see who.  The transit was always uncomfortable, although different people reacted in different ways.  She swallowed hard, tasting bile.  The ship seemed to swing back and forth, as if she was a boat caught in a storm, before everything settled.  She took a long breath as the freighters popped into existence behind them.  The mission was finally underway.

“Helm, set course for Theta Sigma,” she ordered, as if the helmsman wouldn’t have the course already programmed into his console.  Helmsmen were cautioned to have the courses worked out well before the captain called for them.  “Communications, establish solid links to the freighters.  We don’t want them wandering off and getting lost.”

“Aye, Captain.”

“Course laid in, Captain,” Murray said.

Naomi grinned.  “Engage.”

She took a moment to study the threadline as the convoy picked up speed.  It didn’t look to have shrunk, although - this close to the crossroads - it was hard to be sure.  The handful of ships within sensor range didn’t look concerned ... she told herself, firmly, there was no reason to think the storm would have any effect on their passage through multispace.  It was too far away.  And yet ... she found it hard to rid herself of the feeling altogether.  They were in unexplored waters.

“XO, you have the bridge,” Naomi said.  She had reports and updates to read before she started checking her departments again.  “I’ll be in my ready room.  Alert me at once if anything changes.”

“Aye, Captain,” Janet said.

Naomi nodded and stepped into her ready room, feeling the full weight of command crashing down on her.  She was alone, sole commander of her ship ... she was responsible for everyone within her hull, everyone under her command.  And she was alone ... she reminded herself, dryly, that Dauntless was hardly her first command.  The Solar Navy wouldn’t have given the latest and greatest battlecruiser to an officer who’d just made captain.  Naomi knew she’d been lucky to inherit command of Washington.  If things had been different, she’d have been assigned to a destroyer or frigate instead.  

She keyed the display, bringing up the lights of multispace.  She’d spent much of her career in multispace, bored out of her mind even though there was never any shortage of things to do.  There were people who made all sorts of claims about multispace, from seeing utterly unrealistic alien ships to godlike entities ... Naomi didn’t believe a word of them, but sometimes she wondered.  No one was quite sure why the Alphans were the oldest known race on the block.  They might have been around for hundreds of thousands of years, but the universe was billions of years old.  Simple logic suggested there had to have been hundreds, perhaps thousands, of races before them.  Where were they?

Not that it matters, she thought, as she pulled up the first report.  It was astonishing how many tales there were of artefacts from super-advanced races - and how few of those tales had ever been substantiated.  Right now, we have too many other concerns.
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Wesley had thought he’d known what pain was.

He’d grown up on a freighter, then joined the corps.  Boot Camp had been hard from the start and somehow managed to grow harder and harder, until he looked back on three months of intensive training and wondered how he’d managed to get through it without throwing up his hands and quitting.  And then he’d been assigned to a unit as a rifleman and discovered, even in peacetime, that the corps had too much to do.  And then there’d been OCS ...

The first week on Dauntless had been difficult.  Major Drache hadn’t exaggerated when he’d said the unit had been thrown together in haste.  Wesley had wanted to take comfort in the fact he wasn’t the only maggot who thought he was an officer, the only FNG who thought his shit didn’t stink, but Sergeant Ross and his peers hadn’t given them any time to think.  They’d run through endless drills, ranging from basic training sims to far more complex exercises that exceeded anything anyone had ever seen in real life, until the unit finally started to take on a coherent form.  It wasn’t easy.  The corps had ensured they all had the same basic training, but very few of the officers - let alone the men - had served together before the assignment.  It made him wonder just how quickly the entire deployment had been thrown together.

“Well,” Major Drache said, addressing the officers.  “That was an interesting disaster, wasn’t it?”

Wesley wiped sweat from his forehead.  The VR sim had been rigged.  It wasn’t uncommon for training odds to be slanted against the soldiers - hard training, easy mission; easy training, hard mission - but it was still irritating.  He wasn’t even sure if they were ever going to land on a planetary surface, let alone carry out a plan that had clearly been devised by a civilian who had no idea how things actually worked.  Wesley had known it was going to go poorly the moment he’d looked at the map.  The jokes about how deadly lieutenants could be if they had a map in one hand and a compass in the other had suddenly stopped being funny.

“Yes, sir,” he said, when Drache looked at him.  “We shouldn’t have taken the long way around.”

Drache eyed him for a long moment.  “Why?”

“We did a cross-country march on bad terrain that ended with a direct assault on the enemy position,” Wesley said.  Sure, they’d been barred from using helicopters or skimmers or orbital insertion, but they could have come up with something else.  The VR simulation had been strikingly realistic.  “The direct route was supposed to be off limits, yet we could have gotten through without triggering the sensors.  Or we could have marched to a point near the target and rested up before launching the attack itself.”

“You had a time limit,” Drache pointed out.  “You needed to be in and out before you ran out of time.”

Wesley suspected he was being tested, but he was too tired to care.  “Sir, with all due respect, there was no need for a time limit.  It wasn’t a hostage situation or anything that hampered our freedom of operations.  We could have handled it much more effectively with more freedom of action.”

“Perhaps,” Drache agreed.  “Tell me, why do you think I imposed those limits?”

Wesley felt the rest of the officers watching him as he fought to compose an answer.  “I don’t know, sir,” he admitted.  Nothing came to mind.  Drache was controversial, but he wasn’t an asshole.  “They make no sense.”

“Not here, no,” Drache said.  He addressed the entire room.  “We are used to operating in friendly or neutral territory.  Even in the occupied zone, we are the legitimate authority and can call on support from aerial units or orbiting starships.  We have a degree of flexibility we use - we exploit - to handle situations that would be harder, if not impossible, without it.  We can be threatened, we can be hurt, but we cannot lose control.”

He paused.  “That may be about to change.  If the Galactics thrust into our space, we will lose that advantage very quickly.  We may be inserted into their worlds, to spy on them and direct attacks from a distance; we may be forced to work beside human and alien militias as they resist their new alien overlords.  We dare not grow used to an advantage we may lose at any moment.  Do I make myself understood?”

“Yes, sir,” Wesley said.

“Good,” Drache said.  “Anderson, remain behind.  The rest of you, dismissed.”

Wesley stood to attention, bracing himself.  Drache waited until the compartment was empty, then looked at Wesley.  “You did well on the exercise, particularly given it was rigged against you,” he said.  “I take it you noticed?”

“Yes, sir,” Wesley said.

“And you accessed my file nine times in the past three weeks,” Drache added, thoughtfully.  “Do you have a question?”

Wesley flushed.  “Sir, I ...”

“You could have gleaned everything important from a single glance,” Drache said.  “Why did you read and reread the file?”

“I ...”  Wesley met Drache’s eyes.  “I wanted to know what really happened five years ago.”

Drache’s face hardened.  “What happened, Lieutenant, is that a fop who was utterly unprepared for his role was put in command of a company and given orders he didn’t have the slightest idea how to carry out.  And if I had been wiser, perhaps I would have put a bullet in the back of his head and taken the court-martial, rather than ending up with blood on my hands.  But I was unable to prevent him from issuing the order to fire.”

“Sir, I ...”

“Whatever you were going to say, save it,” Drache growled.  “There’s blood on my hands because I failed to act in time.  And I do not want you, or anyone else, to make the same mistake.  It is vitally important that you learn to think about your orders, before you start to carry them out.  My mistake took the lives of hundreds of innocent people.”

He pointed at the hatch. “If you’re lucky, you’ll never face the same problem,” he said.  “Go.”

Wesley saluted.  “Yes, sir.”
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Chapter Eight


Solar City, Earth
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“Thank you for inviting me,” Ambassador Yasuke said, as he was shown into the meeting room.  “It has been an interesting few weeks.”

Abraham nodded.  The storm wasn’t an immediate threat, and many of the feared disasters had yet to materialise, but it hadn’t stopped the rumours.  The storm’s sheer magnitude, some claimed, suggested interstellar civilisation was about to collapse; others, perhaps more reasonably, feared the economic collapse they knew would come in its wake.  The government had weathered the storm - his lips quirked at the play on words - so far, but that could change at any moment.  Once the storm really started to bite, all hell would break loose.

And it isn’t as if we can redirect the storm, he thought.  There’d been proposals to do just that, but - according to the more grounded scientists - they were little more than wishful thinking and science-fantasy.  We’re just going to have to endure until the storm fades away and normal service through the sector can resume.

“It has,” he said.  He poured drinks for both of them, careful to honour Yasuke’s tastes.  The Alphan wouldn’t be impressed if he mixed them up.  His race was so used to standing on ceremony that a single mistake could offend them beyond the point of reason.  Besides, it was just rude.  “Have you had any trouble remaining in touch with your homeworld?”

Yasuke didn’t seem surprised by the question, although it was never easy to read his face.  Abraham had studied, as best as he could, and even he - and Nancy - found it hard to know what their former masters were thinking.  Yasuke had to be irked at being effectively downgraded to Ambassador, after being Viceroy, but he’d never shown it.  Perhaps the rumours were true and Yasuke’s career was effectively at an end, after the part he’d played in granting Earth independence.  His superiors might regard him as an embarrassment, one better kept hundreds of light years from home.  Abraham hoped that wasn’t true.  The post was important, damn it.

“I’ve had to bounce messages the long way around, but so far contact hasn’t been cut completely,” Yasuke said.  There was no hint of concern in his tone.  “So far, there has been no formal response to the storm.”

“The reports do suggest it hasn’t entered your territory,” Abraham said, probing.  “Do you think that is going to change?”

“We don’t know.”  Yasuke’s face didn’t move, but Abraham thought he heard a hint of irritation in Yasuke’s voice.  “Our working assumption is that the core worlds will not be threatened.”

“I hope you’re right,” Abraham said.  The long-range scans had been inconclusive.  The storm was dangerously unpredictable and that was all there was to it.  “We do have to address the issue of our current contracts and their renewals.”

Yasuke said nothing for a long moment.  Abraham wondered what, if any, instructions he’d been given.  His government seemed determined to wash its hands of the former protectorates, rather than do anything to help.  Abraham understood the impulse, but ... there were limits.  Earth would be in a far stronger position if she’d been allowed to develop naturally, rather than having her development shaped by an alien power.  There were so many gaps in the production chain that it would take years to build up a completely independent industrial base.

“My government’s position is that we will do our best to honour the current contacts,” Yasuke said, finally.  “Right now, we cannot discuss renewals.”

Abraham frowned.  “Our corporations are depending on those contracts,” he said.  “If you are unwilling to renew them, we’ll have to look elsewhere.”

“We are aware,” Yasuke said.  He shifted, slightly.  “The fact remains, however, that my government is currently unwilling to discuss renewals.”

“Your government left us with a serious problem,” Abraham said.  It was hard to keep the anger out of his voice.  “We need your help to fix it.”

“We are aware.”  Yasuke echoed his earlier words.  “The fact remains, as I said, that my government is currently unwilling to discuss renewals.”

Abraham studied the alien face, his mind racing.  Yasuke wouldn’t repeat himself without a very good reason.  “Why?”

“I do not know.”  Yasuke took a sip of his drink.  “But, right now, they are unwilling to make any future commitments of any sort.”

And if they haven’t told you what’s going on, Abraham thought, what the hell is going on?

He forced himself to think.  The Alphans had taken a beating in the war.  Had the damage been worse than they’d admitted?  It was possible.  They’d lost a sizable number of warcruisers, ships that simply couldn’t be replaced in a hurry.  And ... somehow, they’d also lost the determination that had driven them to build the greatest empire the galaxy had ever seen.  They’d been withdrawing to their core worlds since the end of the war.  Perhaps the refusal to discuss future commitments was a tacit admission that their time was over, that they were no longer interested in galactic affairs.  Abraham shivered as he contemplated a galaxy without them.  If the Alphans didn’t enforce the rules, who would?

“We are prepared to pay premium rates,” he said, quietly.  “And even to provide the shipping ourselves.”

“I will forward your suggestions to my government,” Yasuke said.  “But my feeling is that they’ll refuse to change their new policy.”

And you wouldn’t have said that unless you were sure it was true, Abraham thought, coldly.  Ambassadors didn’t have that much freedom.  What’s going on, behind the storm?

He took a breath.  “I need to ask you another question, off the record,” he said.  “Can we count on your government’s support if we face a major threat?”

“I do not believe so,” Yasuke said.  “The truth is, we have spent centuries maintaining galactic harmony.  We have done so at severe cost and little gain to ourselves.  Now ... we are simply unable to meet the demands of galactic harmony.  My government has largely decided not to attempt to influence events outside our borders.”

Abraham blinked.  Yasuke was being oddly blunt, for an Alphan.  And ...  “Five years ago, we were inside your borders.”

Yasuke said nothing for a long, cold moment.  “And then you asked us to leave.”

His voice was calm, but it still stung.  Abraham gritted his teeth to keep from saying something thoroughly undiplomatic.  Earth had been a province of the mighty empire.  It hadn’t been given a choice.  Of course humans had wanted to climb to the top, to prove they were equals ... they’d never considered that the Alphans might cut their losses and leave.  They’d assumed they’d be granted equality or autonomy, not independence.  And yet ...

“You gained much from maintaining galactic law and order,” Abraham pointed out, stiffly.  “And now you are abandoning it?”

“Fifty years ago, we could police the galaxy with impunity,” Yasuke countered.  “Now ... we cannot impose ourselves on the other races.”

That, Abraham reflected, was probably true.  Alphan supremacy had died with the warcruisers that had been swarmed and destroyed during the war.  If the relatively primitive Lupines had come so close to defeating the Alphans in open battle, what would happen if the Alphans faced a true galactic power?  They might lose the war ... or they might win a victory at such a cost as to render the victory meaningless.  The days when they could push the other races around were over.  They might crush one enemy only to be attacked by a dozen others.

“We didn’t need anything from the other races,” Yasuke added, as if he were aware of Abraham’s thoughts.  “We could impose our will on them relatively cheaply.  Now ... we can’t.”

“I see,” Abraham said.  He remembered the theory the Alphans had somehow created the storm and shivered.  They certainly had a motive, but ... he shook his head.  Power on that scale was far beyond them.  “Do you believe there is any chance the contracts will be renewed, when they finally expire?”

“That is a matter for my government and the trade combines,” Yasuke said.  “But my personal feeling is that there will be no renewals.”

Abraham cursed under his breath.  Earth wouldn’t be in this mess if it wasn’t for the Alphans.  God knew they hadn’t had to pull out so quickly.  And yet ... perhaps it had been inevitable.  The Alphans could not have offered either complete autonomy or equality.  Their only real choice had been to pull out and let the successor government stand or fall on its own.

They can’t push the rest of the universe around any longer, he thought.  So they’re taking their toys and going home.

It was unfair, he knew, but he clung to the bitterness anyway.  The Alphans had been the undisputed masters of the known universe because they’d had both the power and will to enforce their laws.  Even the other Galactics had hesitated to risk breaking them, fearing the punishment that would be meted out.  And yet, as the others had grown more powerful, the galaxy had grown less and less certain there would be punishment.  Abraham understood, all too well.  It was easy to bully a single-star system.  It was a great deal harder to do the same to a multistar power with near-equal tech.  

He sipped his drink, wishing the interview was over.  He should have left it to the diplomats, although - as the former Viceroy - Yasuke had the right to speak directly to the Head of State.  The whole meeting had been nothing more than a waste of time, yielding only one piece of data.  If the contracts were not going to be renewed ...

This is going to be bad, he thought, numbly.  We have quite enough problems already.

He took a breath.  “Can we purchase industrial tools from you?”

Yasuke showed no visible reaction.  “We cannot offer you any ongoing contracts.”

“No,” Abraham agreed.  “But you could sell us the tools so we could make things for ourselves, rather than the finished products.  It would be a one-off sale, rather than an ongoing contract.”

The alien seemed to hesitate.  Abraham braced himself.  It was the sort of discussion that should be had at a lower level and to hell with Alphan protocol.  The diplomats should have asked the question, not him.  And yet, the fact it was he who was asking should underline, even for them, just how important the issue was.  The Alphans weren’t a dishonourable race, and if they felt guilty over their role in the growing crisis ...

Yasuke shifted.  “I will have to consult my superiors,” he said, slowly.  “Perhaps you could put together a list of your requirements and forward it to my office.”

Abraham felt a twinge of hope.  “It would be my pleasure,” he said.  He’d have to consult with his council first, to sort out what they needed and what they were likely to get, but it could be done.  “And I hope your government will look kindly on it.”

“I hope so too,” Yasuke said.  “But I can make no promises.”

***
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There was no way, Yasuke thought, as the meeting devolved into mindless banalities, that he could make any promises.  He was not in favour back home, not after pushing for humanity’s independence.  There was no disguising the fact that the withdrawal had caused problems that were still plaguing the empire, or that the concessions had led - inevitably - to demands for more concessions.  The Alphan Empire was still strong, still capable of giving any challengers a bloody nose, but it no longer had the will to defend itself.  The population no longer wanted to serve in the military, let alone bring civilisation to the rest of the galaxy; the population was too busy enjoying themselves, while all the difficult and dirty jobs were handled by alien guest workers who were steadily growing into a major problem.  And the political will to handle the issue simply wasn’t there.

He exchanged polite farewells with the First Speaker, then allowed a servant to lead him back to his flyer.  The man was no diplomat.  He was untrained in the formalities of galactic diplomacy.  And yet ... Yasuke knew humans better than he’d ever admitted.  The idea of studying an alien race, particularly a servant race, was strange to his people, but he’d studied humanity ever since his arrival on Earth.  Abraham’s frustration, and fear for the future, had been all too evident.  The human race was caught between too many galactic powers, all of whom wanted to become the galactic superpower.  Yasuke feared it was just a matter of time before hostilities broke out.  Everyone was preparing for war.

Which raises the question of just how much we can help, he reflected.  And how much the government is willing to do.

It wasn’t a pleasant thought.  The government’s official position was that anything taking place outside the borders was no longer their problem.  They were abandoning bases and evacuating colony worlds and warning their people that anyone who remained on the wrong side of the border would no longer enjoy the military’s protection.  The government would honour its contracts - the empire had been built on the rule of law - but when the time came to renew them it would refuse.  And then, humanity would be alone.  There was no one else who could and would sell them what they needed.  The Galactics didn’t want more rivals.

Nor do we, he thought.  And that is the problem, isn’t it?

He stared at the city below, his thoughts churning.  The human race was almost revoltingly ingenious.  In hindsight, perhaps it had been a mistake to catalogue them as a stage-one race when the survey ship had stumbled across humanity.  Humans had taken what they were given, right from the start, and found ways to use it that had surprised their masters.  It was just a matter of time, he was sure, before humans mastered the most advanced technologies and started to improve upon them.  And then ... what?  Yasuke wasn’t blind to the whispered concerns of his political masters.  If humanity became a galactic superpower, what would that mean for the empire?  Would the human race seek revenge?

They want us to sell them industrial tech, he reminded himself.  And that may turn them into a very real threat.

The thought tormented him.  The empire had decreed, centuries ago, that certain technologies would only be produced within the core worlds.  The colonies and protectorates would never be allowed to advance past a certain point, ensuring a permanent market for the core while making it difficult for the protectorates to demand greater autonomy or independence.  Earth had been living proof, once upon a time, of the wisdom of that policy.  If humanity could start churning out better freighters than their masters, what could they do if they had access to first-grade military technology?  How long would it be until they produced warcruisers of their very own?

And yet, the empire was in retreat.  It wasn’t even offering to sell the humans what they needed at a fair price.  And that meant ...

They might become a threat, he thought.  But right now, they’re the ones under threat.

The flyer landed on the embassy roof.  Yasuke disembarked, stepped through the security gate and made his way down to his office.  There weren’t many Alphans left on the planet and almost all of them resided in the embassy, a reminder that the galaxy was no longer under their sway.  Once, he’d had a staff of humans under his command ... now, he couldn’t recruit humans for fear they’d be spying for their government.  It wasn’t a pleasant thought.  What did it say about his people that it was hard to recruit even a handful of embassy staffers?  He snapped orders at his assistant, asking him to open a direct channel to the council back home.  There was no point in trying to start matters rolling without their consent.  It would be just another nail in his political coffin.

He waited, impatiently.  The storm was making direct communication difficult, but not that difficult.  It was a grim reminder that he was no longer considered important, that whatever happened on - or to - Earth was no longer considered important either.  The council should have answered the call at once - at the very least, a councillor should have taken his call and laid the groundwork to address the full council - but now ...who knew when they’d answer, if they ever would?  He feared the worst.  Once, he’d been important.  Now, his superiors were probably hoping he’d retire and step into obscurity.  He was a reminder of a past they wanted to forget.

Tapping his terminal, he started to put together his proposal as he waited.  The council might not care for the idea of selling Earth advanced technology, but he could sell it to them as vital for interstellar security.  If the human race was crushed, or forced to ally with a different galactic superpower, it would threaten the safety of the empire itself.  Better to have a friendly power on the border, particularly one not capable of posing a lethal threat, than a hostile power that indisputably could.  The council might not like him, and it might not care about human problems, but it couldn’t deny the logic.  Shoring up humanity’s position would make a great deal of sense in the long run.

The terminal bleeped.  It was time.

Yasuke took a breath and began.
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Chapter Nine


Theta Sigma, Occupied Zone


[image: image]


The Theta Sigma System had never been considered particularly important, certainly not by the galactic superpowers.  The G2 star was orbited by four rocky worlds, only one remotely habitable, and a handful of asteroids that were not, as far as the Galactics were concerned, worth the effort of establishing a mining station.  The sole inhabitable world was on the edge of the habitable zone and, as there were quite a few other more hospitable worlds within a dozen light years, had been largely ignored by the major races.  The lesser races had moved in and, over the years, built up a surprisingly diverse collection of settlements and industrial habitats.  The Vulteks had laid claim to the system, as part of their expansion, but they’d done nothing beyond establishing a settlement.  The system had barely noticed the war, let alone its transfer to human authority.  The local population simply didn’t care.

Naomi frowned as Dauntless passed through the crossroads and slipped into realspace.  The system was surprisingly active, with hundreds of starships and interplanetary ships making their way to and from the crossroads, but there was very little human presence within sensor range.  The files had said as much - she’d studied them during the voyage - yet she couldn’t help thinking it boded ill.  There didn’t seem to be any effective government within the system.  It wasn’t really a surprise, but it worried her.  If humanity couldn’t impose order, someone else might try.

Admiral Glass was right to worry, she thought, as she gave orders for the convoy to head to Theta Sigma itself.  This system is a sitting duck.

Her impression didn’t change as they glided towards the planet.  Theta Sigma itself - the locals couldn’t agree on a name, according to the files - was a patchy world that reminded her of Mars, although the planet hadn’t needed so much terraforming to make the atmosphere breathable.  The surface was covered in swathes of green and yellow, as if a child had taken a paintbrush to the sphere ... it struck her, as she watched the display, that the patches of green and yellow had to be immense if they were visible from space.  The files stated there was little law and order on the surface, let alone the high orbitals.  Each settlement was practically a world unto itself.  She wondered, idly, why the officer on the spot hadn’t tried to impose order.  It was his bloody job.

He probably doesn’t have the firepower, she reminded herself.  And he has an entire sector to patrol.

The sense of unease grew stronger as more and more data flowed into the display.  There was no control, no overall command authority.  The starships came and went without so much as announcing themselves to the system’s legal owners.  It was never easy to establish authority - Earth’s history stood as mute testament to the simple fact that political power often came out of the barrel of a gun - but it looked as if the admiral in command hadn’t even tried.  And yet, with only four starships on permanent station, it would only provoke resistance, which would draw in the other interstellar powers.  They were just waiting for an excuse to take the occupied zone for themselves.  She feared humanity was on a fool’s errand.

Her eyes traced the starships in orbit.  Human vessels, alien vessels ... she frowned as she spotted a pair of Pashtali ships, holding station far too close to the naval base for comfort.  They looked like freighters, but it was impossible to be sure.  The ships could easily be warships built on freighter hulls, if they weren’t simply spies.  She wondered, as the convoy slipped into orbit, just how long the Pashtali ships had been there.  The local commander hadn’t tried to order them to leave.

And sending in an inspection team would be sure to provoke a diplomatic incident, she reflected, grimly.  They might even be hoping the admiral will do just that, so they can use it as an excuse to start a war.

“Captain,” Lieutenant Wood said.  “Admiral Chung sends his compliments, and invites you to join him for dinner at 1900.”

Naomi nodded, curtly.  Her official orders said she’d be making a sweep through the sector before heading back to Earth.  The unofficial orders, the orders she’d been given personally, were very different.  She grimaced as she looked at the display.  Admiral Chung was going to be pissed that he’d been left out of the loop, even though he had no need-to-know.  Admiral Glass had placed her in an awkward position.  And yet, looking at the planet, it was easy to accept Admiral Glass was right.  There was no way in hell the local HQ could be considered secure.

“Janet, take command and ensure the freighters are passed to local control,” she ordered, putting her doubts aside.  1900.  She didn’t have much time to alert her shuttle pilot, let alone have a wash and get changed.  “I’ll be back as soon as possible.”

“Aye, Captain,” Janet said.  “Have fun.”

Naomi snorted as she headed for her ready room, unsure if she should change into her dress uniform.  It was a relief that the Alphan-designed uniforms had been dumped five years ago - the alien aesthetic had looked strange on human forms - yet their replacements weren’t much better.  A serving officer would understand completely if she arrived in her regular uniform, but she didn’t know Chung.  He’d served during the war, yet they’d never met.  If he took offense ... she sighed, stripped off her uniform and donned her dress whites.  There was no point in taking chances.  Chung was going to be unhappy enough when he found out she had secret orders.

She collected her terminal and sidearm - they’d been warned to remain armed at all times in this sector - and headed for the hatch.  Her shuttle was already prepared, the pilot powering up the drive as she clambered through the airlock and took her seat.  She braced herself as the shuttle undocked and glided away from the ship, then steered towards the local HQ.  It was weirdly designed, a strange combination of several different concepts.  She couldn’t help thinking of it as a giant brooding spider.

Which is probably not a good omen, she thought, wryly.  The Pashtali look like giant spiders, too.

“Captain, local control is very weak,” the pilot said.  “There doesn’t seem to be any traffic controllers directing traffic.”

“Noted.”  Naomi made a mental note to suggest Admiral Glass push for more patrol and customs vessels.  The Galactics couldn’t object to enhanced traffic control, could they?  “Make sure you put it in your report.”

She forced herself to sit back and wait as the shuttle approached the brooding structure, then docked at a simple airlock.  A pair of Marines met her on the far side, ran a sensor over her, then led her through a maze of corridors to the station’s core.  Naomi couldn’t help thinking the proportions were all wrong.  The station had clearly been designed for aliens who were larger than the average human.  She frowned inwardly as she spotted hundreds of aliens, from a dozen different races, making their way through the corridors.  Admiral Glass had definitely been right.  There was no true security on Theta Sigma.

And some of the staff are Vulteks, she thought.  How many of them hate our guts?

The thought tormented her as her escort stopped in front of a large hatch, then pressed their hands against the sensor.  The hatch opened, to reveal a large chamber that had been turned into a sitting room.  The bulkheads seemed oddly slanted, as if the chamber had been warped and twisted ... it took her a moment to realise it had originally been designed for a Pashtali.  The human furniture, and paintings on the walls, only added to the sense of unreality.  It felt as if she was stepping back in time, back to when she’d been XO to an alien commander who hadn’t known how to handle his ship ...

Admiral Chung stood and held out a hand.  “Welcome to Theta Sigma, Captain.”

“Thank you, sir,” Naomi managed.  The chamber was more than a little disconcerting.  “It’s been a long flight.”

“I understand,” Admiral Chung said.  He waved to a table.  “Please, be seated.  Dinner will be served in a moment.”

Naomi took her seat and studied the admiral thoughtfully.  He was shorter than she’d expected, with dark hair and tinted skin.  His file stated he’d grown up on an asteroid colony, rather than Earth, then spent most of his career in orbital defence and traffic control rather than starships.  She supposed it was why he’d been given the post.  He would know how to handle both freighter crews and obnoxious aliens who thought they had the right to demand priority at all times.  And yet, she was sure he wasn’t really in control.  His authority was non-existent.

“It’s been years since I set foot on Earth,” Chung said, as an alien entered the chamber, laid a tray of food on the table and retreated as silently as he’d come.  “How has it changed, in the wake of the war?  And everything else?”

“It’s hard to say,” Naomi said.  She’d spent most of her life in space.  “I think ... most people are just struggling to survive, now that we’re an independent world again.  There’s been a lot of disorientation and downsizing and other problems, but ... it’s hard to say.  We’re still a little unsure the world has actually changed.”

“Out here, they have the same impression,” Chung said.  It was impossible to miss the irritation in his tone.  “The planet may be ours, on paper, but no one convinced the locals to accept us.  They won’t do anything for us unless we pay or put guns to their heads and either way, they will never like us.  Our attempts to patrol the system and prevent smuggling, among everything else, haven’t so much as put a dent in the problem.  And it’s even worse elsewhere.”

Naomi frowned as she helped herself to the food.  The bland meat had probably come out of a vat, rather than a living animal, but - judging by the smell - the cook had done his best to flavour the stew with spices.  It was common, out in the belt.  “The reports didn’t make it sound very good.”

“No,” Chung agreed.  “In theory, we rule the sector.  In practice, we don’t really control anything under our guns, let alone elsewhere.  The Vulteks didn’t really enforce the laws - really, I think they encouraged smugglers and pirates to set up shop in their territory, because they could use the networks for their own purposes.  The threadlines aren’t particularly well charted, let alone guarded; the vast majority of the crossroads are completely unmonitored.  I don’t even begin to have enough ships to set up regular patrols and they know it.  This place” - he waved a hand at the bulkhead - “leaks like a sieve.”

“Why not set up a base elsewhere?”  Naomi leaned forward.  “Or simply put your flag on a starship?”

“It’s the only major repair facility in the sector,” Chung said.  “The Vulteks controlled it before the war.  Now, we have to use it ourselves to show we’re the new boss.”

He shook his head.  “We don’t even have the manpower to operate the base without hired hands,” he added.  “And that doesn’t really help.”

“No,” Naomi agreed.  “We don’t know how reliable they are.”

“But that isn’t even the worst of it,” Chung warned, as if she hadn’t spoken.  “Over the last three weeks, we’ve had reports of unknown warships being sighted within the sector.”

Naomi tensed.  “The Pashtali?”

“Perhaps.”  Chung took a sip of his water.  Naomi was quietly relieved to see he wasn’t drinking alcohol.  “Most of the long-range reports come from merchant ships, with civilian sensors.  They were able to tell the contacts were warships, but they weren’t able to identify them.  My staff did a detailed analysis of the records, to no avail.  We know the ships were there, but we don’t know who or why.  They sneak close enough to be detected, then withdraw as quickly as they came.”

“They’re trying to make us jumpy, sir,” Naomi said, slowly.  She recalled her first command and scowled.  “The Vulteks did the same.”

“Yes,” Chung agreed.  “The Pashtali patronised the Vulteks.  It’s possible the Vulteks learnt the trick from their masters.  It’s also possible someone else is behind the mystery contacts, hoping to start a war between us and the Pashtali.  We just don’t know, Captain, but everyone is on edge.  Right now, our authority is very flimsy.  The local governments, such as they are, are reluctant to make any sort of long-term agreements with us for fear of what the Pashtali will do.”

“And there’s no way we can protect them, if the Pashtali come calling,” Naomi said.  The files had made that very clear.  It was a shameful admission, but one she couldn’t refuse to make.  Not to herself.  “They know it.”

Chung laughed, humourlessly.  “Yes.  Of course they know it.  They can read a fleet list as easily as anyone else.  The Pashtali could roll up this sector very easily, to the point hardly anyone - including us - could offer any real resistance.  We have been denied permission to lay minefields, establish checkpoints or even set up planetary defence forces.  The best we can do is urge local governments to prepare for trouble, which most of them don’t have the resources to do ... not on the scale they need, certainly.  In short, Captain, we are going to lose very quickly if the Pashtali come over the border.  I suggest you make that clear when you report back to Earth.”

“Yes, sir,” Naomi said.  She intended to send an encrypted message once she returned to the ship.  The code was supposed to be unbreakable, relying on human cultural references that were so outdated most humans hadn’t heard of them.  Privately, she had her doubts.  One could deduce a great deal about a message if one knew the context.  “Do you have any contingency plans for war?”

“Very few.”  Chung scowled at the table.  “If they come over the border, right now, my sole realistic option is to fire a missile or two at them for the honour of the flag, then retreat as if the hounds of hell are after me.  There is just no way I can even slow them down, not unless I get permission to concentrate my forces and start laying mines, and even that will be very limited.  There are no less than seven possible attack routes for an enemy fleet, if they want to come here.  I can’t hope to block them all and, even if I did, it wouldn’t take them long to pick their way through multispace and get here anyway.”

Naomi winced in sympathy.  It was rare to hear an admiral unburdening himself like that, certainly not to a junior officer.  She doubted things were that different in system command, even if it wasn’t uncommon for an officer to spend much of his career in a single place.  But then, Admiral Chung knew she wouldn’t have been given her command if she didn’t have the respect of people in high places.  He could be hoping she’d take his words to Admiral Glass ... she winced, again.  Admiral Glass already knew Chung needed reinforcements.  There just wasn’t anything he could send, not without weakening the other defences.  The deployment wasn’t going to end well.

“They may not be interested in the occupied zone,” she mused.  She was clutching at straws and she knew it.  Even if the Pashtali didn’t care about the zone, they needed to control it to deny it to everyone else.  “They do have other enemies.”

“In the short term, this sector will be a drain on anyone who holds it,” Admiral Chung agreed, grimly.  “Long-term, given enough time, the sector will be extremely useful.  There’s a great many building blocks within the sector, from a trained population to natural resources, that would turn the sector into the jewel in someone’s crown.  But a lot depends on how long we get to keep it.  The Pashtali can afford to take it off us, then patrol the sector long enough to establish themselves as the bosses.  They would get the reward.”

“Five hundred years ago, Earth would have looked useless too,” Naomi agreed.  She’d watched an alternate history movie once, based on the writer’s concept of what would have happened if Earth had never become part of the Alphan Empire.  The writer’s ignorance had been so obvious nothing, not even a pair of stunning performances, could hide it from the general public.  “And we became a jewel in the empire’s crown.”

“Quite,” Admiral Chung agreed.  “This sector is a seed, a whole field seeded with potential.  Whoever owns the field will inherit whatever grows from it.”

Unless someone bigger and nastier comes along and takes it from the farmer, Naomi thought.  No one wants to invest for fear their investment will be stolen from them.

She nodded as she finished her meal.  “I have to depart tomorrow,” she said.  There was no time for shore leave.  If she really had intended to fly straight back to Earth, her crew would not have been happy.  Hell, she wouldn’t have been happy either.  “But I’ll make sure to take your concerns to my superiors.”

“Please,” Admiral Chung said.  He sounded tired, tired and beaten before the first shot was fired.  “Right now, it’s only a matter of time before something happens and things fall apart.  The mystery warships, smugglers and pirates, everything else ... it’ll just take one incident to start a war.  And if that happens, we’re finished.”

“Yes, sir,” Naomi said.  “I’ll make sure they understand.”
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Chapter Ten


ESS Dauntless, Occupied Zone
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Naomi brooded.

It wasn’t something she was prone to, under normal circumstances.  She’d had plenty to brood about, back before the war, but she simply hadn’t had time.  Now ... the reports were all too clear.  If anything, Admiral Chung had understated the case.  The sector was slowly slipping out of humanity’s grasp, if indeed it had ever truly been humanity’s.  It was just a matter of time before all hell broke loose.

She sat in her command chair, studying starcharts while keeping an eye on her crew.  The sector had never been properly charted, even by the Alphans, but it was alarmingly clear there were just too many ways for the Pashtali to cross the border and seize most of the sector before the human defenders realised they were under attack.  None of the local governments could be trusted, not to do anything more than sell out for the best terms they could get.  She’d said as much, as she’d composed her message to Admiral Glass.  The sector needed heavy reinforcements or an evacuation plan.  She doubted either would be forthcoming.

And we need to start taking control before someone else uses the chaos as an excuse to take control themselves, she thought.  She blanked the starchart, switching the display back to realspace.  If someone takes the bait.

The freighter came into view, seemingly alone and vulnerable.  She had no doubt, when she’d looked at the shipping schedules, that the freighter would draw attention from pirates.  The freighter was nine hundred metres long, most of that space devoted to planetary farming and asteroid mining gear.  The pirates might not want the cargo for themselves, but they’d have no trouble finding someone willing to buy without asking too many questions.  Naomi gritted her teeth.  It would be so much easier if much of the population, human and alien alike, was law-abiding.  But, out here, the law was a joke.  Intelligent beings acted in their own self-interest and here, so far from Earth, self-interest dictated, at best, turning a blind eye to criminals.  You never knew when you might need a criminal’s assistance yourself.

Which means no one will report the pirates, no matter how vile they are, she thought, darkly.  And if we hand them over to local governments, they’ll be free within the week.

She told herself, firmly, to be patient.  They’d shadowed the freighter for nearly a week, following her though threadlines and crossroads as she made her way closer and closer to the border.  The freighter was on a direct course to her final destination and yet, Naomi felt the freighter crew were stalling.  It was probably her own frustration bubbling to the surface.  The freighter was a piece of junk that had passed through at least five or six pairs of hands, probably more.  She could no more outrun a warship than she could survive a plunge into a sun.

We’ll just have to resume the patrol if she reaches her destination without interference, she told herself.  There’ll be other ships to shadow.

Her fingers danced over the keyboard, running a handful of tracking exercises.  The freighter seemed completely unaware of their presence - Dauntless’s cloaking device was working as advertised - but there was no point in taking chances.  The pirates, assuming there were any, might have slipped a handful of their people onto the freighter, intending to hijack the ship once it was safely away from Theta Sigma.  Or simply make it impossible for the crew to resist when the pirate ship showed up.  Out here, hardly anyone was properly vetted.  A desperate captain might overlook a dozen red flags just to get someone with the right skills onto his ship.  He might not even have time to regret it.

The sensor console chimed.  “Captain,” Lieutenant Daniel Rose said.  “Passive sensors are picking up an unknown ship on attack vector.”

Naomi felt a flash of excitement burn away the cobwebs in her mind.  “Tactical alert,” she ordered, as a red icon appeared on the display.  A ship on an attack vector was either hostile or crewed by idiots.  “Prepare to engage.”

She leaned forward as the unknown ship glided closer.  The target looked to be a light cruiser, probably an outdated design from a second-rate power that had been passed from navy to navy until it had finally ended up in pirate hands.  It was supposed to be illegal, and the Alphans had been doing their best to stamp it out, but pirates had been buying warships for centuries.  There was no way to keep a corrupt official from listing the ship as scrapped while selling it to pirates and pocketing the cash.  She was mildly surprised the ship was still functional.  Pirates weren’t known for proper maintenance.

Whoever built it did good work, she conceded.  The hull was probably the only bit of the ship that was still original.  The remainder had been refitted time and time again until the ship was practically unrecognisable.  But the sensors can’t be GalTech or they might have caught a sniff of our presence.

“Captain,” Lieutenant Wood said.  “I’m picking up a signal.  Galactic Standard.  No ID.  They’re ordering the freighter to deactivate their drive nodes and prepare to be boarded, or they’ll be fired upon.”

Janet sniffed.  “As if we had any doubts they’re hostile.”

Naomi nodded.  A regular navy ship would have identified itself.  It certainly wouldn’t have issued threats, not to a freighter that didn’t have a hope in hell of outrunning a warship.  Hell, a regular warship could have landed an entire boarding party without being detected until the troops set foot on the freighter’s hull.  She wasn’t surprised to see the freighter deactivate her drives.  She couldn’t hope to outrun the pirates.  She just had to hope the pirates weren’t human.  If they were ... the crew might suffer a fate worse than death.

“Tactical,” she said.  “Do you have weapons lock?”

“Yes, Captain,” Lieutenant Commander Darren Cobb said.  “I can take out their drives or forward weapons with one shot.”

“Target their weapons array,” Naomi ordered.  She wanted to take the enemy ship intact, if possible.  Her sensor logs would be very helpful in tracking down the pirate base.  “Fire!”

She smiled, grimly, as Dauntless fired her pulse cannons for the first time in battle.  The pirate ship seemed to stagger under the sudden attack, even though the hull itself couldn’t have been more than scratched.  Unless their repair work was shoddier than she’d thought ... she frowned as the sensors picked up plasma, jetting away from the enemy hull.  Perhaps they’d hit something vital, enough to do real damage to the ship’s interior.  She had no qualms about killing pirates, but she needed prisoners to interrogate.  If they were all dead ...

“Signal them,” she ordered, quietly.  “Demand their surrender.”

“Aye, Captain,” Wood said.  His fingers danced over his console.  “No response.”

Naomi grimaced.  Had they killed the crew?  Knocked out the communications array as well as the weapons?  Or was the crew pretending to be dead, in hopes she’d get bored and go away?  Or land a boarding party, just in time for the pirates to trigger the self-destruct and blow them all to hell?  She didn’t know and she didn’t have time to wait.  The more time the pirates had, the greater the chance they could purge their records or prepare to blow up their ship.  She had to act fast.

She tapped her console.  “Major Drache, you are clear to launch.”

“Aye, Captain.”

***
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Pirates, Wesley thought.  

He felt a surge of pure anger as the shuttle detached from the mothership and glided towards its target.  He hated pirates.  He’d been spared the sight of some of the carnage the bastards left in their wake - his father had refused to allow him to join a recovery party, when one of their victims was found drifting in space - but he’d heard the stories about psychopathic monsters who looted, raped and killed without mercy.  Even the non-human pirates were terrible.  He’d been told, in no uncertain terms, that it would be kinder to shoot his sisters and then himself, rather than risk falling into pirate hands.  The stories haunted him as the enemy ship came into view.  She was still bleeding plasma from a gash in the hull.

Must have been supercharging the plasma right under the weapons array, he thought.  The idiot who did the refit didn’t stop to think about what would happen if someone shot out the weapons array and detonated the tanks below.

He did one final check as the hatch opened, allowing him to lead his platoon into space.  The pirate ship dominated the horizon, a blackened lump so badly scarred that he was sure she’d been marked for scrap before the pirates had taken possession of her.  And yet ... he braced himself as the platoon flew down to the pirate ship, space and stars spinning as he landed neatly on her hull.  The metal didn’t seem to be as cracked as it looked, but it wouldn’t matter.  Dauntless had effectively disabled the ship with a single shot.  If the pirates offered any resistance, and the Marines couldn’t get to them, the battlecruiser would blow the ship into atoms and resume the hunt.

There was no hint of resistance as he found an airlock and manually opened it.  He wondered if the power was completely out.  It was illegal not to have a powered airlock ... he snorted at the thought as he plunged inside, the gravity field shifting around him.  Piracy and no automatic airlock?  How would they ever be hired with a record like that?  

He inched forward as the rest of the platoon followed him into the ship, all humour dying as he considered the implications.  The lights were failing, but the gravity field was clear proof the ship wasn’t depowered.

He keyed his suit’s comm, transmitting an automatic demand for surrender on all frequencies.  It was a risk - the enemy might use it to zero in on his position - but they’d been told to take prisoners, if possible.  The CO would be understanding if there were none - Wesley had been told Captain Yagami was a very reasonable officer - yet it was imperative they tracked down the pirate base as quickly as possible.  No self-respecting spacer would have anything to do with pirates, but - given time - the bastards could corrupt anyone.  They had to be stopped.

A dark shape appeared at the end of the corridor and rushed him.  Wesley barely had seconds to recognise the Vultek before he pulled the trigger.  The Vultek stumbled forward, dead before he hit the ground.  Others - several different races, somewhat to his surprise - followed in his wake.  The remainder of the platoon opened fire.  Wesley inched forward, silently counting bodies.  How many pirates were there?  There would be a hard upper limit, even if the life support was in good shape.  Personally, he wouldn’t trust a pirate to maintain something as simple as a pencil.  Their starships always looked as though they’d been in the wars.

Another form showed itself, holding its hands in the air.  Wesley peered through the gloom.  A human male, looking terrified.  Wesley took no chances and darted forward, slamming the pirate to the ground, rolling him over and cuffing him, before roughly searching his body.  The man was unarmed, but there were a handful of datachips in his pocket.  Wesley put them aside for later assessment, then led his Marines deeper into the ship.  Two more pirates surrendered, while a third lunged at the Marines and was swiftly dispatched.  Wesley breathed a sigh of relief as he broke onto the enemy bridge.  The pirates hadn’t had any time to prepare to repel boarders.  If they had ...

“Good work,” Drache said, over the communications network.  “Get the prisoners back to the shuttle, then hand the ship over to the engineers.”

Wesley nodded.  “Aye, sir.”

***
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“The computer cores were apparently last replaced a hundred years ago,” Janet said, when she joined Naomi in her ready room an hour after the brief encounter.  “The hull is a very basic design, one that could have come out of any shipyard.  All hull markings and suchlike were scrubbed beyond recovery.  Realistically, Captain, I don’t think we’re going to be able to track down the original owners.”

Naomi nodded as she sipped her tea.  The last hour had been busy; the ship had been searched, the crew had been interrogated; she’d spoken briefly to the freighter captain, who hadn’t been entirely pleased to discover he and his crew had been used as unwitting bait.  Naomi didn’t blame him, but she thought he was being ungrateful.  The best he could have hoped for, if the pirate attack had gone off without a hitch, was being shoved out the nearest airlock.  It wouldn’t have been a very pleasant end.

“And they wouldn’t know what had happened to the ship anyway,” she said, reflectively.  “How old is she?”

“At least four hundred years old,” Janet said.  “The engineers reported it was a minor miracle she was able to function, given how many different pieces of technology had been shoved into her hull.  Whoever did the original work was pretty good; he convinced a bunch of incompatible components to somehow work together without any major problems.  She couldn’t have stood in the line of battle, but as a raider she was quite effective.”

“And she had a multi-species crew,” Naomi mused.  That was uncommon, even on the edge of explored space.  There were always issues when two or more different species shared the same living space.  “Did the crew tell us anything useful?”

“Only that they were promised additional pay if their targets were destroyed, instead of looted,” Janet said.  “That’s ... odd.”

“Worrying,” Naomi corrected.  The black-market economy wasn’t that different.  It was impossible to sell something you didn’t have, which meant a destroyed vessel wasn’t remotely useful to pirates.  The smarter ones were careful not to harm surrendered crews, in the hopes of encouraging others to surrender as well.  “If someone was paying them for destroyed ships, instead of captured ships ...”

She frowned.  “Someone must have been backing them.”

“It’s also possible the pirate commander told his crew they’d be paid extra, just to keep them from murdering him after the prize was accidentally blown away,” Janet said.  She cleared her throat.  “The main computer core was purged and destroyed, but we took out a chunk of the internal network and managed to recover some of the backup cores.  The pirate ship passed through several systems, but lingered in two.  One’s an inhabited system.  The other, seemingly isolated.  But it would make an ideal location for a pirate base.”

“We’ll check it out, once we deliver the freighter to her destination,” Naomi said.  The crew had agreed to spread the word.  By the time the story reached the pirates, it would have grown into every seemingly unescorted ship having a cloaked companion.  Hopefully, that would deter the pirates from continuing to raid unescorted ships.  “Can the pirate ship be repaired?”

“Not without a great deal of work,” Janet said.  “Her weapons array is gone.  Her frontal interior is heavily damaged.  Her command network is beyond repair.  Realistically, it would be cheaper to build a new ship from scratch.”

“We’ll scuttle her,” Naomi said.  “The prisoners are all pirates, aren’t they?”

“Yes, Captain,” Janet said.  “We have more than enough evidence to charge every one of them with a multitude of crimes.  I doubt any of them can be redeemed.  Frankly, even indentured lifetime service would be too mild a punishment.”

Naomi nodded, curtly.  “Once the interrogations are complete, have them put out the airlock,” she ordered.  There was no point in trying to deliver the prisoners to a colony world.  Either they’d be refused or, worse, they’d be freed as soon as she turned her back.  Corruption and intimidation were epidemic in the sector.  “I’ll take full responsibility.”

“Yes, Captain,” Janet said.  Her lips thinned in disgust.  “There’s no doubt they’re all guilty.”

“Yes.”  Naomi had met people who’d been forced into the pirate life, but they were rare.  Most pirate commanders preferred crewmen with blood on their hands, crewmen who couldn’t hope for mercy if they surrendered.  The more hesitant were either pushed into doing something unforgivable or simply murdered, if they failed to convince their commanders they could be trusted.  “But the responsibility is mine.”

She dismissed her XO with a nod, then stared down at the report without reading it.  The brief engagement had been very satisfactory, but she knew it was just a drop in the bucket.  Killing one pirate crew and scuttling their ship wouldn’t fix all the sector’s problems, not when there were so many others out there.  And an entire sector of people too poor, or too desperate, to ask many questions.  It was easy to say no when one was on a civilised world.  A farmer desperately struggling to feed his family couldn’t afford to be so scrupulous.

And someone is backing them, she mused.  Who?

Her mind raced as she started to put together her report.  She’d send it the next time they passed through a civilised system.  Who was behind the pirates?  The Pashtali were the obvious suspects, but there were others.  Hell, it might be the Vulteks.  They were meant to be under Pashtali supervision, but ... they’d certainly had dealings with pirates before.  They’d want to bleed the human race, and take a little revenge, without making it too obvious.  Pirates were the obvious tool ...

It isn’t as if they have much to lose, she reflected.  The Pashtali will prevent us from giving them the thrashing they deserve.

The intercom chimed.  “Captain,” Lieutenant Rose said.  “Long-range sensors are picking up a starship of unknown design, right on the edge of sensor range.”

Naomi stood, feeling a flicker of alarm.  “I’m on my way.”
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Chapter Eleven


ESS Dauntless, Occupied Zone
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“Report,” Naomi snapped.

She took her chair and studied the display.  A single red icon held position, right on the edge of her sensor range.  The mystery ship could easily have avoided detection, simply by running silent or using a cloaking device.  That the ship had shown herself ... Naomi frowned as she considered the implications.  A friendly ship would have attempted to open communications, while a hostile ship would have closed to attack range as quickly as possible.  Her eyes narrowed as more and more data flowed into the display.  The mystery ship was clearly from a very advanced race.  It might well be capable of engaging Dauntless from outside her own ship’s range.

Her mind raced.  Did the mystery ship know it had been detected?  It was impossible to be sure.  It wasn’t trying to hide, but it wasn’t making its presence blindingly obvious either.  A second-rate sensor array might completely miss it.  She knew she would have missed it if her ship hadn’t been fitted with a first-rate sensor system.  And yet, it was hanging right on the edge of her sensor range.  She doubted that was a coincidence.  It was just too contrived.

“Communications, send a standard greeting,” she ordered.  This was human space, at least for now.  She had every right to demand the unknown ship identify itself.  “Helm, plot an intercept course.”

“Aye, Captain,” Wood said.  There was a long, chilling pause.  “No reply.”

Naomi frowned.  “Repeat the signal,” she ordered.  Legally, any ship in human space should - at the very least - respond to the challenge.  Practically, it wasn’t so clear cut.  Galactic law was a little vague, unsurprisingly, on just how many obligations the older and more powerful races had to their younger counterparts.  “Helm, prepare to bring up the drives.”

“Aye, Captain,” Murray said.

“If they’re not responding, they must not be friendly,” Janet muttered.  “They would have responded if they were interested in talking.”

Naomi nodded.  It was possible the unknown ship’s masters were making a point, in hopes of putting humanity in its place by delaying their reply, but unlikely.  One didn’t play chicken with heavily armed starships.  Even an unfriendly race should have responded ... hell, the mere fact she’d signalled the unknown ship was clear proof she knew it was there.  A scout or light cruiser would probably have retreated, which meant ... what?  A ship that matched hers?  Or just a crew determined to force her to come after them before they broke contact?  There were just too many unknowns.

“Helm, intercept course,” she ordered.  “Best possible speed.”

Dauntless hummed as her drives came online, pushing her away from the captured pirate ship.  Naomi wondered, grimly, if the unknown vessel had been quietly shadowing the pirate ship, perhaps hoping to track it back to its base ... or, less pleasantly, making sure it wasn’t taken intact.  She was sure someone was sponsoring the pirates, if they were being paid for destroying ships as well as capturing them; she was all too aware that anyone who tried such a scheme would do everything in their power to avoid evidence falling into unfriendly hands.  Pirates were universal enemies.  Everyone would band together to punish someone caught supporting pirate operations.

Unless they’re too strong to punish, she thought, as the range started to close.  Galactic society might have to be satisfied with a handful of scapegoats and little else.

She gritted her teeth, bracing herself.  The unknown ship was clearly hidden within a masking field.  What was she?  That she was standing her ground was worrying.  Naomi was uncomfortably aware there was little mystery surrounding Dauntless.  The enemy could make a few very good guesses about her capabilities, just by looking at her.  And if they weren’t trying to retreat ... she eyed the tactical display, assessing the odds.  If it came down to a shooting match ...

“Captain, the unknown ship is bringing up her drives,” Rose reported.  “Her power curves suggest she’s a heavy cruiser.”

Shit, Naomi thought.  This could get nasty.

She kept her face under tight control.  A first-rate heavy cruiser would be more than a match for Dauntless, particularly if the other ship mounted blazers or burners.  Dauntless would have to risk closing the range, something that would certainly get Naomi’s ship seriously damaged before Dauntless got into effective range and returned fire.  

Her mind raced.  It might be better to swallow her pride and back off, to report back to Admiral Glass, rather than risk an engagement her ship might lose.  She wasn’t proud enough to get her ship destroyed and her crew killed for nothing, not when Earth would never know what happened.  The mystery ship could finish them off, then take out both the freighter and the pirate ship.  There’d be no one left to spread the word.  And yet ... if she did break off, she’d be conceding defeat.  The mystery ship’s masters could - and would - claim that humanity had surrendered its right to police the occupied zone.

This is a job for a diplomat, she thought, grimly.  But if they won’t even talk to us ...

She cursed under her breath as the range steadily closed.  The unknown ship was adjusting her position ... bringing her weapons to bear?  Naomi had no doubt of it.  She knew she should break off and yet ... she’d be blamed for turning away and letting the unknown ship roam freely through human space.  Admiral Glass would understand, she was sure, but his political masters would think she’d run up the white flag and surrendered.  The bastards would probably try to blame her for the consequences ... she shook her head, bracing herself to give the order she knew she had to give.  She wasn’t going to get her ship blown away for nothing.  She’d face the music later.

“Captain,” Rose said.  “The unknown ship is turning away.”

Naomi blinked as the display updated.  The unknown ship curved away from her ship, gliding towards the distant crossroads.  Her acceleration curves were good, Naomi noted; the range was opening at a terrifying speed.  She felt torn between relief and fear.  Had the unknowns been bluffing?  Had they been deterred when Dauntless had challenged them?  Or were they playing a deeper game?

“Tactical, launch a stealthed probe after them,” she ordered.  There was no point in trying to continue the chase.  The unknown ship had already won, unless she was planning on reversing course once she was out of sensor range and curving back into attack position.  “I want to keep a fix on their position as long as possible.”

“Aye, Captain,” Cobb said.  He keyed his console.  “Probe’s away.”

“Helm, take us back to the freighter,” Naomi added.  “We’ll scuttle the pirate ship, then escort the freighter all the way to her destination.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Naomi thought, fast, as they reversed course.  What had that ship been doing there and why did it break off?  What was the point?  Her mind churned, sifting through possible answers.  A probe of the sector’s defences?  A test of her ship’s sensors?  Or ... was her earlier thought right?  Had the unknowns been quietly supervising the pirate ship?  Or ... or what?  They could have taken out Dauntless, if the unknown ship been willing to soak up the damage.  What were they doing?

They might not have realised we were alone, she mused.  They might not even have known we were there, not until we decloaked.  Their sensors can’t be that much better than ours, can they?  They might have thought we had cloaked escorts and, when we came at them, they assumed we could beat them.

She wanted to be reassured, to believe her rationalizations, but ... she shook her head.  She didn’t dare assume it was the right answer.  The unknowns could have quietly backed off, the moment the pirate ship was crippled beyond repair, and she would never have had the slightest idea they’d ever been anywhere near the brief engagement.  They could have remained under cloak or powered down everything they could and ... no, they’d wanted to be detected.  Why?

“Captain,” Janet said.  “The pirate ship is ready to be scuttled.”

“Destroy her,” Naomi ordered.  She’d meant to scuttle the pirate ship anyway, but this way the unknowns would never be sure what she’d pulled from the hull.  “And then resume our course.”

“Aye, Captain.”

She watched the pirate ship die, then stood.  “XO, join me in my ready room.  Mr. Cobb, you have the bridge.”

“I have the bridge,” Cobb said.

Naomi stepped through the hatch, suddenly feeling very tired.  It would be a great deal easier to take risks, she reflected bitterly, if humanity had an entire fleet of Dauntless-class battlecruisers.  Or an assurance of Alphan support, if push came to shove.  She couldn’t afford to entangle humanity in a war it might well lose, not against a first-rank power determined to make a name for itself by besting humanity.  And yet, they couldn’t back down, either.  Galactic history was all too clear.  Interstellar powers that allowed themselves to be bullied into making concessions were doomed.  She knew how it would go.  Today, the occupied zone; tomorrow, the rest of human space.

The steward brought them both coffee, then retreated.  Naomi took her mug and gratefully sipped, although she knew she should get some sleep before something else happened.  Janet took the terminal from her belt and eyed it, watching as the tactical department studied the sensor records from the brief encounter.  Naomi hoped they’d come up with something.  She had the uneasy sense she was flying blind.

“It might have been a Pashtali ship,” Janet said, thoughtfully.  “The drive tech didn’t appear to be based on Alphan technology, but that might be meaningless.”

“The sensor records might have been spoofed,” Naomi agreed.  The Pashtali were the most likely suspects, but they weren’t the only ones.  Accusing the wrong galactic superpower - or even the right one, without an entire convoy of proof - would be disastrous.  “What do you think they were doing?”

“The tactical staff believe they showed themselves to us on purpose,” Janet said.  “They may have wanted to alarm us, without risking an engagement that could have sparked a war.”

“Perhaps.”  Naomi had already considered that possibility.  “We’ll have to pass the word back to Earth and hope they can do something.”

She keyed her terminal, bringing up the starchart.  There were dozens of stars - and hundreds of planets - within the occupied zone.  The region had never been very well charted.  The Alphans hadn’t been interested, while the Pashtali and the Vulteks hadn’t shared more than basic navigational data with anyone.  She cursed under her breath as she considered the possibilities.  There were so many threadlines running through the sector, all effectively uncharted, that an entire fleet could move from one end of the sector to the other without setting off any alarms.

We have to do more survey work out here, she thought.  Collecting data from traders and patrolling warships simply isn’t enough.

She rubbed her forehead, as a headache pounded behind her temple.  The task was immense, well beyond a lone starship.  The entire Solar Navy couldn’t hope to keep the enemy from sweeping through the occupied zone, if they were prepared to soak up the casualties.  Admiral Chung had picked out a handful of strongpoints, systems that could be held in preparation for a counterattack, but Naomi suspected it was little more than wishful thinking.  They simply didn’t have the resources to turn the systems into proper strongpoints, not when the enemy could attack from multiple vectors.  Hell, even the handful of truly secure systems could be isolated and left to die.  Naomi doubted the sector’s population would rally to humanity’s side.  They’d already traded masters once.  Why not a second time?

“Admiral Glass will have to make some hard decisions,” she said, grimly.  “Does he reinforce the sector or withdraw before we get forced out?”

“We could try to spin it as granting the settlements independence,” Janet pointed out.  “But I don’t think anyone would believe it.”

Naomi tended to agree.  Galactic society was locked in an endless struggle for resources and manpower.  No one would give up an entire sector unless they believed they simply didn’t have the ability to keep it.  Galactic history said the Galactics would see it as a sign of weakness and pounce, first on the abandoned sector and then on the rest of humanity’s worlds.

“No,” she said.  “But we may have no choice.”

She keyed the terminal, bringing up the sensor records from the brief encounter.  Who were they?  The Pashtali?  Another alien power?  Whoever they were, they clearly weren’t frightened of humanity.  And why should they be?  Earth didn’t have the firepower to make outsiders back off, not when even a victorious war would be costly beyond belief.  If they won one war, they would almost certainly lose the next.

“Keep the tactical staff working,” she said.  It was unlikely they’d be able to draw anything new from the sensor records, but they had to try.  “We’ll forward them to Admiral Glass and hope he can come up with something.”

Janet nodded.  “Aye, Captain,” she said.  “On the plus side, the crew performed well.  We caught the pirates by surprise and blew them to hell before they could fire a single shot.”

Naomi grimaced.  She was too experienced an officer to take joy in a bloodless victory.  She didn’t want her ship damaged or her crew killed - of course not - but she was all too aware the victory could make her crew overconfident.  The pirates had done almost everything wrong, from not bothering to watch their sensors as they made their approach to not even getting their crew in spacesuits before she blew holes in their hull.  If she’d done anything like that, her court-martial would be the shortest formality on record.  Hell, she probably wouldn’t even get a court-martial if she did something so stupid.  Why bother when the case was so open and shut?

“Make it clear the next opponent will be far more challenging,” she said.  “Don’t let the crew have time to become overconfident.  Keep running tactical drills against more powerful enemy ships.  Better to learn our weaknesses now than when the missiles actually start flying.”

“Aye, Captain,” Janet said.  “One other issue.  I sat in on the interrogations.  They’re all as guilty as sin, without any knowledge they can trade for amnesty.  Do you want to proceed with the executions?”

“Yes,” Naomi said.  If the interrogations hadn’t yielded anything of value ... she shook her head.  She wasn’t surprised.  Pirate officers learnt to keep tactical data to themselves or risk being killed by their own subordinates.  It was an old problem.  “There’s nothing to gain by keeping them alive.”

She grimaced, inwardly, as she sent Janet back to her duties.  There were people back home who’d insist, she was sure, that she’d committed legal murder.  The pirates couldn’t harm anyone else, not now.  And yet, she didn’t dare hand them over to local authorities or keep them prisoner until she returned home.  They had to be executed, if only to send a message to anyone thinking of following in their footsteps.  The bleeding hearts back home hadn’t seen the aftermath of pirate attacks.  She had.  

And if we convince a few wannabes to do something else with their lives, she reflected, it will be worthwhile.

She shook her head, then tapped her terminal and started to outline her report.  There’d be time to update it later, if the tactical staff found something new, but ... she knew she had to record her impressions quickly.  Memory was unreliable, particularly when days or weeks passed between the incident and the report.  She yawned, deeply, as she finished, then stood and stumbled to the sofa.  There was no point in going back to her cabin, not now.  She needed to be close to the bridge, just in case something else happened.  The mystery ship might return with friends.

If that happens, they will definitely be hostile, she thought.  And we will find ourselves in deep shit.

***
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Wesley found it hard to keep the contempt off his face as he pushed the captured pirates towards the airlock.  They’d been tough as nails right up until the moment they’d run into someone tough enough to kick their ass, whereupon ... he shook his head in amused disbelief as he stared at the whimpering pirates.  Men who’d raped and murdered their way across an entire sector were begging for mercy, offering to talk freely if only their lives were spared ... Wesley felt no pity.  He’d grown up knowing what would happen to him, and his family, if they fell into pirate hands.  The pirates would never have shown mercy.  Why should the Navy spare their lives?

It isn’t as if they can tell us anything useful, he thought.  The interrogations had made that clear.  The pirates might be the scum of the known universe, willing to commit atrocities at the drop of a hat, but they’d been kept in ignorance.  They have nothing to trade for their lives.

The marines opened the airlock and shoved the pirates inside.  Wesley wondered, just for a second, if it would be better to simply shoot them first.  It would be merciful, but ... he knew the pirates had inflicted worse on their captives.  They deserved to suffer before they died.  The recording would be used to make it clear to their fellows that death awaited them, if they were caught ... Wesley had heard people arguing that mercy would serve better, as it might convince pirates not to fight to the death, but he didn’t buy it.  They had already crossed the line, the moment they willingly joined a pirate crew.  They had blood on their hands.

He watched, coldly, as the inner hatch closed.  The outer hatch opened a moment later, ejecting the pirates into space.  They didn’t have any protection, certainly nothing that would keep them alive for more than a few seconds.  And then ...

It’s a good start, he told himself.  Now, all we have to do is do it again.  And again.
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Chapter Twelve


Garfunkel, Occupied Zone
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There was something about Garfunkel, Naomi decided as the shuttle flew over the city and landed on top of Government House, that was surprisingly attractive.  She wasn’t sure what it was.  Garfunkel City was a mishmash of human and alien styles, with buildings that wouldn’t have been out of place on Earth co-existing with towering alien homes, nests and structures that looked disconcertingly like anthills.  The population below was comprised of many different species, with humans and aliens sharing the same space without - as far as she could tell - any sign of friction.  She wondered, as she unbuckled herself, if being so far from Earth - and the Alphans - had made it easier for everyone to get along.

Governor Patel greeted her as she stepped out of the shuttle.  “Welcome to Garfunkel, Captain,” he said.  “We were quite surprised when you arrived.”

“The Admiralty directed me to find pirates,” Naomi said.  She had no idea if Garfunkel was as leaky as Theta Sigma, but it didn’t matter.  The quickest way to get word across the sector was to pretend it was a secret.  “I couldn’t tell you anything beforehand, as that might have tipped them off.”

“I quite understand,” Patel said.  “Please, come into my office.  We have much to discuss.”

Naomi took a breath, tasting something odd in the air as they made their way down to the office.  The staff all appeared to be human, but - unless she was much mistaken - most of them had been recruited from the planet’s population, rather than imported from Earth.  The government itself had been grafted onto the planet ... she wondered, idly, how much of the system the government controlled.  The Vulteks hadn’t been particularly bothered with the system, leaving plenty of room for pirates, smugglers and other criminals to spread their wings.  Large swathes of the planet might be relatively civilised, if the files were accurate, but there was nothing they could do about the criminals.  Hell, some of them probably saw the government as just another gang.

The office itself was surprisingly human.  Naomi took a seat and looked around, frowning inwardly as she realised everything was designed for humans.  There were no chairs for other species, nothing to make non-humans welcome.  It was strange.  Even the Alphans tried to make diplomats comfortable, before they opened discussions.  She made a mental note of it for her report to Admiral Glass.  It might be wise to replace Patel sooner rather than later.

“Drink?”  Patel opened a cabinet and produced a pair of glasses.  “This world brews a particularly good blue brandy.”

“Maybe just one,” Naomi said.  “I didn’t come here to drink.”

Patel smiled as he poured the drinks.  “Most people who come here do,” he said, with a deadpan look on his face.  “It isn’t as if we have much else to offer the universe.”

Naomi took her glass and eyed it warily.  The liquid was so bright a blue she couldn’t help but think of it as  a children’s drink.  She’d never been much of a drinker and ... she took a sip and grimaced at the sweetness.  It was clearly an acquired taste.  It didn’t taste remotely like real brandy.

“Now, what can we do for you?”  Patel sat, crossing his legs as he faced her.  “Did you bring any updates from Earth?”

“My orders are to survey the sector and get a feel for local politics,” Naomi said.  “And assess if the sector is under threat.”

“It is,” Patel said, flatly.  “Long-range scans have been picking up unknown warships entering and leaving the sector, seemingly at will.  Freighters have been reporting brief contacts, barely lasting long enough for them to get a solid lock before they vanish again.  My police forces think the local Vulteks have been receiving arms shipments from off-world, as well as a few other enclaves.  My general feeling, and I have communicated this to Theta Sigma, is that it is just a matter of time before all hell breaks loose.”

Naomi frowned.  “How bad is it?”

“It’s hard to say.”  Patel scowled.  “People are getting jumpy.  There’s been a spike in violent attacks on the ground, although we don’t always know what caused them.  The planet has never really been governed at all, Captain, and our attempts to recruit a police force have been largely unsuccessful.  Realistically ... a lot of the enclaves keep themselves to themselves and have as little to do with the government as possible.  We don’t have the resources to stop and search starships and shuttles and, if we did, you can bet your life there would be angry complaints from half the galaxy.  The unknown warships are just the icing on the cake.”

“We had an encounter ourselves,” Naomi said.  “The unknown ship broke contact before we could close the range.”

“You have a warship,” Patel said.  It was clear he wanted to get a lot off his chest.  “Me?  They - whoever they are - are flying right through the system, as they know we can’t do anything to stop them.”

“I read your reports,” Naomi said, quietly.

“I’m not convinced anyone else reads my reports,” Patel said.  “Like I said, this system is not under our control in any real sense.”

Naomi suspected he was right.  Her long-range sensors had shown dozens of freighters entering and leaving the system, without bothering to ask permission.  Governor Patel might be in control, legally, but he couldn’t patrol the high orbitals, let alone the rest of the system.  And if he couldn’t enforce his authority, did he even have authority?  Galactic law was fairly clear on that point.  Authority rested with the star nation capable of enforcing it.

She leaned back in her chair and took another sip, grimacing again at the taste.  “I’m going to have to update my report, evidently,” she said.  “What do you think needs to be done?”

“Ideally, we would move a million warships into the sector, and a few billion troops, and tell the rest of the galaxy to butt out,” Patel said.  The bitterness in his voice was unmistakable.  “And then we could enforce our laws and punish lawbreakers.  Practically ... even moving a handful of warships into the sector would result in complaints from every neighbouring power.  Do you know how many start-ups got terminated because someone whined about them?  There’s no point in trying to invest because there’s no guarantee the investment will last long enough to turn a profit.”

He shook his head.  “My overall feeling, Captain, is that the sector is going to be a steady drain on our resources for years to come.  The local population isn’t very enthusiastic about having us as their new masters, which makes them reluctant to do anything to help us.  The ones who are interested are concerned that the Galactics are going to kick us out sooner rather than later and don’t want to mark themselves for death by being too helpful.  Our attempts to impose some kind of order are bitterly resisted, because the locals are used to operating without any oversight and chafe against any restrictions ...

“And this is one of the luckier systems.  There are settlements out there that are raided regularly by pirates, or simply destroyed outright.  We hear stories all the time of entire populations rounded up and sold into slavery, their hard work obliterated in an instant ... some of those stories, I’m sad to say, we have even been able to verify.  Pirates are on the rampage, entire systems are being cut off from the rest of the sector ... Captain, I think we don’t really have any control at all.  And Earth seems convinced we do.”

“They’re not wholly convinced,” Naomi said.

“They sent one ship,” Patel said.  “What do they think you can do?”

“Hopefully, track down the pirate base and take it out,” Naomi said.  “Do you think someone is backing the pirates?”

“I would hesitate to level any accusations,” Patel said.  “But my gut feeling is yes, someone is supporting them from the shadows.  There hasn’t been this level of pirate activity since ... since ever.”

Naomi nodded, curtly.  It wasn’t that easy to sustain an entire fleet of pirate ships.  There was a very real chance of either provoking governments into establishing convoy systems or trade networks simply grinding to a halt.  It would be impossible to carry out a sustained raiding campaign in a more civilised sector ... only along the borders, where the forces of law and order were spread thin, was it possible to raid so ruthlessly.  Hitting starships was bad enough, but striking entire planets and marching their populations into slavery ... it was unthinkable.  Perhaps it was time to invest in more fixed defences.  It would be harder for the Galactics to complain about them.

Not that it would stop them, she thought, sourly.  She remembered her childhood and shuddered.  They want us as naked and defenceless as a young and naive woman at a frat party.

“We’ll do what we can,” she said, putting her glass aside.  “And when we have proof ...”

“And then ... what?”  Patel sounded as if he were on the brink of despair.  “Suppose you find proof the Pashtali - or someone - are backing the pirates.  What then?  Is there anyone who is going to hold them to account for it?  Anyone, anyone at all?”

“We’ll find out,” Naomi said.  “If nothing else, if we expose them, they’ll have problems doing it again.”

Patel didn't look convinced.  Naomi didn’t blame him.  There was no way anyone, save perhaps the Alphans, could punish a galactic superpower for supporting pirates.  And yet, everyone hated pirates.  The rest of the galactic community might hesitate to invade, but relations between them and the rogues would be terse ... perhaps, just perhaps, the mere threat of exposure would be enough to convince the backers to back off.  It wasn’t much to go on, she knew all too well, but it was all they had.  

“We shall see,” he said.  “Would you care for a tour of the city?”

“No, thank you,” Naomi said.  “I have to get back to my ship.  We have to resume our patrol once we’ve sent our report.”

And pick up what information we can, she added, as she stood.  We need to know as much as possible before we run into a meatgrinder.

She sighed, inwardly.  Patel seemed to be a good man, but totally unsuited for his position.  And who knew about his staff?  She cursed under her breath.  It was easy to say humans should be loyal to humans, but - a mere five years ago - humans had been under alien rule.  The local humans felt no more loyalty to Earth than she did to the Pashtali.  Why should they?  Earth hadn’t been an independent world when they’d headed into the occupied zone.  Hell, some of the human settlements on distant worlds claimed to have been established well before the invasion.  It wasn’t remotely possible, but hardly anyone there bothered to question the stories.  They took pride in them.  

And I might be wrong about Patel, she thought, sourly.  The temptations were vast, for a government official dozens of light years from his superiors.  If the EIS was keeping an eye on him, it wasn’t making it obvious.  He might be corrupt too.
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“Interesting,” Drache muttered, as they made their way down the street.  “Notice how all the different races are keeping their distance from each other?”

Wesley frowned, trying not to scratch himself.  It had been years since he’d worn the outfit of an independent spacer - he suspected the shipsuit had come from one of the executed pirates - and the clothes itched.  They hadn’t been washed properly, if at all, and they didn’t fit well.  His Drill Instructor would not have been amused and his mother ... he dreaded to think what she would say, if she saw him.  A freighter crew that looked slapdash wouldn’t inspire any confidence in potential customers...

He looked up.  Drache was right.  Dozens of humans and aliens were making their way along the street, but they were definitely standing apart.  They were sharing the same space, yet they were clearly not part of the same community.  He doubted that boded well for the future, as they walked down the street and into the independent shipping hall.  The billboards were covered in messages, ranging from standard adverts to political ranting.  His eyes narrowed as he spotted a pair of notes, warning the system would soon be back under its former masters and, when it happened, collaborators would be shot without warning.  It was worrying that no one had taken the note down.  It suggested there were people within the hall who either supported the cause or were too scared to openly oppose it.

Drache nodded to him as they stepped into the inner chamber.  It was crammed with spacers and support staff, pushing and shoving as they exchanged currencies, traded rumours and discussed snippets of verified news.  Wesley was unsurprised to note the rumours were growing and growing in the telling, just as they did back home.  He wondered, suddenly, if his father was somewhere in the sector.  The EIS might have pointed him into the occupied zone in hopes of finding out what was going on before it was too late.

“We’re looking to trade ships,” Drache said, when they reached the front of the line.  The harried looking official barely looked at them.  “Which part of the sector brings in the most money?”

“The trade routes along the border, if you can find a captain willing to take a chance on you,” the official said.  His voice was tired, as if he hadn’t slept in days.  “Huge bonuses if you can get a ship and cargo there ... if.  Lots of ships going missing along the border.  Would do it myself if I thought I’d get back.”

“Sounds like fun,” Drache said.  “Do you have details?”

The official tapped his console, then withdrew a datachip.  “All known listings, ready and waiting,” he said.  “Send back the datachip when you’re done.”

Wesley blinked in surprise, then remembered they were hundreds of light years from Earth or the Alphan Empire.  The locals wouldn’t give a damn about anything, beyond qualifications and references.  They certainly wouldn’t check any further, unlike their peers on Earth.  If the new crewman proved dangerous, he’d be thrown out the airlock rather than being dragged home to face the music.  It was unlikely anyone would even bother to file a report.

Drache nodded, then stood and led the way to the bar.  “See what you can pick up,” he ordered.  “I need to check this.”

Wesley ordered them both beers, then - holding his glass in front of him - started to make the rounds.  It wasn’t hard to play the part of innocent spacer ... he’d been a spacer, only a few short years ago.  He listened carefully, asking questions when he could.  The news wasn’t good.  Some ships had gone out and never returned.  It wasn’t uncommon for a tramp freighter to rename itself, in a bid to hide from debtors, but there were just too many missing ships.  Pirates?  The situation was far worse than he’d feared.

“We landed on Tabard and there was literally nothing left,” a spacer said.  “The entire colony was blasted from orbit.  All that was left was a scar on the ground.”

“The pirates nearly caught us,” another said.  “We barely made it through the crossroads in time.”

“They searched our ship,” a third said.  “We weren’t even allowed to register a protest!”

Wesley frowned, his eyes seeking out the third speaker.  She looked young, but she wore a captain’s star and her eyes were old.  “What happened?”

“The Pashtali intercepted us and insisted on searching the ship,” the captain said.  “They didn’t give us a choice.”

“On our side of the border?”  Wesley knew it was a naïve question, but he asked it anyway.  “They crossed the border to search your ship?”

The captain eyed him narrowly.  “I had the impression they’ve been searching a lot of ships,” she said.  “And yes, they were on the near side of the border.”

Wesley frowned.  He hadn’t heard anything about alien ships searching human freighters, not until now.  And on the wrong side of the border ... technically, that was an act of war.  He made a mental note to report it as soon as possible, then offered to buy the captain a drink so he could pump her for more information.  She gave him a scornful look and stalked off.  Wesley wasn’t sure if she’d seen through his act or if he was just too young for her.

“Don’t worry, lad,” another spacer said, as the rest of the group laughed.  “There are plenty more fish in the sea.”

“Go to the brothel,” a fourth advised.  He slapped Wesley on the back.  “Lots of sweet whores there.”

Wesley flushed as he hurried back to Drache.  He wasn’t a virgin, but ... he shook his head in irritation.  Spacers were rough and ready ... he supposed it was better they thought he’d been trying to seduce her, rather than find out what she could tell him.  They’d share everything with a peer, but not with a military officer.  Spacers regarded the navy as, at best, a necessary evil.  Right now, he feared the local spacers thought the human navy was worse than useless.

“Learn anything?”  Drache didn’t look up from his datapad.  “Anything at all?”

“Yes,” Wesley said.  He sat, composing his thoughts.  “I think things are worse than we thought.”

“And, in other news, water is wet,” Drache said.  He tapped the datapad.  “This isn’t good news either.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Thirteen


ESS Dauntless, Occupied Zone
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It was a reflection of humanity’s relative poverty, Naomi thought grimly, that there were relatively few FTL communications scattered through the occupied zone.  The Vulteks had never owned many and they’d passed the few they had to the Pashtali in the wake of the Human-Vultek War.  Earth hadn’t been strong enough to object, particularly as the Pashtali had hinted they’d be happy to leave the communications network online to ensure the human-occupied worlds could remain in touch with Earth.  In theory, the network was supposed to be secure, messages passing freely through the stations without being intercepted and read.  In practice, she’d been cautioned not to trust the network.  The Galactics had a habit of ignoring interstellar agreements when it suited them.  There was no reason to assume that a message, no matter how carefully it was encrypted, would remain secure.  They had to assume the worst.

Which means Earth will always be behind the times, she thought, as Dauntless made her way along the border.  By the time they get the message, it will already be several days out of date.

She cursed under her breath.  They’d spent the last two weeks moving from system to system, collecting intelligence, escorting convoys and generally trying to determine what was actually going on.  The news wasn’t good.  Pirate attacks were on the rise, unknown warships were being detected along the border and everyone who could was planning to get out before it was too late.  Naomi had stood on a planet that had once housed a small but growing colony, and stared at the giant crater that was all that remained of the settlement.  The colonists had been a religious sect, according to the files; they’d hoped to isolate themselves from the rest of the galaxy.  Instead, they’d been slaughtered.  Or enslaved.  She’d heard so many tales of horror that she felt death would almost be preferable. 

They’d caught and destroyed two more pirate ships - a third had escaped - but they were no closer to finding the pirate base.  She’d resorted to spreading rumours about cloaked escort ships, despite the risk of it being seen as an escalation.  And yet ... she shook her head.  The Pashtali, if reports were accurate, were offering to protect convoys moving along the border, clearly intending to use it as an excuse to take control of the sector.  She rather feared they’d get away with it.  The Galactics weren’t interested in right and wrong.  They just wanted to ensure the sector remained peaceful.

And on that, the horse has firmly bolted, she thought.  The sector isn’t going to calm down in a hurry, even if the Galactics stop stirring the pot.

“Captain, we’re picking up a distress call,” Wood reported.  “The sender just popped out of the crossroads.  They’re saying they’re under attack.”

Naomi straightened.  “Red alert,” she ordered.  “Helm, intercept course.  Engage.”

“Aye, Captain,” Murray said.

“Interesting,” Janet said, thoughtfully.  “Did the pirates try to engage them in the threadline?”

“Good question,” Naomi said, frowning.  It was rare for pirates to risk operations within a threadline ... but, if they were being paid for destroying ships as well as capturing them, they might decide the risk was acceptable.  And yet, it was a weird place to try to intercept a freighter when it was underway.  The crew could risk crashing back through the crossroads and going doggo before the pirates caught up with them.  “Tactical, deploy a long-range sensor probe.”

“Aye, Captain,” Cobb said.

Naomi frowned as the range continued to close.  The freighter was visible on the display, a blocky human starship designed more for function than aesthetics.  There was no sign of any pursuit and that worried her, particularly as the freighter wasn’t trying to hide.  The pirates should have been delighted when their target dropped back into realspace.  They’d have found it a great deal easier to catch the freighter ... they hadn’t known, they couldn’t have known, Dauntless would be waiting for them.  She’d picked their course at random.  It was impossible anyone could have predicted their presence.

And that means those pirates just got very unlucky, she thought, coldly.  We’ll tear them apart before they even realise we’re here.

The display blinked.  An icon appeared ... a warship.  A Pashtali warship.  Naomi’s heart sank.  She sensed, more than heard, a collective groan from the bridge.  The situation had just become complicated.  Technically, she had the legal right to come to the freighter’s aid, but ... what were the Pashtali here?  If they’d chased the freighter ... she wondered, suddenly, if the whole incident had been contrived.  It was just a little too coincidental.  The Pashtali might have been able to shadow her, then arrange all of this ...

“Captain, the freighter is requesting our assistance,” Wood reported, breaking into her thoughts.  “They claim they’ve been attacked and chased by an alien warship.”

Naomi gritted her teeth.  The Pashtali ship was a light cruiser ... she could take it, if they wound up shooting at each other, but she wouldn’t have cared to put money on the cruiser being alone.  There could be an entire fleet waiting under cloak.  For all she knew, powerful fleets were lurking in multispace, ready to strike the moment she opened fire.  The Pashtali could overwhelm most of the occupied zone before Earth knew the war had finally begun.  She was familiar with the realities of interstellar travel and communications, and she’d drawn her plans around them, but right now she felt alone.  

“Hail the Pashtali,” she ordered.  “Let’s see what they have to say.”

There was a long pause.  She had a moment to wonder what she’d do - what she could do - if they said nothing, before the display lit up.  There was no visual image, somewhat to her relief.  She was used to nonhuman life forms, but giant spiders gave her the creeps.  She’d once read a paper that speculated the Pashtali had been genetically engineered by another race, on the grounds giant spiders couldn’t evolve naturally.  Naomi didn’t believe it.  If that was so, where were the creators?

Dead, her thoughts answered.  Their creations wiped them out.

The Pashtali voice was eerily human.  “Stand aside,” it ordered.  It spoke in Galactic Standard.  “We intend to board and search the freighter.”

Naomi frowned.  A computer-generated voice?  Or a turncoat?  It was possible ... right now, it didn’t matter.  “We have jurisdiction in this sector,” she said, choosing to ignore the peremptory order.  “Why do you think you need to search the freighter?”

There was another pause.  Naomi wondered what was happening, on the other ship.  Had they assumed she’d back off at once?  Open fire?  Stalling for time?  Or ... were they just trying to come up with an answer?  She didn’t know.  

“The freighter was reported to have shipped weapons and supplies to hostile forces on”- the communication was garbled, just for a second - “and there is considerable evidence to suggest the reports are true.  Stand aside.”

Naomi forced herself to think. The freighter was a human ship.  It was her duty to protect the freighter and her crew.  But if the freighter had been shipping weapons into alien space ... at the very least, it would make them accessories to terrorism.  The Pashtali would have every right to demand the crew be handed over for punishment, along with everyone who’d supported them.  It would be a political nightmare.  The government would have to decide between appeasing the Pashtali, and giving the opposition a club to beat them with, or risking interstellar war.  And there would be little hope of outside support if the Pashtali managed to convince the Galactics that humans had broken galactic law.

“Captain,” Cobb said.  “The Pashtali are locking weapons on the freighter.”

She keyed her console.  “We have jurisdiction in this sector,” she repeated, all too aware it would give the Pashtali ammunition to turn against them.  If humanity had jurisdiction, humanity could be blamed for everything that happened within the sector.  “We cannot allow you to search the freighter.”

“That is unacceptable,” the cold voice said.  

“I propose a compromise,” Naomi said.  “My crew will board and search the freighter.  If we find arms or evidence of arms dealing, we will take the crew into custody and escort the ship back to Theta Sigma.  The diplomats can sort it out.  If not, we’ll let them go on their way.”

“Unacceptable,” the voice said.  It sounded less human now.  “You will side with your fellow sapients.”

Naomi took a breath.  “There are no other reasonable options,” she said.  “I have already composed an emergency message, which will be transmitted to Theta Sigma, Earth, Alphan Prime and various galactic news services if you open fire.  It will ensure the blame for the incident falls on you.”

She braced herself, unsure what to expect.  She was bluffing.  Dauntless’s transmitter was nowhere near powerful enough to reach Theta Sigma, let alone Earth.  She was no warcruiser, with a transmitter that could pulse a signal right across the galaxy.  There was a good chance the Pashtali would realise she was bluffing, unless they assumed Dauntless carried an Alphan-designed transmitter.  Would they take the risk of firing on the freighter?  She’d have to fire on them, to stop them, and matters would get out of hand from there.  Or would they see sense and back down?

“We will permit you to take the crew into custody, but we will take possession of the freighter until a galactic tribunal can be assembled to hear the case,” the alien voice said, finally.  It was atonal now - she couldn’t hear even a hint of emotion - but there was something about it that suggested the aliens were amused.  “We hope that is acceptable to you?”

“It will suffice,” Naomi said.  “I’ll have my people collect the crew now.”

“They are not to take anything from the ship, anything at all,” the voice warned.  “We are to have access to the datalink, to ensure nothing is taken.”

“Understood.”  Naomi allowed herself a moment of relief as the alien ship disengaged its targeting sensors.  It was meaningless - they were so close they’d have no trouble putting a missile into the freighter - but symbolically important.  “We’ll search the ship first, just to be sure, then hand it over to you.”

She leaned back in her chair as the connection broke.  Her back was sodden with sweat.  It could have gotten very nasty, if the Pashtali hadn’t offered a compromise of their own.  She knew she shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth and yet ... something wasn’t quite right, something that nagged at the her.  Had the Pashtali accepted her bluff?  Or had they backed down - slightly - for reasons of their own?  She had no way to know.

“Major Drache, take the crew into custody and then search the ship from top to bottom,” she ordered, keying her console.  “Make sure your datalinks stay on at all times, general channel.”

“Aye, Captain.”  Drache sounded displeased, but he wouldn’t argue.  “We’ll be on our way shortly.”

Naomi took a breath.  If the Pashtali were correct, and the freighter was carrying weapons ... it would be a major incident.  And if they were wrong ...

We’ll find out soon, she thought.  And then we’ll know.

***
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“Keep your datalinks on at all times,” Drache ordered, as the shuttles headed towards the freighter.  “And keep the complaining to a dull roar.”

Wesley grimaced as his platoon shared nervous glances.  Broadcasting one’s location - to say nothing of live-streaming to everyone with the right gear - was asking to have shells rained on your position.  Or, worse, to have some gobshite back home take one look at a tiny section of the footage, taken completely out of context, and start screaming about war crimes or worse.  And ... he was used to a complete lack of privacy - he’d grown up on a freighter - but he still felt oddly exposed at the thought of broadcasting everything to watching aliens.  It was silly, but he couldn’t shake the feeling.

It isn’t as if they’d be interested in my body, he told himself.  The Galactics had laws banning interspecies relationships, but - frankly - Wesley had always thought they hadn’t needed to bother.  Or anything I might do with myself.

He braced himself as the shuttle reached the hatch and locked on.  Captain Yagami had told the freighter crew to behave, and to make damn sure they honoured the agreement she’d hammered out with her alien counterpart, but Wesley knew they might do something stupid.  It wasn’t easy to surrender one’s ship, let alone leave everything behind; the odds were good the freighter crew would have datachips they didn’t want the world to see, even if their content wasn’t illegal.  And if they were ...

The hatch hissed open.  Wesley stepped forward, the gravity field wobbling oddly under his feet.  The crew were already assembled, wearing only their underwear.  They didn’t look happy, even though they were about as used to privacy as Wesley himself.  It was rare for anyone to be naked on a starship for longer than strictly necessary.  The risk of a sudden hull breach was low, but it only had to happen once.

Bastards, he thought.  The Pashtali, from what he’d heard, had been adamant the crew had to be naked when they were escorted off their freighter.  Wesley had no idea if it was a power play or simple common sense – humans had trouble recognising alien weapons and he assumed aliens had similar problems – but it was still outrageous.  This really isn’t going to look good when we report home.

But there was no choice.

He took a breath.  “Remove everything,” he ordered, curtly.  “There are shipsuits waiting for you on the shuttle.  If you are carrying something - anything - this is your one chance to leave it behind.  If we catch you trying to smuggle something out of the ship, you will be held in custody on Dauntless until you can be dumped on a penal colony.  There will be no further warnings.”

The freighter crew looked mutinous, but did as they were told.  Wesley breathed a sigh of relief.  He had orders to stun any dissenters, if they tried to resist stripping, but he’d hoped to avoid it.  He took a scanner from his belt and waved it over the first crewman, then pointed him into the shuttle.  They’d probably be scanned again when they reached Dauntless, just in case.  He kept his face blank as a crewwoman marched past him, her stance practically daring him to look at her body.  The scanner cleared her, allowing him to move to the next.  He’d feared the worst, but no one had been stupid.  He supposed an alien warship far too close for comfort was enough to concentrate a few minds.

“The crew are clean,” he said.  He’d heard horror stories of smugglers who’d hidden datachips in vaginas or rectums, but - thankfully - the crew had been sensible enough not to try.  “Do we have a manifest?”

His terminal bleeped.  He checked it as he made his way down to the hold.  The freighter - her name was Beowulf, something that made him smile - didn’t have a detailed manifest, something that was almost always a bad sign.  At least they’d avoided the evasions smugglers used to create plausible deniability, if they were challenged by customs officers who refused to take bribes to look the other way.  That might just imply they’d spent their time away from civilised space ... or they’d been paid double to take the crates, sight unseen.  It wasn’t unknown.

He opened a crate and froze.  “Shit!”

“Report,” Drache ordered.

“The crate is crammed with weapons,” Wesley said.  His heart was beating like a drum.  “I don’t recognise the make, but they’re clearly designed for alien hands.  No ammunition, as far as I can tell.”

“It’s probably in one of the other crates,” Drache said.  “Continue the search.”

“Aye, sir.”

***
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“There were ten crates in total, all crammed with pulse rifles and ammunition clips,” Drache reported, over the intercom.  “None of them were listed on the manifest ... not honestly, at least.  The freighter crew swear blind they were paid extra to keep the crates sealed, whatever happened.  The remainder of the cargo was fairly typical for a tramp freighter, all listed on the manifest.  I don’t know if the crew are telling the truth.”

Naomi cursed under her breath.  “And the Pashtali know what we found.”

“Yes, Captain,” Drache said.  “My team are currently copying the datacores before we hand the ship to them.  I can arrange for them to stall a little, if you wish ...”

“No point,” Naomi said.  She’d gambled on the assumption the Pashtali were wrong.  Right now, it looked as if they’d been right.  And that meant ... what?  The freighter wasn’t registered to Earth - her documents were so vague they were useless - but that didn’t mean Earth wouldn’t be blamed.  The entire incident had definitely been contrived.  “Have them complete the work, then abandon the freighter.  We’ll abort our patrol and head straight back to Theta Sigma.”

“Aye, Captain,” Drache said.

“Once we’re underway, interrogate the freighter crew again,” she added.  She suspected most of them were dupes, but ... the timing was just a little too pat.  “We need to know what’s going on before it’s too late.”

Her stomach churned as she stared down at the report.  Admiral Glass had to be informed, right away.  The freighter was either genuine or a put-up job and ... either way, it promised trouble.  The Pashtali would have all the excuse they needed to invade if the matter wasn’t resolved quickly.  She briefly considered handling the freighter crew over as well as the ship, in hopes of solving the problem, but she knew it wouldn’t be enough.  Besides, she didn’t want to help the Pashtali bury the evidence.

It might be too late, she thought, grimly.  They’ll get their side of the story out before ours even gets started.
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Chapter Fourteen


Solar City, Earth
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Abraham had been surprised when Admiral Glass had called an emergency meeting of the inner council.  It was well within his rights, of course, but the admiral had never done it before.  Abraham had a feeling it boded ill.  Anything less than a major emergency could - and would - be handled through the proper channels.  He calmed himself with an effort as he stepped into the council chamber, took his seat and accepted a cup of coffee from the staff.  He suspected he’d soon be wishing it was something stronger.

Admiral Glass stood at one end of the table, next to a young woman with short dark hair and lightly tinted skin.  She wore an EIS uniform, something rare outside military facilities.  The Earth Intelligence Service officers were generally discouraged from wearing their uniforms in public, in a bid to keep their identities a secret.  That she was wearing it here ... it was probably a bad sign.  The only reason someone would wear such a uniform was to make sure their words, whatever they said, were taken seriously.

“The meeting is now in session,” Abraham said, once the staff had withdrawn and the doors were closed.  “Admiral Glass, you have the floor.”

Admiral Glass nodded.  “Five days ago, there was a major incident in the occupied zone,” he said.  A rustle ran around the table.  “Captain Evensong has the details.”

The woman slipped a datachip into the isolated terminal.  A holographic starchart materialised above the table.  “Five days ago, ESS Dauntless stumbled across a human freighter being chased by a Pashtali warship,” she said.  “Dauntless moved to intercept.  The alien warship claimed the freighter had been smuggling weapons to a Pashtali colony and demanded the right to intercept the ship, search her and - if necessary - seize her.  Captain Yagami, Dauntless’s CO, offered a compromise.  Dauntless would search the freighter, take the freighter crew into custody and hand the freighter itself over to the Pashtali.  Upon searching the ship, Dauntless discovered she was indeed carrying arms.  These were catalogued, and the freighter’s datacores copied, before the ship was handed over.  Dauntless proceeded immediately to Theta Sigma and signalled Earth.”

Abraham sucked in a breath.  Five days ago ... anything could have happened since the message was sent and Earth wouldn’t have the slightest idea, not for another five days.  The plan to establish newer and better communications links throughout the occupied zone had never gotten off the drawing board, not when there were so many other things that needed to be done.  The Pashtali might be willing to wait for Earth to decide what to do or they might not.  Galactic Law was on their side, if they chose to push matters.  Earth didn’t have the clout to make them back off and wait for arbitration.

He felt his stomach twist, painfully, as a yawning sense of doom washed over him.  The incident might be bad enough to force Earth to make concessions, which would be an unmistakable sign of weakness to other predators, or it might start a war humanity would almost certainly lose.  The whole affair might be a put-up job, a deliberate false flag to provide grounds for war ... he cursed under his breath as he considered the implications.  The Galactics wouldn’t be amused, if they thought humanity was shipping weapons to colony worlds.  They’d call it internal interference.  They’d probably be correct.

“Right,” he said.  The rest of the room was silent as the implications started to sink in.  “How much of this is actually genuine?”

Evensong grimaced.  “The local EIS station, according to the last update, has been doing its best to unravel the mystery.  The arms themselves are genuine.  The crew insist, even under chemical interrogation, that they were paid to ship the crates, sight unseen, into Pashtali space.  They certainly did make several trips over the last few months.  As of yet, we haven’t managed to track down the shipping company that hired space in their cargo hold, but they come and go all the time in the occupied zone.”

There was a long pause.  

“There are three possibilities.  The first is that the shipping company is genuine and it was hired, by alien rebels, to purchase and transport weapons.  The second is that the shipping company is a false front, owned and operated by the Pashtali.  The third is that the true owners are actually a third power, intent on causing trouble for both the Pashtali and us.  We don’t know, but my feeling is that the Pashtali stage-managed the whole affair from start to finish.  There are just too many coincidences.”

Nancy Middleton coughed.  “And the crew just took the crates onboard without checking the contents against the manifest?”

“That isn’t uncommon in the occupied zone,” Evensong said.  “The freighter crew would have been offered double or triple the fee, just for leaving the crates sealed until they reached their destination.  It doesn’t prove they were smuggling arms, or anything really, and it gives the crew a certain amount of plausible deniability.  As long as the crates were sealed, the crew couldn’t be faulted for not knowing their contents.”

“And they wouldn’t ask too many questions,” Admiral Glass put in.  “Most independent freighter crews are deeply in hock to the banks.  One bad voyage and the bankers start threatening to repossess the ship.  Even if a captain had doubts, his crew wouldn’t let him turn down a bunch of sealed crates.  There’d be a mutiny.”

“I see.”  Abraham studied the starchart.  “And you think the whole incident was staged?”

“Yes, sir,” Evensong said.  “The freighter shouldn’t have managed to stay ahead of the warship long enough to find help.  The Pashtali were either incredibly careless or deliberately chased the freighter to Dauntless, in a bid to provoke trouble.  And they succeeded.”

The starchart updated as she keyed the terminal.  “This incident is merely the most serious in a steadily worsening situation.  The last two years have seen a major upswing in pirate attacks throughout the sector, ranging from starships being looted to raids on defenceless colony worlds.  We are unable to patrol the sector in anything like sufficient numbers to keep the situation under control, which has provoked a series of complaints from various alien powers.  There have even been reports of alien warships within the sector; some merely showing themselves briefly before vanishing again, others escorting convoys or patrolling star systems without permission.  In short, we are steadily losing control of the sector and ...”

Her lips twisted.  “It’s hard to be sure, because our communications are so poor, but we think the tempo of attacks was ramped up, sharply, in the last two months.  Matters are coming to a head.”

Abraham scowled as the pieces fell into place.  “The storm.”

“Yes, sir,” Evensong said.  “If the Pashtali intend to push matters to the point they can invade the sector, they’ll never have a better chance.  The EIS’s official assessment of the situation is that the Pashtali are undermining our position, while preparing themselves to take over administration of the sector and toss us out.  They couldn’t have predicted the storm, as far as we know, but they might have ramped up their plans to take advantage of it.”

Abraham looked at Admiral Glass.  “What are our options?”

“My staff have considered the question,” Admiral Glass said.  “There are three basic options.  We can carry on and hope for the best.  We can pull out of the sector and leave it to whoever wants it.  Or we can reinforce the sector and hope a show of force is enough to convince the Pashtali they’ll get badly hurt if they try to fight us, even if they win.”

“Right now, we need to come up with an answer for them,” Nancy put in.  “They’ve caught our people smuggling guns to their colonies.”

We can’t be blamed for what our independent freighters do, Abraham thought, although he knew the Galactics wouldn’t see it that way.  We haven’t been able to establish any real control over much of the wretched sector.

He looked at Nancy.  “What do you recommend?”

“From a cold-blooded point of view, we might want to hand over the freighter’s crew in a bid to deflect any demands for concessions we literally cannot give them,” Nancy said.  “But, if the crew genuinely had no idea what they were transporting, it wouldn’t be fair to surrender them to alien authorities.”

And it would cost the government badly, when the next election cycle began, Abraham thought, coldly.  He could see the logic, but - practically and morally - he knew it wasn’t an option.  The media would have a field day.

“No,” he said.  “If we track down the smugglers themselves, we can hand them over, but not innocents.”

He looked at Evensong.  “Can we arrest the smugglers?”

“We’re looking for them now, but my gut feeling is that everyone involved has already gone underground,” Evensong said.  “It wouldn’t be hard for them to take ship and vanish into deep space, leaving their dupes behind.  I’d be surprised if we managed to pick up anyone connected to the affair.”

Abraham nodded in grim understanding.  “Admiral?  What do you think?”

“Five years ago, the Vulteks put pressure on the borders in the hopes of forcing us into making concessions,” Admiral Glass said.  “Our response was weak, both through an unfounded belief we could call on the Alphans if necessary and a simple lack of deployable assets.  We signalled weakness to a predatory race that was looking for a target and, in doing so, encouraged them to risk an invasion.  The Pashtali, who taught the Vulteks, appear to be doing the same thing.  They’re slowly upping the tempo of events, trying to weaken us in a manner that will let them back off if they think we’re too strong to risk invading.  If we refuse to reinforce the occupied zone, or back off and abandon it, we will be signalling weakness to the rest of the galaxy.”

He paused.  “On one hand, the blunt truth is that we are weak.  On the other, if we make a strong stance and show we’re willing to fight, we should be able to convince them to back off.  I propose a major fleet deployment to the occupied zone.”

“The Galactics will see it as a provocation,” Nancy pointed out.

“With all due respect, we cannot afford to be hampered by interstellar opinion,” Admiral Glass countered.  “If we fail to police the sector, we risk either chaos - for which we will be blamed - or another power simply taking over.  A sizable fleet deployment would make it harder for them to argue that we were not upholding our duties, as rulers of the sector.  It would also be a clear sign we’re willing to fight if necessary.”

“There are a lot of ifs in there,” Nancy observed.  “Would we not also be risking a major clash, if they think we pose a threat to them?”

“The Pashtali are unlikely to believe we pose a threat,” Admiral Glass said.  “Our ability to sustain a major fleet deployment within the sector is very limited.”

“Which won’t stop them insisting we do pose a threat,” Nancy said.  “If we find a diplomatic solution ...”

“Right now, we can neither bring them to the negotiating table nor convince other powers to support us,” Admiral Glass said, sharply.  “Their actions suggest they intend to undermine our position and eventually drive us out of the sector completely.  If events continue on their current course, they will succeed within a year ... without even having to fight.  They will assert that we have completely failed to police the sector, and that they have the right - under Galactic Law - to take over.  And the Galactics will accept their argument.”

Abraham studied the starchart, his thoughts spinning as he contemplated the possibilities.  The admiral was right.  Galactic Law imposed obligations as well as rights.  If humanity failed to honour the former, it couldn’t expect the latter to be respected.  And yet, he had the uneasy feeling they’d been backed into a no-win situation.  If they reinforced the sector and attacks continued anyway ... he shook his head.  There was no way in hell they could afford to pull out and abandon the sector.  It was politically impossible.

“We could try to build up planetary defences,” Henry Travis said.  “If we made the colony worlds tougher targets, it might deter the pirates without provoking outside powers.”

“We don’t have the resources to do it on a major scale,” Admiral Glass said.  “We don’t have enough fixed defences to protect Theta Sigma, let alone the rest of the sector.”

“Perhaps we should start arming freighters instead,” Speaker Octavos Tallyman said.  The Spacer Representative glared at the starchart, as if it had personally offended him.  “If a few pirates get blown away, the remainder will start looking for targets elsewhere.”

“Galactic Law frowns on arming freighters,” Nancy countered.  “And we don’t have the power to defy it.”

Abraham nodded, stiffly.  He understood the logic - too many armed freighters had turned into pirates, when law and order broke down - but he had the feeling it was designed to make life harder for the lesser powers.  The Galactics could and would escort convoys, hunt down pirate bases and bring immense pressure to bear on worlds that had dealings with criminal networks.  Earth, and the other smaller powers, could not.  There was no way they could introduce convoys to the occupied zone.  The escorting warships simply didn’t exist.

And freighter crews will start complaining about delays and missed deadlines, he thought, sourly.  He wasn’t a spacer, but much of his early support had come from the independent trader community.  He understood their problems.  If a freighter waited for an escort that might never arrive, it would miss the shipping dates and the crew would have to pay stiff penalties.  We can try to put together a compensation package, to encourage freighters to wait for escorts, but it will be costly.

He scribbled a note to himself, then tapped the table for attention.  “We do not have much time to decide,” he said.  “Admiral, how quickly could you get a fleet out there?”

Admiral Glass sounded surprisingly confident.  “We could move a sizable task force to Theta Sigma within three weeks,” he said.  “My staff has dusted off and reassessed the original deployment plan, then updated it.  We’ll be cutting it fine, and the fleet will have priority for just about everything, yet it should be doable.  Logistics will be a pain - and we’re going to have to devote much of our fleet support units to the task - but we should be able to support the fleet.”

“Barely,” Martin Solomon said.  “We concentrated on warships, not fleet support elements.”

“Yes,” Admiral Glass agreed.  “We had no choice.”

Abraham held up a hand.  “And once the fleet gets there, how do you intend to proceed?”

“We’re still looking at operational concepts,” Admiral Glass said.  “I think we’ll be holding a solid core of warships at Theta Sigma, while deploying smaller formations to escort convoys and patrolling the border.  I’d also like to bring up some survey vessels to update our navigational charts.  Frankly, sir, our charts are badly out of date and I don’t trust the information supplied by the other major powers.  The Pashtali have ample motive to edit the data they give us.”

Solomon snorted.  “We could always purchase data from the local traders.”

“Local traders aren’t in the habit of slipping outside explored threadlines,” Admiral Glass pointed out.  “Smugglers might go looking for other routes, but I wouldn’t trust the data they gave us either.”

Abraham nodded.  “It would be a good idea to update our charts, whatever else happens,” he said.  “Who knows?  We may discover proof they lied to us.”

“They’ll claim their charts weren’t updated either,” Nancy predicted.  “It may even be true.”

“We shall see.”  Abraham looked around the table.  “I think we have no choice, but to send the fleet.  Does anyone have any major objections?”

“The risks cannot be ignored,” Richard Hawthorne said.  The Foreign Minister was the one who’d have to explain the deployment to the other races.  “The Galactics may well see it as a provocation.”

“And we cannot afford to appease them,” Solomon said.  “I would take their opinions much more seriously if their entire society wasn’t built on a system that boils down to heads we win, tails you lose.”

Abraham understood, better than he cared to admit.  Galactic Law wasn’t supposed to be flexible, but ... who was going to try to enforce it on a galactic superpower?  It was a great deal easier to bully Earth, rather than the Pashtali.  Sure, the Galactics would condemn the Pashtali loudly if they were caught fiddling the data or planning a covert offensive, but what would they do?  Nothing.  

“There’s also the fact the sector is a drain on our resources,” Jenny put in.  “If the locals don’t want us there, why not grant their wish?”

“The locals do want us,” Solomon said.  “The pirates no more speak for them than the Lupines spoke for the Alphans.”

He tapped the table.  “Given time, the sector will become very important.  There are hundreds of settled communities within the sector, and billions of humans and aliens ... the sector can become an economic powerhouse, given time.”

“Given time,” Jenny repeated.  “Do we have the time?”

“If we abandon the sector, the Pashtali will walk in and take it,” Solomon said.  “And then they would reap the benefits.”

“Such as they are,” Nancy said.

“It would also put them a great deal closer to Earth,” Admiral Glass said.  “I think it would be better to keep them as far from the homeworld as possible.”

Abraham raised a hand.  “We don’t have a choice,” he said.  He felt as if they were about to gamble everything on one throw of the dice.  “Admiral, prepare your fleet for deployment.”

“Yes, sir.” 
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Chapter Fifteen


Earth Defence Force One, Earth Orbit
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It was difficult, Adam had always thought, to explain to civilians just how much work it took to launch a single starship, let alone an entire fleet.  The EDF had never been intended to operate more than a handful of light years from Earth and, while a great deal of work had been done when the EDF became the Solar Navy, Adam was uncomfortably aware much more still needed to be done.  The deployment plans had never been properly tested, and there would likely be all sorts of problems.  There would be delays, which would lead to more delays; there would be missing personnel and supply shortages that would have to be worked around in a tearing hurry.  His staff were well-trained and experienced - he’d pushed to keep officers rotating between starship and administrative duties, in the hopes of ensuring they never lost track of what was actually important - but they’d never done anything on such a big scale.  The deployment to stop the Vulteks before they reached Earth hadn’t been anything like so troublesome.

We didn’t have anything like as many starships either, he thought.  Earth had bought every ship it could, from a handful of near-modern warships to fifth-rate cutters that didn’t mount anything more dangerous than a pair of popguns.  And we did manage to sort out many of the compatibility issues before they bit us.

He allowed himself a moment of relief.  He’d worked hard to build up a pool of trained and experienced engineers.  It wasn’t enough for them to be intimately familiar with Alphan GalTech and anything derived from it, such as Earth’s own production.  They had to understand other galactic technologies, to figure out how they worked and then how to meld them with systems that were completely incompatible.  Earth had a surprisingly high number of hackers and crackers, trained people capable of convincing a dozen different pieces of technology to work together.  And yet, he was also aware that too many of his experienced technical crews had gone to the civilian sector.  They wouldn’t be pleased if they were called back to the colours.

They’ll have to live with it, he thought.  Military-trained men were in high demand.  Their employers understood they couldn’t blame reservists for being called back to active duty.  They know what’s at stake.

He shook his head as another set of updates popped up on his terminal.  The mobilisation was proceeding smoothly.  Adam had calculated there’d be hundreds of more delays, in the two days since the order had been given.  They were ahead of schedule, although he supposed there was plenty of time for things to go off the rails.  Thankfully, the declaration of emergency gave him and his staff the ability to brush aside complaints.  Senior officers - and reservists - could do as they were told or face the consequences.  There was no time to listen to someone whining about being denied a plum command or anything else.

And we really should have worked harder to ensure our people put the good of the navy ahead of themselves, he thought.  Careerism had nearly wrecked the Alphan Navy.  Too many senior officers had based their careers on waiting their turn, rather than being promoted for experience or skill.  At least the crisis should give us a chance to get rid of some of the deadwood.

He rubbed his forehead.  The EDF had been a very mixed bag even before it had been plunged into war.  The political uncertainties of independence had been a nightmare.  Adam himself had expected to take retirement years ago ... the hell of it, he conceded ruefully, was that he really was old enough to retire.  He would have been pensioned off years ago - willingly or not - if Earth hadn’t been granted independence.  And the only thing that had kept him in service was concern over how the former loyalists would react to his retirement.

They’ll just have to live with it, he thought, morbidly.  He’d been tempted to take command of the fleet deployment himself, a Marius-level of conceit, but it was impossible to convince anyone he was still up for fleet command.  We got through the first five years.  We’ll survive.

He keyed his console, summoning the latest set of reports from Theta Sigma.  Evensong had been right.  The investigations into the shipping company had gotten nowhere.  It was starting to look like a shell company, something that didn’t exist beyond a handful of paperwork and some rented space in a warehouse.  The local authorities had either been bribed to turn a blind eye or, given how little resources they had, simply hadn’t realised they had a problem.  There was no hope of catching the people behind the shipping company and handing them over to the Pashtali.  Evensong’s last set of updates had included the cynical suggestion they were already in enemy space.

Adam sighed, and sat back in his chair.  He understood the council’s doubts. The Pashtali were a galactic superpower, strong enough to make life difficult for the Alphans.  And they had a cause that would convince most of the Galactics to side with them or, at the very least, stay out of the way.  There was a very real possibility they would see the fleet deployment as a provocation or claim they did and that wouldn’t end well.  But ... he knew from grim experience that failing to stand up to bullies only guaranteed more bullying.  If they let the Pashtali push them out of the occupied sector, it would be just a matter of time before they started pressing against Earth itself.  

And we really can’t rely on the Alphans, he mused.  The storm will see to that even if they want to help.

The intercom bleeped.  “Admiral, Admiral Morris has arrived.”

“Send him in,” Adam ordered.  “And then hold my calls.”

The hatch opened.  Adam looked up.  Admiral Morris was a tall dark man, on the short list of officers to take Adam’s place when he retired, although his fleet command experience was very limited.  That wasn’t uncommon.  The Solar Navy simply hadn’t deployed many fleets since the Vultek War.  And yet ... Admiral Morris had too many friends in high places for Adam to feel entirely comfortable with him.  There was always a political element to flag officer appointments and commands, but Adam had never cared for it.  Competence came first, always.  

But then, you kept your post for political reasons, his thoughts pointed out.  Who are you to complain?

“Admiral,” he said.  “Thank you for coming.”

“Thank you for inviting me, sir,” Admiral Morris said.  He took the chair Adam indicated and rested his hands in his lap.  “And thank you for having faith in me.”

Adam nodded.  “You’ve already received your written orders,” he said.  “You are to assume command of Second Fleet and take it to Theta Sigma, whereupon you are to start patrolling the sector while maintaining a rapid reaction force to react to any alien intrusions.  You’ll have noted that the orders are a little vague in places, as we don’t know what you’ll encounter when you arrive.  It will also be very hard to guarantee you remaining in contact with Earth.”

“We need to expand the communications chain,” Admiral Morris said.  There was no mistaking the concern in his tone, though his face showed little.  “Right now, it can be cut effortlessly.”

“If we had the resources to do so, we would,” Adam said.  “I won’t lie to you, Admiral.  You’re being sent into a snake pit.  There is a good chance the Pashtali will back down, or so we believe, but there is also a chance they’ll come across the border with guns blazing.  Or that they’ll seek to provoke an incident they can use to convince interstellar opinion that we’re the bad guys and then come at us with guns blazing.  If that happens, you may find yourself at war without warning.”

Morris’s lips twisted.  “My orders include contingency plans ...”

“Based on what we know now, which is five days out of date,” Adam cautioned him.  The Solar Navy hadn’t been so badly bitten by interstellar communications delays since the Lupine Wars.  “You have to prepare yourself for the possibility your orders are already outdated - or will become so, when you reach the sector.  And that you may be unable to ask for more orders from us.”

He studied the younger man for a long moment.  Independent command was every spacer’s dream, although flag officers were rarely as independent as their subordinates thought.  And yet ... there was the very real risk of a young commander starting a war by accident or letting himself be tricked and trapped ... he shook his head, understanding now why the Alphans had preferred to command their fleets from their homeworld.  It was so much easier to micromanage, rather than risk letting the fleet’s commanders operate alone.  But he didn’t have the technology to make it work.  It would be a long time before Earth had realtime contact with its fleets.

Perhaps not ever, he thought.  One communications disruption and the fleet would be lost before the signal could be recovered.

“You are to do everything in your power to avoid a direct confrontation, without making any major concessions to them,” he said.  “Or so your orders say.  In the event of a direct confrontation, your first priority is to preserve as much of your fleet as possible.  We cannot afford to stand and die in defence of isolated settlements, whatever we may feel about it.  You are to withdraw if you believe victory will come at a high cost, if it will come at all.  Do I make myself clear?”

Morris looked mutinous.  “Admiral, with the greatest respect ...”

Adam cut him off.  “If we take heavy losses, we lose,” he said, flatly.  “We cannot replace any destroyed or damaged starships in time to affect the outcome.  Our shipyards cannot churn out new construction, nor can we purchase top of the line starships to replace the destroyed units.  The Pashtali are already bringing pressure to bear on many other powers, trying to convince them not to sell to us.  Right now, as I have said, preserving the fleet is our first priority.  We must trade space for time.”

He kept his expression blank, although he understood the younger man’s feelings.  The Solar Navy was humanity’s navy.  It went against the grain to abandon human - and alien - colonists, even if they’d settled those worlds well before independence and shown no inclination to pay more than lip service to the government.  And yet, there was no choice.  The fleet was irreplaceable.  The Pashtali would know it, too.  They’d be more interested in destroying the fleet than taking control of the sector.  It was imperative they weren’t allowed to succeed.

“You have sealed orders,” he added.  “If they do come over the border, open them, read them and carry them out.  Don’t hesitate.  We may have very little time to act before they overwhelm us.”

“Yes, sir.”  Morris sounded concerned, although his face did not show it.  “I won’t let you down.”

“Hold the line as best as you can,” Adam advised.  He would have loved to issue more specific orders, but it would be worse than useless.  The situation was changing rapidly.  “But remember, the fleet’s survival comes first.”

“Aye, sir,” Morris said.  

Adam dismissed him, wishing there was more time to discuss the situation and consider contingency plans.  Admiral Morris had a permanent staff under his command - Adam had ordered them to draw up plans for everything from skirmishing to all-out war - but it was easy to get overwhelmed by the sheer volume of plans.  A flag officer needed to know when he should stick to the plan and when he should improvise ... Adam knew, from experience, just how easy it was to keep trying to follow the plan even when it was clear it had become pointless.  Admiral Morris’s sealed orders should cover him, if the shit hit the fan and it became impossible to hold the line.  Adam had had a long career.  He could accept the blame if it meant saving the fleet to fight again.

He keyed the terminal, bringing up the image of the fleet.  Nearly a hundred warships, almost all second- or third-hand.  The Solar Navy had spent years updating them, cramming newer and better weapons and sensors into their hulls, yet ... he was uneasily aware the warships had never been tested.  Who knew what would happen when missiles and energy beams slammed into their hulls?  Would the armour stand up to heavy fire or would it melt and break?  Dozens of starfighters swooped around the fleet, practicing attack runs.  The pilots had trained hard and well, but were they ready for a real opponent?  He didn’t know.

His terminal bleeped, again.  “Sir, Captain Harlem has arrived.”

“Send her in,” Adam ordered.

He looked up as Captain Ashleigh Harlem stepped into the compartment.  She was in her early thirties, surprisingly young for her rank, although the survey service had a shortage of talented officers who could and would handle the work.  The Solar Navy had never given priority to deep space surveys, although - in an increasingly hostile universe - he was starting to think it might be time to set up a colony well beyond the limits of explored space.  But there was no way such a colony could be established, with a proper tech base, without breaking the bank.  The money for it didn’t exist.

“Captain.”  Adam stood and held out a hand.  “I trust the media didn’t give you too much of a hard time?”

“It’s been ... interesting,” Ashleigh said, in a tone that suggested she’d sooner be dumped on a penal world than face the media again.  She shook his hand firmly as she spoke.  “Some of them seem to think I invented the storm.”

“The media is like that,” Adam noted.  He waved her to a chair and sat himself.  “People want someone to blame.”

“There’s no known race with the power to generate a multispace storm,” Ashleigh said, wryly.  “And if we discovered there was a race that could do it, what could we do to them?  How could we hope to fight?  We’d be ants crawling around the feet of giants.”

“Ants can be poisonous,” Adam said.  He shrugged, dismissing the issue.  There was no point in drawing up plans to wage war against a god-like alien race.  “Have you been following the situation in the occupied zone?”

“I saw the fleet updates,” Ashleigh said.  “I haven’t had time to follow the news itself.”

“Right now, we have become aware our charts of the occupied zone are ... unreliable,” Adam said.  “Second Fleet is going to need them updated as quickly as possible, if the enemy comes over the border.  Even flying through seemingly useless systems may come in handy, if pirate bases within the systems think they’ve been located.  I’m assigning you and your crew to the fleet.  Once you reach the sector, you are to survey the border regions as quickly as possible, paying special attention to threadlines that lead into enemy territory.”

“Understood,” Ashleigh said.  “Are we going to honour our commitments to interstellar navigation?”

Adam said nothing for a long moment.  Ashleigh had a point.  Earth had an obligation to share navigational data with the rest of the community.  But sharing it now risked telling the Pashtali how to reach Theta Sigma without being intercepted.  It was possible, of course, the Pashtali already knew, yet ... he grimaced.  Common sense said they should keep navigational data to themselves.  Politics said they shouldn’t do anything that might wind up being used against them, on the field of interstellar opinion.  And he feared it was a political matter that had to be pushed up the ladder to the First Speaker.

“I’ll check with my political superiors,” he said, slowly.  “Until you hear from me, plan on the assumption you’ll be sharing data when practical.”

“We can delay matters for a few weeks, if necessary,” Ashleigh said.  “There’s no obligation to update navigational information immediately.  We are allowed time to process and confirm it.”

“We’ll have to consider the political angle,” Adam said.  “Right now, leave it with me and concentrate on preparing your ship for departure.  I’m sorry your crew didn’t get any real shore leave, but we’ll make it up to you when we can.”

“They do understand,” Ashleigh assured him.  “Survey crews spend most of their time onboard ship anyway.”

“It’s still something I’d prefer to avoid,” Adam said.  He met her eyes.  “I won’t lie to you, Captain.  There is a very good chance war will break out sooner rather than later.  If it does, updating the charts may make the difference between victory and defeat.”

“We won’t let you down, sir,” Ashleigh said.  She looked oddly pensive.  “I’m just sorry we didn’t return with better news.”

“Better to hear the bad news than shoot the messenger and not hear it at all,” Adam said.  “And to know the worst before it puts a knife in your back.”

He stood, putting the matter aside.  “I’ll look forward to your first report.”

“Yes, sir,” Ashleigh said.  She stood and saluted.  “See you when we see you.”

Adam watched her go, feeling his age.  Ashleigh hadn’t yet grown jaded with the wonders of the universe and she ... he shook his head, then keyed his terminal.  “Get me a direct link to Solar City,” he said.  There was no time to envy those young enough to see the galaxy through fresh eyes.  “I need to speak to the First Speaker.”

“Aye, Admiral.”
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Chapter Sixteen


ESS Dauntless Theta Sigma
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“I am not happy, Captain,” Admiral Chung said.  They sat in her ready room, the admiral reading and rereading the sealed envelope.  “I should have been informed of your deployment.”

Naomi nodded, curtly.  Admiral Glass’s sealed orders hadn’t impressed Admiral Chung ... not, she supposed, that she’d expected them to do anything of the sort.  There was no denying the simple fact that her deployment, whatever the justification, had stepped on the older man’s toes.  Admiral Chung had thought she’d headed straight back to Earth.  He hadn’t expected her to arrive with a freighter crew and a grim warning there was trouble along the border, even though matters were clearly getting out of hand.  The local EIS station had tracked hundreds of pirate attacks and missing starships in the last month alone.

“You should have informed me,” Admiral Chung added.  “If you had started a war ...”

“I had orders from Admiral Glass, our senior officer,” Naomi said.  She was personally blameless, although she feared it would count for nothing if the covert mission had led to war.  “And, as you can see, I had no choice.”

Admiral Chung snorted.  “I’ll be sending a formal complaint to the navy, when I have a moment,” he said.  “The operation could have caused all sorts of problems.”

“Yes, sir,” Naomi said.  There was no point in arguing the issue.  The admirals would have to sort it out amongst themselves.  “Did the EIS find anything new?”

“No.”  Admiral Chung paced the deck, his mind clearly elsewhere.  “The shipping company didn’t exist anywhere outside the files, Captain, and the people behind it don’t seem to exist either.  The framework was neatly designed to keep anyone from asking questions, but once we started to poke and prod at the structure it came apart easily.  Not that it helped us much, really.  The damage has been done.”

Naomi couldn’t disagree.  The complete failure to find the smugglers - or suitable scapegoats - hadn’t pleased the Pashtali.  They hadn’t sent any ultimatums, not yet, but they’d made a point of providing convoy escorts to freighters passing along the border and offering to assist their peers when they sent ships into the occupied sector.  It was just a matter of time, Naomi feared, before the sector fell into their hands without a fight.  They’d start providing protection and collecting taxes and that would be that.  Humanity could hardly afford to push them out, not when most of the galaxy would be on their side.  She wasn’t sure what they could do, at least until Admiral Morris arrived.  The Pashtali seemed to have the situation under control.

Their control, she thought, numbly.  And there’s nothing we can do about it.

She eyed the latest update from Earth and cursed under her breath.  The formal war warning was no surprise, but the admiral’s message - attached to the update - suggested the Pashtali were taking advantage of the storm to speed up the conquest of the sector.  Instead of a slow and steady collapse of human authority, replaced by alien power, the Pashtali were on the verge of simply moving in and taking over.  Events were just so far out of control she didn’t have the slightest idea what to do.  Until the fleet arrived, the best they could do was grin and bear it.

And they have to know the fleet is on the way, she thought.  They’ll need to move quickly if they want to take control without us challenging them.

She looked at Admiral Chung.  “In short, there’s nothing we can do to cut the ground from under them.”

Admiral Chung met her eyes.  “Nothing,” he said.  “We could give them the freighter crew, but they’d just claim the crew were innocent all along ... which they were, as far as we can tell.  And then they’d insist we were just giving them scapegoats.”

“I suppose sending them a handful of dead bodies isn’t an option, sir,” Naomi said, morbidly.  The nasty part of her mind pointed out there was no shortage.  “We could claim they were shot while trying to escape.”

“They’re looking for an excuse to start a fight,” Admiral Chung said.  He sighed heavily.  “If we give them what they want, they’ll just keep making more and more demands until they find something we can’t give them and then they’ll pounce.”

He stood.  “And, if the reports are true, they’ll start slipping weapons into the occupied zone,” he added as he studied the starchart.  “All hell is going to break loose soon enough.”

Naomi couldn’t disagree.  The Vulteks hadn’t bothered to control the sector beyond the bare minimum.  They certainly hadn’t stopped hundreds of races from establishing settlements within the zone ... and not all of those settlements had been happy when the zone had been surrendered to humanity.  Hell, even the human settlements weren’t pleased about finding themselves under Earth’s jurisdiction.  The settlements were arming themselves, purchasing weapons on the black market as they prepared for war ... she shook her head.  When the balloon went up, most of the sector was going to explode.

Which would give the Pashtali all the excuse they need to intervene, she thought.  Perhaps they’ll wait just long enough to let the settlements slaughter each other, then step in and impose their own order.

“Yes, sir,” she said.  “What do we do now?”

“We wait for Admiral Morris,” Admiral Chung said.  “When he arrives ... hopefully, he’ll be able to impose order.  We can start destroying pirate ships and hunting down their bases, with luck tracking their funds back to their backers.  God knows what good it’ll do, but we can see.”

Naomi frowned, feeling a twinge of unease even though she understood his position.  His command couldn’t afford to get bogged down in a quagmire, even though - practically speaking - it was too late.  He just didn’t have the ships or firepower to defend his base, let alone the rest of the sector.  And yet ... it sounded almost as if he were giving up, as if he thought the sector was impossible to defend.  She wondered if he’d seriously consider giving it to the Pashtali in time to ensure they got the blame for the chaos.

Too late for that, she thought.  And even if they did, would they care?

She sighed, inwardly.  She’d been taught to take the offensive whenever possible.  And yet, here she had no targets.  There were no pirate bases or ships in her sights and the thought of crossing the border and opening fire on the nearest alien starship was unthinkable.  She briefly considered trying to search ships coming and going from the planet, but it would barely be a drop in the bucket.  They just didn’t have the manpower to search everything without causing massive delays.  The complaints would be heard all across the galaxy.

Admiral Chung looked at her.  “I suggest you remain here for the moment,” he said, “unless we locate a pirate base.  We don’t want any more incidents along the border.”

“With all due respect,” Naomi said, “if we hadn’t been there the freighter would have been captured or blown to atoms.”

“Yes,” Admiral Chung agreed.  “And because you were there, we wound up with a diplomatic incident instead.”

Naomi kept her thoughts to herself as she escorted the admiral back to his shuttle.  She saw his point, she really did, but she’d worked her way up from junior crewwoman and she’d seen a lot in her time already.  Life could be hard below decks, particularly for a young woman.  The first hint of weakness or surrender and bullies would never give you a moment’s peace.  And if you went looking for a protector ... you’d pay a price for being taken under their wing.  Naomi knew it was important to learn to defend yourself because no one else would do it for you, but ...

Sometimes, it just isn’t possible, she thought.  There’d been an XO, once, who’d had an affair with a junior crewman.  He’d pushed the younger man into serving him.  The Alphans had put the XO out the airlock and good riddance.  Sometimes, you have to realise you can’t even kick and scratch as they carry you to the gallows.

She keyed her terminal as she returned to her ready room.  “Janet, have the tactical staff start drawing up plans to secure the high orbitals,” she ordered.  “I want to be ready when the fleet arrives.”

“Aye, Captain,” Janet said.  “Do you want to alter the shore leave roster?”

“No,” Naomi said.  The crew would grumble, but better grumbles than being cut off from the ship if the enemy fleet arrived first.  She had her orders.  If the system was attacked, she was to retreat at once.  She wasn’t even allowed to fire a shot for the honour of the flag.  “Just keep the roster unchanged.”

“Aye, Captain.”

***
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“You know, I’m starting to get the idea there might be” - Private Willis lowered his voice dramatically - “beer somewhere around here.”

Wesley snorted.  The red-light district was covered in signs advertising BEER, BEER, BEER in capital letters.  There was an entire row of bars, ranging from places that looked disturbingly seedy to places he wouldn’t go without an entire battalion of shock troops behind him.  The streets were crowded with spacers, military personnel and hustlers trying to make money off them.  He glowered at a man offering a map to hidden treasure, cutting off the patter before it could even begin.  The map was about as likely to lead to hidden treasure as he was likely to be elected to Supreme Leader of the Known Universe.  It was an old scam, one that shouldn’t get anywhere these days.  A man who knew where to find advanced technology from a long-gone race would have sold it to the Galactics and retired rich.

“It looks that way,” he said, finally.  “Just remember to keep your intake down to a small lake or two.”

He ignored the good-natured groans as the platoon made its way into one of the more upmarket bars.  The stench of alcohol grew stronger.  Wesley kept his face impassive, somehow, as he stepped across the filthy floor and headed towards one of the tables.  If this was an upmarket bar, he’d hate to see a downmarket one.  The floor was covered in sticky liquid and vomit, the customers looked mad, bad and dangerous to know ... the prostitutes looked as if they’d grown old long ago and were now struggling desperately to remain alive for a few more days.  He told himself he should be relieved they weren’t dangerously young.  There were laws and naval regulations against such things, but they had little sway on the frontier.  People who needed to survive wouldn’t give a damn about laws written by people who were a long way off.

And to think I volunteered to escort the troops, he thought, crossly.  I was so desperate to get off the ship I didn’t stop to wonder why the major was being so accommodating.

“She looks pretty,” Private Jackson said, indicating a prostitute.  “Can I go chat her up?”

Wesley glanced at the woman, then shook his head.  “Better not,” he said.  “Go find a naval brothel instead.”

The waitress arrived before Jackson could argue.  “What can I get you?”

“Beer,” Willis said.  “Seven large beers and one bucket of chips.”

Wesley nodded.  The waitress bowed - he tried not to stare at her chest - and hurried off.  He leaned back in his chair and tried to relax, although it wasn’t easy.  The bar felt unwelcoming, if not downright hostile.  Small groups of humans and aliens were talking in low voices, paying no attention to the girls dancing on the stage.  They were almost certainly holograms, Wesley decided, as he looked away from them.  There was none of the tell-tale shimmer, not like he’d come to expect from holographic communications, but they were just too pretty to be working in this bar.  They’d have been snapped up long ago by high-class pimps.

The beer arrived.  Wesley took a sip and decided he wasn’t going to drink any more.  It tasted suspiciously like coolant fluid and looked very like it too.  He’d been a spacer too long to like the idea of getting drunk, particularly after the time when - as a young recruit - he’d gone out drinking and made an utter fool of himself.  Besides, the atmosphere in the bar worried him.  He was tempted to suggest they went elsewhere, but it was too late.  They didn’t have much time before they had to return to the ship.

A young man - a boy, really - slapped a paper on the table and hurried off.  Wesley blinked in surprise, mentally kicking himself for woolgathering as he picked up the paper and read it quickly.  It was a call to action from the Sector Liberation Army, suggesting it was time to rise against the Earthers and retake the sector ... retake from whom?  Wesley had never even heard of the Sector Liberation Army.  It sounded decidedly odd, as if whoever had named the army didn’t really understand what he was doing.  The old Earth Liberation Army had been wiped out centuries ago, shortly after Earth had been invaded and occupied by the Alphans.  And that title, at least, had made a certain kind of sense.  

He frowned as he read the paper from top to bottom.  There was no way to know, but it felt to him as if the writer wasn’t human.  The tone was odd, veering between mindless optimism and a strange kind of pessimism.  It spoke of the glorious days of independence - days that had never taken place - and promised an equally glorious return.  The tone was so slanted he was sure whoever had written it had scant respect for his reader’s intelligence.  The sector had never been independent.  And the idea of a united uprising was just absurd.

“Interesting,” he said, more to himself than the rest of the platoon.  He slipped the document into his pocket, then eyed his beer.  Perhaps he could order water.  “I’ll have to show it to ...”

The door burst open.  Wesley tensed, one hand dropping to his pistol as a formation of bird-like aliens crashed into the bar.  The Vulteks were carrying sticks and stones ... the patrons grabbed chairs and tables and braced themselves as the aliens ran into them.  Wesley snapped orders as the fight rapidly got out of hand, the violence carrying right across the room.  The bartender was nowhere to be seen.  Wesley saw an alien coming right at him and drove his fist into the alien’s chest.  It felt like punching a tank.  The alien’s beak opened, an instant before Jackson bashed the bucket of chips over his head.  The alien collapsed in a heap.  Wesley saw the body armour under his shirt and winced.  The fight wasn’t a coincidence.  Someone had planned this.

“Time to go,” he said.  The platoon had no body armour, no weapons beyond his pistol.  They had to get out before it was too late.  “This way.”

They hurried out the back door, past the cowering bar staff, and onto the streets.  The staff refused to come with them and, looking at the chaos outside, Wesley understood.  Things were already out of hand. Vulteks, humans and a dozen other races he didn’t recognise were battling each other with a nightmarish combination of improvised weapons.  He thought he spotted a handful of coordinators hiding in the shadows, muttering into radios as the fight kept spreading.  The red-light district was on the verge of catching fire.  

“The police will be on their way, won’t they?”  Willis didn’t sound convinced.  “Right?”

“Doubt it,” Jackson said.  “They never stick their noses into the red-light zone back home.”

Wesley keyed his terminal, sending an emergency message before leading his men into a maze of alleyways.  There was nothing to be gained by staying where they were, not when they were badly outnumbered.  He heard a bunch of flyers overhead, but none of them seemed to be police or militia.  Reporters, probably.  Someone would have called them to let them know there was going to be a riot, if it was pre-planned.  He resisted the urge to draw his pistol and shoot a drone as it passed just over his head, probably steered by some kid on the other side of the world.  They’d been cautioned to avoid doing anything that might alienate interstellar society.  Personally, Wesley feared it was too late.

The noise behind them grew louder as they made their way to the spaceport.  The guards on the gates were jumpy, to the point Wesley seriously considered ordering the platoon to hunker down and wait until the riot was quelled.  It would be an ironic end to his career if he was shot by his own side, but ... he was sure to keep his hands in sight as he stepped up to the gate and pressed his thumb against the scanner.  The guards looked relieved when they realised who they were.

“Welcome,” the guard said.  He tapped his earpiece as new orders arrived.  “Go to your shuttle and stay there.”

Wesley raised his eyebrows - he’d expected to be pressed into riot squad duties - but led the platoon to the shuttle without bothering to argue.  Theta Sigma wasn’t Earth.  The eyes of the galaxy would be on the planet.  And if the Galactics saw a riot being brutally quashed ...

The Vulteks used to work for the Pashtali, he reminded himself, as they boarded the shuttle and waited.  Want to bet they still do?
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Chapter Seventeen


Solar City, Earth
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The news wasn’t good.

Abraham cynically studied the report, his heart sinking.  He was no stranger to media manipulation and yet ... it was clear that whoever was behind this campaign was a master at playing to the gallery.  The news had broken within moments of the riot, with reporters sending messages right across the galaxy.  By the time the riot had been quashed, and the police and military started cleaning up the mess, the entire galaxy knew.  The death toll was impossibly high, but who cared?  All that mattered was that humanity’s claim to stewardship over the occupied zone had been irreparably damaged.

“It’s clearly a put-up job,” he growled.  “They had the media campaign ready to go before the riot broke out.”

“It looks that way,” Richard Hawthorne said.  The Foreign Minister looked tired.  He’d been fielding calls from concerned ambassadors and interstellar traders for the last two days, barely managing to get any rest between calls.  “Do we even know who was behind it?”

“No,” Captain Evensong said.  “We picked up a handful of riot coordinators, but none of them knew anything useful.  They were hired and trained for the job and told when to start the ball rolling, by people who were only ever known by their codenames.  By now, they’ll be either buried in the enclaves or well away from the planet.  I doubt we’ll catch up with them in a hurry.”

“If at all,” Abraham said.  He understood the problem all too well.  The opposition had started a riot, in hopes of provoking a crackdown that could be used to galvanise resistance to humanity’s rule.  And they’d succeeded.  Events had taken on a life of their own.  The police might catch the original provokers, but who cared?  The locals had plenty of reasons to be angry now.  “It’s too late.”

He scowled.  The galactic media was running endless stories about human brutality.  Pictures and videos were being shown on a continuous loop, pouring more and more fuel on the fire.  Earth’s diplomats were doing what they could, but it was nowhere near enough to keep the exaggerated stories and outright lies from spreading right across the galaxy.  If the Pashtali were behind the whole affair, he conceded sourly, they’d done a masterful job of damaging humanity’s reputation.  The Galactics might well turn their backs if the Pashtali came over the borders.  Hell, they might even insist the human race be placed under the supervision of a more advanced race.  And that was just another word for slavery.  

“Right now, large sections of the planet are supposed to be in lockdown,” Evensong said, grimly.  “In practice, we don’t even begin to have the forces to keep the population under control.  There are riots and secondary riots and hundreds of grudges being paid off ... it’s just a matter of time, in my opinion, before the rest of the sector goes up in flames.”

“And then we lose,” Abraham said.  He eyed his terminal sourly.  The messages from ambassadors who wanted to berate him personally, rather than the diplomats, were piling up in his inbox.  No doubt they’d be pissed when he didn’t reply to them, as if he had the time.  There were hundreds of other matters that required his attention.  “Can we regain control?”

Admiral Glass looked as tired as Richard Hawthorne.  “Admiral Morris’s fleet is still a week away, as of the last update,” he said.  “We attached a strong ground component element to the fleet, but there’s no way we can regain control of the planetary surface in a hurry, not without extreme brutality.  We’d be pushing the limits of galactic tolerance even if we didn’t have to worry about the rest of the sector.  Practically speaking, we might be better off letting the riots simply burn themselves out, while we do what we can to evacuate.”

“Which will mean hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions, of deaths,” Richard Hawthorne pointed out.  “And that’s the best case scenario.”

“Worse,” Admiral Glass said.  “It will put the Pashtali light years closer to Earth.”

“One problem at a time,” Abraham said.

He gritted his teeth.  Multispecies worlds were rarely stable.  There were just too many differences between the settlers.  Normally, one race would be dominant while the remainder would have their rights respected ... galactic society in microcosm, he realised in a moment of insight.  Theta Stigma, if the reports were accurate, didn’t have a dominant power.  The various races, unable to trust humanity to protect them, would start carving out their territories and drive everyone else out.  And then the entire planet would collapse into civil war.

We came close to outright civil war when the Alphans abandoned us, he thought.  What will happen in a sector that isn’t anything like so homogenous?

He studied the starchart for a long, cold moment.  It might be time to get the people out and simply abandon the sector, even though it meant they’d get the blame.  The nasty part of his mind insisted the Pashtali could have it, in hopes they’d get bogged down too.  The more practical side of his mind doubted things would work out so well.  The Pashtali would smash hostile enclaves from orbit - they didn’t have to worry about galactic opinion - and then start pushing against humanity’s borders again.  Abandoning the sector would put them light years closer to Earth.

“We need to find a way to push back,” he said.  He couldn’t think of one.  The Pashtali were just too strong.  “What do you think the Pashtali will do next?”

Captain Evensong leaned forward.  “Mr. Speaker, our assessment is that the Pashtali are operating on a very specific timetable.  They’re pushing us, gauging our reactions, and then adapting their plans before pushing us again.  They’ve also been waging war in the galactic media, shaping public opinion in their favour.  My gut feeling is that they will cross the border, sooner rather than later.  Right now, by their standards, they have excellent cause to intervene.  Given time, events might shift in our favour.”

“They’re already sending ships across the border and running convoys in our territory,” Admiral Glass said.  “It’s just a matter of time.”

“And there’s no way we can count on anyone coming to our aid,” Abraham said.  “Right?”

“I doubt it,” Hawthorne said.  “The major powers are unwilling to pick a fight with the Pashtali.  They may be hoping we’ll weaken the Pashtali enough to let someone else cut them down to size.  The minor powers are more inclined to support us, as they understand we’re being held to an impossible standard, but their opinions are effectively meaningless.”

“I see,” Abraham said.  It was hard to keep the frustration out of his voice.  “What do we do?”

There was no answer.  They’d been through it time and time again.  They couldn’t abandon the sector and they couldn’t keep the sector and ... he felt a moment of sour admiration for whoever was masterminding events.  The Pashtali had centuries of experience manipulating galactic opinion and they were good at it, even though they were one of the most alien races in the known galaxy.  Perhaps it shouldn’t have surprised him.  The Alphans hadn’t needed to manipulate opinion when they’d had the biggest guns in the known universe.  The Pashtali had always known there was a bigger fish.

And now they may be the biggest fish in the galaxy, he thought.  Just how far do they want to push this?

He tried to look at the situation from the other side’s point of view.  Chaos suited them perfectly, because it weakened both human dominance and factions that would oppose an alien superpower as eagerly as they opposed humanity.  A game of lets you and him fight would leave the Pashtali nicely positioned to take control, once the opposition had exhausted itself.  Indeed, it wouldn’t expose the Pashtali to that much risk.  If matters went really off the rails, they could back off and swear blind they had nothing to do with the chaos and the rest of the galaxy would pretend to believe them.  They didn’t have to risk a war.  Hell, a war might be the last thing they wanted.  Even if they won, it would cost them badly.

“Right.”  Abraham took a long breath.  “Admiral, I want you to relieve Admiral Chung as soon as Admiral Morris arrives and takes command.  We need a scapegoat and he’s elected.”

“The crisis was hardly his fault,” Admiral Glass said, sharply.  “With all due respect ...”

“He is - was - the man on the spot,” Abraham said.  He felt a moment of shame.  Blaming Admiral Chung for the crisis was like blaming a baby for soiling himself.  The poor man hadn’t had anything like enough resources to impose peace on a single planet, let alone the entire sector.  Five years was hardly long enough for one man and a handful of ships and troops to make a difference.  But they had to personalise the blame quickly, before it was too late.  “We’ll recall him to Earth, then ensure it looks as if he received severe punishment.”

Admiral Glass looked irked.  Abraham understood.  Removing Admiral Chung for a crisis that wasn’t his fault would expose some of the faultiness running through the Solar Navy and risk outright conflict between the former loyalists and independents.  Admiral Chung had been a loyalist ... Abraham rubbed his forehead, cursing the Alphans under his breath.  He’d wanted an autonomous Earth as the first step towards independence.  The Alphans had granted the planet independence before it was truly ready to stand alone.  

“Once he takes command, Admiral Morris is to secure the shipping lanes as quickly as possible,” Abraham added.  “We need to work fast, to make it clear that we can and we will exercise effective authority over the sector.  We’ll make a show of openness, even to the point of offering to coordinate our convoys with the galactic superpowers.  We need to make it difficult for our enemies to simply walk in and take over.”

Richard Hawthorne smiled.  “It won’t be easy to impose authority now,” he said.  “They’re too used to a lack of authority.”

“We can but try,” Abraham said.  “Second, we’ll make progress towards declaring the various settlements autonomous.  The locals will have full control over their surfaces, with us only holding power in space.  It may not work, but it should hopefully address some of the more legitimate local concerns and give their moderates a chance to take power.  Just because they’re working, directly or indirectly, for the Pashtali doesn’t mean they have interests of their own.  We can at least try to appeal to them.”

“It may be too late,” Captain Evensong warned.  “The extremists are in the ascendant.”

Abraham smiled, feeling a twinge of hope.  He’d been an activist.  It was always an uneasy balancing act between consolidating one’s gains and working towards the next set of demands.  The alien settlers weren’t that alien.  They couldn’t be blind to the simple fact they were taking all the risks at the behest of an alien race that might crush them once it ruled the sector.  If humanity offered them what they claimed to want ... at the very least, it should force them to reassess their position.  The true believers might insist on slowing down and waiting to see if Earth intended to keep its word.

The opposition won’t be happy, he thought.  He made a mental note to privately brief Nancy Middleton.  She might be able to sit on the loudmouths long enough for the government to figure out if the plan was working or not.  But if they win the next election, they’ll be the ones struggling to come to grips with the situation.

“We have to try,” he said.  “I don’t think the Pashtali want an actual war.  I think they want to push us out without fighting.”

“A gamble,” Admiral Glass observed.  “They certainly have contingency plans for fighting us.”

“I know,” Abraham said.  “But I see no other choice.”

The intercom bleeped.  “Sir, you asked to be notified when Ambassador Yasuke arrived,” his aide said.  “He’s currently being shown to the reception room.”

Abraham stood.  “I’m on my way,” he said.  “Admiral, please see to Admiral Chung’s relief.”

“Yes, sir,” Admiral Glass said.

He still didn’t sound pleased.  Abraham understood.  Admiral Chung was getting the blame for something completely outside his control.  It wasn’t remotely fair and it would set a terrible precedent, even if Admiral Chung’s ‘punishment’ was purely nominal.  He had no family, no close friends.  There’d be no difficulty in giving him a new identity and claiming he’d been executed, before the Galactics had a chance to insist he faced an interstellar tribunal, but it would have to remain a secret from just about everyone.  There was no way he could reassure others who’d wonder if they too would be made into scapegoats.  The smarter ones would understand the government hadn’t had a choice, but ... it wouldn’t sit well with them regardless.  Abraham didn’t blame them.  In their place, he would have felt the same.

The thought tormented him as he made his way to the reception room.  The Alphans hadn’t needed to make hard choices for hundreds, perhaps thousands, of years.  They’d even been able to protect Colonel Tallinn from court-martial and disgrace, although - if the rumours were true - Colonel Tallinn had been sidelined almost as soon as he’d returned home and didn’t have a hope of promotion for the rest of his life.  Humanity, on the other hand ... it struck him, suddenly, that the weak must often feel ashamed.  They had no choice but to bend the knee.  Resistance was not only futile.  It was pointless.

They’re not that strong, he told himself.  They’d have crushed us effortlessly if they were strong enough to do it.

Ambassador Yasuke stood as Abraham entered the room.  He looked surprisingly calm, certainly when compared to the other ambassadors.  Abraham allowed himself a moment of relief.  The others wanted to pretend they were important, so they insisted on human diplomats dancing attendance on them, all the while ignoring the realities of the situation so they could feel superior.  Abraham knew Earth would be caught in the crossfire, if a full-scale war broke out between the Galactics, but he almost wished it would happen anyway.  It would teach the Galactics a lesson.

You cannot afford to think in such terms, he told himself, sharply.  Earth would be destroyed in the fighting.

“First Speaker,” Yasuke said.  “My government has considered your request for tech transfers and related matters.”

Abraham blinked, surprised.  He’d assumed the ambassador had requested the meeting to discuss the current situation, not the proposed tech transfers.  “And ...?”

He kicked himself a moment later.  Showing too much eagerness was always a mistake, particularly when dealing with a race that demanded protocol be honoured at all times.  And yet ... he shook his head.  Yasuke wasn’t the most stiff-necked Alphan he’d met.  The ambassador seemed to have a liking for humanity.  He could have easily avoided the assignment, seeing it as a climb down after being the planetary viceroy, if he’d wanted to.

“We have agreed to sell you certain fabrication nodes,” Yasuke informed him.  “The price will be high, a percentage of output.  We trust this meets with your approval?”

Abraham forced himself to think.  Were the Alphans having supply difficulties?  It seemed unlikely.  Their industrial base was huge and it had never been touched by the war ... had something gone wrong, on the far side of the growing multispace storm?  Or were they trying to be helpful without making it too obvious?  They had a certain interest in keeping humanity between them and potential enemies.  But ... they could deter the Pashtali simply by stationing a fleet within human space.

That didn’t deter the Lupines, he reminded himself.  The Alphans may have won the war, with our help, but they lost their self-confidence.

He took the proffered datachip and stuck it in the isolated terminal.  The contract was as dense as ever, paragraph after paragraph of legal babble that seemed designed to confuse everyone ... even the Alphans themselves.  Abraham hid his amusement as he found the summary, placed neatly at the end of the document.  He’d have to make sure his legal team went through the document, piece by piece, but ... it looked good.  The Alphans would claim a third of the output, in exchange for supplying the fabricators.  The only downside was a stern warning that the fabricators were not to be taken apart and reverse-engineered.  Abraham had expected as much.  They’d just have to study the output and work out how to duplicate the fabricators from that.

“I’ll have to have the contract assessed, but I think it makes sense,” he said.  “When can they be delivered?”

“Assuming the contract is signed today, we should be able to get them to you within the month,” Yasuke said.  “However, multispace travel is nowhere near so ... reliable right now.”

“No,” Abraham agreed.  The latest reports suggested the storm was growing stronger.  Much stronger.  “Do you think you can get the fabricators to us?”

“It should be possible,” Yasuke said.  “However, there may be delays.  We do not want to take the risk of shipping them the long way around.”

“We understand,” Abraham said.  Shipping the fabricators through enemy territory was asking for trouble, particularly with communications in such a mess.  They’d be a tempting target for anyone who thought the Alphans were a spent power.  “We just hope they can be set up in time.”

Yasuke inclined his head.  “My government believes it can be done.”

He paused.  “And while we cannot support you openly, we can offer limited covert support with your current situation,” he added.  “It is not in our interests to see the Pashtali grow overmighty.”

Because your government thinks you are the masters of the universe,” Abraham thought, grimly.  The sudden shift in subject surprised him.  It was very ... un-Alphan.  And because you don’t want to take the risk of cutting them down yourselves.

He leaned forward.  “What can you offer us?”

Yasuke smiled, then started to talk.
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Chapter Eighteen


ESS Dauntless, Theta Sigma
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Naomi scowled as she studied the latest updates from the planetary surface.  They were grim.  The first riots had died out, but it was growing increasingly clear that civil war was just a matter of time.  The enclaves were sealing their gates, raising volunteer militia forces to defend themselves from enemies intent on launching pogroms - or, the cynical part of her mind added, launching pogroms of their own.  The spaceport had been effectively shut down, trapping thousands of people.  There was no way they could even begin to start an evacuation.  They just didn’t have the forces to make it work.

She cursed under her breath.  The reports from the border were growing more and more ominous.  She’d suggested that she should take Dauntless to the border to escort convoys, or at least try to hunt down the pirate bases, but Admiral Chung had flatly refused.  He seemed to have given up, to the point Naomi had found herself going through regulations to see if there was a way to relieve him.  It went against the grain to tattle on a superior officer and yet ... she was starting to think she should.  Admiral Chung had recalled almost every ship under his command.  The remainder of the sector was almost undefended.

He expects to be attacked, she thought, as she studied the starchart.  There’s no point in defending much of the sector. The planets are immaterial to the overall struggle.  But if we manage to keep control of Theta Sigma, we might just be able to keep the shipping lanes open and reassert control over the rest of the sector.

She scowled.  She was fairly sure that was wishful thinking.  Theta Sigma sat at the convergence of a dozen threadlines, linked to a crossroads so big there was no hope of turning it into a bottleneck.  Admiral Chung had made noises about mining the crossroads, but the blunt truth was that it wouldn’t slow a major offensive down for more than a few seconds.  And it would certainly piss off galactic opinion.  The crossroads sat on a major shipping line.  A single incident would land the human race in very hot water.  

And there’s no way we can keep a major fleet out if they decide they want the system, she mused.  They’d be able to bring their ships through the crossroads without interference.

The terminal bleeped.  “Captain,” Janet said.  “We just picked up a signal from traffic control.  The fleet is transiting the crossroads now.”

Naomi allowed herself a moment of relief.  Admiral Morris’s fleet had enough firepower to deter anything short of a full-scale invasion.  She’d been entirely sure the Pashtali knew the fleet was on the way; she’d feared they’d invade the system well before it could arrive, in hopes of setting up an ambush.  Admiral Morris wouldn’t have any warning, if the system fell; his ships would drop out of multispace and right into the teeth of enemy fire.  She was oddly puzzled that the enemy hadn’t tried.  They’d never have a better chance to take control of the sector in a single engagement.  

She stood.  “I’m on my way,” she said.  “Put the fleet on the big display.”

The bridge felt more ... alert, somehow, as the looming mass of green icons advanced towards the planet.  Naomi took her chair and keyed her console, bringing up the fleet display.  Admiral Morris’s flagship was an old battleship - more of a battlewagon - that had been extensively refitted and automated as she passed from owner to owner until she’d finally wound up with the Solar Navy.  The battleship was bristling with weapons, her sensors probing space for cloaked starships ... Naomi hoped, grimly, the engineers had solved the problem of modern drives threatening to tear older ships apart when they were powered up.  The battleship hadn’t been designed for modern technology.  Her power curves suggested someone had replaced the compensators too.

She allowed her eyes to move from ship to ship.  The majority of the fleet was second- or third-hand, mainly older Alphan warships that had been transferred to the Solar Navy in lieu of being scrapped.  They were still effective, but they weren’t as intimidating to a galactic superpower as she might have hoped.  The Pashtali weren’t aware of just how capable human engineers were ... and, even if they did understand, they’d be unimpressed.  No matter how carefully the different systems were woven together, there was a high chance of failure if the starship came under enemy fire.  

But they can’t say we’re not protecting the sector now, Naomi told herself.  The plans to organise convoys were ready, just awaiting the escorts.  And they might back down if they realise we’re serious about defending our claim.

She kept her thoughts to herself.  She’d been on the border, when the Vultek War had broken out.  The Vulteks had seen humanity as weak, ready to be turned into slaves or simply exterminated.  A show of force might have deterred them ... she hoped, prayed, that it would deter the Pashtali.  They couldn’t risk a major confrontation with humanity, could they?  There was no way they’d win quickly and, even if they did win, they’d risk attack from other enemies.  Better to back down quietly, right?  She had the uneasy feeling that also might be wishful thinking.

“Captain,” Wood said.  The communications officer looked at her.  “Admiral Morris requests your presence onboard Implacable.”

Naomi stood.  It was rare to hold a face-to-face conversation between officers in the middle of what was, effectively, a war zone ... but she saw the logic.  The system was so porous they couldn’t be sure their communications weren’t being monitored.  Even pinpoint laser transmissions weren’t entirely secure.  Perhaps it was just paranoia, but ... she shrugged as she ordered the flight crew to prepare her shuttle.  Admiral Morris seemed to be taking security seriously.  It boded well for the future.

“Alert me if anything changes,” she ordered.  “XO, you have the bridge.”

“I have the bridge,” Janet said.

Naomi smiled as she headed to the shuttle, took her seat and watched as the pilot disconnected from Dauntless and took the shuttle towards the battleship.  The human fleet wasn’t the largest fleet in galactic history, but it was big and powerful enough to give even the Galactics pause.  The Lupines had proven that quantity had a quality all of its own, back during the wars.  Naomi didn’t like the thought of adopting suicidal tactics, not when they were immensely costly even if they worked, but she feared they might not have a choice.  The fleet was the largest force humanity had ever deployed, far larger than the fleet that had won the Vultek War, yet ...

She composed herself as the battleship loomed in front of her.  The armour looked oddly cracked and broken, although - if she was any judge - the hull wasn’t anything like as weak as it seemed.  The once-smooth material had been cut open in hundreds of places, clearing room for turrets and missile launches and advanced sensor blisters.  Naomi suspected any starfighter pilots would have trouble getting close enough to launch torpedoes, let alone blast installations off the hull.  There were so many weapons within eyesight that it was clear anyone who tried would have to fly though a hailstorm of plasma fire.  The mass drivers lower on the hull suggested the ship was capable of hitting enemy starships at quite some distance.

They’ll have no trouble dodging, if they see them coming, she thought.  But they won’t have much time to act before the incoming projectiles strike home.

The shuttle docked.  Naomi stood, feeling a twinge of unease at leaving her ship in a war zone.  The system was under threat.  Cold logic told her there was no reason to assume the system would be attacked within the next hour or so, but she didn’t really believe it.  The best time to mount an attack, if one didn’t take the system before the fleet arrived, was while the fleet was still recuperating from its flight.  The human ships were there, but were they prepared?

She stepped through the hatch, saluted the flag and nodded - curtly - to the staff officer who greeted her.  It felt wrong to be met by a staff officer, although ... she shook her head as he led her through the corridors, silently relieved she’d never been a flag captain.  It couldn’t be easy to have the fleet’s commander on your ship.  In theory, the starship’s captain was the sole authority; in practice, it was never quite so easy.  Very few captains would be comfortable bossing admirals around.

“Captain,” Admiral Morris said, as she was shown into the wardroom.  “It’s good to meet you at last.”

“Admiral,” Naomi said.  She’d never met Admiral Morris, although she’d taken the time to read his file when she’d heard he’d been assigned to the sector.  He’d commanded a squadron during the last war and been promoted shortly afterwards as the Solar Navy continued to expand.  There was no doubting his competence, even though - the pessimistic part of her mind pointed out - he’d never commanded an entire fleet before.  “Thank you for the invitation.”

A steward brought coffee, then withdrew.  Naomi took the seat she was offered and looked around the wardroom as she sipped.  The compartment was clearly designed for someone a little taller than the average human, suggesting the original designers had assumed the battleship would never be sold to another galactic power.  A human design would have been modular, allowing the interior to be moved around at will.  There was a surprising amount of wasted space.  Perhaps the engineers had thought it better to get the battleship into service quickly, rather than redesigning the interior.  The crew’s comfort was rather less important than the vessel’s ability to fly and fight.

“I have spoken to Admiral Chung,” Admiral Morris said.  His voice was carefully flat.  “He has been relieved of duty and ordered to return home as quickly as possible, by order of his superiors.  I have assumed his position as sector commander as well as admiral and commander of this fleet.”

Naomi said nothing.  It wasn’t really a surprise – Admiral Chung was a beaten man - but ... it wasn’t fair.  She told herself, sharply, that the universe wasn’t fair.  Admiral Chung had failed.  His failure might have been inevitable - there was no might about it - but it couldn’t be tolerated.  Relieving him sent a very clear message there was a new boss in town, one with the authority to put things right.  And if he failed ...

“My orders are to secure the sector and make it clear we will resist any attempts to push us out,” he continued.  “Do you have any observations on the matter?”

“We need to start patrolling the border as quickly as possible, while setting up convoys,” Naomi said.  She’d worry about Admiral Chung - and what his relief meant for the navy - later.  “The enemy is pressing us hard, but they have not yet moved in for the kill.  I think we should be able to secure our position by running patrols and safeguarding interstellar trade.”

“Quite,” Admiral Morris agreed.  “I intend to station a hard core of battleships and heavy cruisers here, while deploying the remainder of the fleet to convoy duty.  If our planned reinforcements arrive, we’ll move to stationing at least two or three ships within each vulnerable system while setting up a communications network that’ll let us coordinate our operations.  It will not be as quick as we might wish, but it will be better than anything we had before.”

“Here, at least,” Naomi said.  “What about the planets themselves?”

“We’re going to grant them local autonomy,” Admiral Morris told her.  “The formal announcement will be made later today, once my people are in control of the system’s high orbitals.  It should give them a chance to rethink their stance.”

Naomi wasn’t so sure.  The Pashtali had had years to build a patronage network in the occupied zone.  In hindsight, it was clear they’d started well before they’d known humanity was going to take control ... which suggested, she noted to herself, some interesting things about their relationship with their clients.  Perhaps they’d always intended to take control, no matter who won the war.  It might be difficult to convince the locals to stand down if they were taking orders from the Pashtali.  But then, very few activists knew where their orders were coming from, due to operational security.  The ones who did would have to come up with a very good reason for refusing the deal.

And they can’t, without admitting the truth, she mused.  If nothing else, they’ll have to rethink their plans.

“It should work,” she said, putting her doubts aside.  “And what if the enemy ships challenge us?”

“We haven’t been kicked out of the sector yet,” Admiral Morris said.  “We’ll be polite, but firm.  We’ll tell them we’re doing our duty and make them unwelcome, undercutting their reason for trying to muscle their way into the sector and take control.  They’ll have to either back down or start a war.”

Naomi frowned.  It wouldn’t be that easy to convince the Galactics to leave.  They’d need to be satisfied humanity had the sector under control and that would take months, if not years.  Admiral Morris was taking a hell of a risk by breaking up his fleet and scattering the ships throughout the sector, even though it would make it harder for pirates and smugglers to operate without interference.  And setting up a proper customs network would be sure to provoke complaints from interstellar shipping lines.  Their distant owners wouldn’t give a damn about the sector’s realities.  They’d just be annoyed about having their ships searched before they were allowed to dock and start unloading.

And most of them see us as a bunch of upstarts anyway, she thought.  We’d be annoyed too if our ships were stopped and searched, regardless of the legalities.

“It will take time,” she said.  “How long do we have?”

“Good question,” Admiral Morris said.  “And I think ...”

His terminal bleeped.  “Admiral, we just picked up a priority signal from the Belmarsh System,” a voice said.  “A sizable Pashtali formation just entered the system and took control.”

Naomi froze.  Sending convoy escorts into the occupied zone was one thing.  Taking control of an entire star system was quite another.  Her gut churned, reminding her the ship they’d intercepted had come from Belmarsh.  The system was right on the edge of the occupied zone, far too close to enemy space for comfort ...

“I see,” Admiral Morris said.  “How big is the enemy force and what is it doing?”

“At least thirty ships,” the speaker said.  “The signal stated they were taking control of the system.  It didn’t go into detail.”

“They could have taken out or captured the transmitter before it could send a signal,” Naomi said, quietly.  The Pashtali might be testing human resolve or ... it might be bait in a trap.  “If this is a trap ...”

“Alert the fleet,” Admiral Morris ordered.  “We’ll depart in an hour.”

He keyed his terminal, bringing up a starchart.  “Curious place to start a war, if that’s what they want.”

Naomi studied the chart for a long moment.  Belmarsh had three crossroads; one linked to threadlines leading to Theta Sigma, one leading deep into enemy territory, one that was an effective dead end, at least for civilian ships.  It really was an odd place.  She would have expected the enemy fleet to sneak across the border, make its way to Theta Sigma and open fire.  Hell, merely taking possession of the crossroads would put Admiral Morris in an impossible position.

“It could be a test of our resolve,” Admiral Morris mused.  “They’ve picked a system they could flee in a hurry, if we reacted harshly.”

“And us too,” Naomi agreed.  If there were more enemy ships than they’d thought, Admiral Morris and the fleet could retreat easily.  “What are they doing?”

She eyed the starchart.  Communications along the border were patchy, to say the least.  It was quite possible a dozen other systems had been invaded and occupied, although none of them would require a major invasion force.  Belmarsh had no real defences, beyond a pair of cutters.  A light cruiser would be more than enough to overwhelm the system and take control.  And that meant ... she wanted to think something had gone wrong, that the enemy had blundered, but she didn’t dare believe it.  If it was a trap ...

“They can’t keep us from retreating,” Admiral Morris said.  “We have a survey ship with us.  We can sweep the crossroads from multispace before we push into the system itself.  If there is an ambush waiting for us, we’ll see it coming.”

“Perhaps,” Naomi said.

Her mind raced.  If it was a trap, the Pashtali would have to block the human fleet from the crossroads.  To do that, they’d have to come around the crossroads in multispace ... and they’d be detected, which meant ... what?  Did they think they could hide their fleet as it inched into attack position?  Or were they hoping to lure Admiral Morris out of position?  Or were they hoping Admiral Morris would do nothing?  They might win the system by default if the human fleet didn’t challenge their claim.

“We can’t let this go unanswered,” Admiral Morris said.  He banished the starchart with a wave of his hand.  “Return to your ship.  We leave in an hour.”

“Aye, sir,” Naomi said.

“They think we’ll let this pass,” Admiral Morris said.  “And we will not.”

Yeah, Naomi thought.  They were missing something, but what?  And that might be what they’re counting on.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Nineteen


ESS Magellan/ESS Dauntless/ESS Implacable, Belmarsh System
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Captain Ashleigh Harlem did not like the concept of taking her ship into harm’s way ... something, she considered, her peers thought rank hypocrisy.  A survey ship that probed the limits of multispace and skimmed the edges of storms that could swat her ship like a particularly irritating ant, couldn’t ever be considered safe.  The Hall of Heroes was crammed with the names of survey crews that had gone into the dark and never returned.  She knew there was a very real prospect that, one day, she’d vanish too, leaving behind a mystery that might never be solved.  And yet ...

Her lips thinned with disapproval as her sensors probed the crossroads.  It was difficult, almost impossible, for a cloaked ship to remain undetected in multispace.  She could no more miss a cloaked fleet than she could miss her own nose.  The multispace gradient would push the cloaked ships towards the crossroads, forcing them to either keep their drives active so they remained on station - producing an energy surge a blind man couldn’t miss - or accept being thrown back into realspace.  Either way, it would be tricky to set up an ambush.  The ambush would be so obvious it couldn’t possibly be missed.

And there’s nothing waiting for us, she thought.  Not on this side of the crossroads, at least.

She frowned as more and more data flowed into the console.  The system hadn’t been properly surveyed in decades, perhaps centuries.  They were a long way from the storm brewing between Earth and Alpha Prime and yet, there were enough discrepancies between her sensor reports and the files for her to fear the charts might be dangerously unreliable.  Normally, she would have contacted her superiors and asked permission to organise a more general survey; now, she had the feeling Admiral Morris - and the Pashtali - would simply refuse.  The sector was on the brink of war.  Ashleigh cursed as she turned her attention to her console.  Her ship had no place in the line of battle.  She wanted to turn her helm away from the crossroads and head back into multispace.  But it wasn’t an option.

“Signal the flag,” she ordered, curtly.  “Inform them the threadline is clear.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Ashleigh leaned back in her chair.  The energy distortion was higher than expected, although well within acceptable parameters.  The books and movies might talk about using distortions for cover, but it was nothing more than a simple way to commit suicide.  One energy surge and the entire starship would be blown to dust, her atoms scattered along the threadline and into realspace.  No, there was no enemy fleet waiting in the threadline.  The enemy was lurking somewhere in realspace.

And the sooner we get this over with, the sooner we can get back to work, she told herself, firmly.  She was starting to think the multispace charts were wholly unreliable.  This sector is crying out for a proper survey.

***
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“Signal from the flag, Captain,” Wood said.  “We are clear to proceed.”

Naomi nodded, curtly.  They’d spent the last two days in transit, working their way through hundreds of contingency plans.  No matter how she looked at it, the situation didn’t make sense.  Admiral Morris believed the Pashtali were testing their resolve - and she had to admit the explanation fitted the facts - but it was odd.  She’d insisted on drawing up plans for an emergency retreat if necessary, pointing out the risk of being cut off from the crossroads.  Belmarsh was a bad place for them to be caught by superior forces.  They’d have to gamble on a rush through enemy space and that might lead them straight into a trap.

“Helm,” she said.  “Take us into realspace.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Naomi braced herself as Dauntless passed through the crossroads, sensors and point defence weapons at the ready.  She expected to fly straight into an ambush - the Pashtali could easily have positioned a ship to detect the fleet’s arrival - but, as the display blanked and started to clear, it became obvious that there was no reception committee.  The enemy fleet was holding position between the near and far crossroads, dominating the system without threatening the planet directly.  It was powerful, but not powerful enough to defeat Admiral Morris ...

As far as you can tell, she reminded herself.  There could be an entire fleet lurking in cloak, their signatures hidden behind the uncloaked ships.

“Tactical, launch sensor probes,” she ordered.  “Helm, hold us steady.”

The feeling of unease didn’t go away as the probes sped away from her ship, quartering the space around the crossroads.  They’d been designed to watch for the slightest hint there was a cloaked ship within attack range, yet there was nothing.  Naomi didn’t like it.  She would almost have been happier if there was an enemy fleet poised to attack.  Perhaps it was a demented test, but ... she didn’t believe it.  The Pashtali had put far too much effort into their operation.  It had to be serious.

“Tactical, launch the second set of probes,” she ordered.  “And then send a drone back through the crossroads.”

She leaned back in her chair as the display started to fill.  Belmarsh itself seemed unharmed, although there didn’t seem to be any freighters or interplanetary ships within sensor range.  They’d either fled the alien fleet or been forced to surrender ... the first and only message from the system hadn’t told her anything useful about what the Pashtali were doing with passing freighters.  She eyed the long-range sensor display and frowned.  Belmarsh wasn’t particularly well-developed - everyone assumed it was only a matter of time until the planet was forcibly incorporated into the Pashtali Empire - but it seemed to have gone completely dark.  There was no radio noise at all.  It suggested the Pashtali had taken control of the high orbitals and dropped rocks on anyone foolish enough to send a radio signal.  

“Captain,” Cobb said.  “The fleet is making transit.”

Naomi nodded.  “Slot us into the tactical network,” she ordered.  “And then keep us in formation.”

She forced herself to watch, grimly, as the fleet took up position.  Admiral Morris might be determined to ensure the Pashtali were chased out of the system as quickly as possible, but he was taking nothing for granted.  His fleet was launching hundreds of drones - Naomi suspected the beancounters would be screaming about the expense when the fleet returned home - and quartering space in a bid to be entirely sure they weren’t flying into a trap.  And yet, there was nothing.  

A chill ran down her spine.  The situation was just a little too pat.

“The flag is detaching two squadrons to watch the crossroads,” Wood reported.  “The remainder of the fleet is being ordered to advance.”

Naomi nodded, curtly.  The human fleet was a powerful force - as far as she could tell, it was stronger than the enemy fleet - and yet, the Pashtali weren’t budging.  Were they playing a game of chicken with entire fleets of starships?  Or were they carrying weapons that made hers look like bows and arrows against the lightning?  It wasn’t impossible.  Alphan warcruisers carried energy weapons that could cut though her ship like a hot knife through butter.  What if the Pashtali had duplicated those weapons?  Or come up with something even better?  The Alphans were fond of claiming they’d reached the limits of the possible, but she doubted it.  There was always something more to learn.

Sweat pricked on her back as the range started to narrow.  The Pashtali were just ... sitting there.  She eyed the console, wondering if they’d been duped.  The enemy ships might just be drones, sensor decoys to lure the human ships out of position ... what if the real offensive was aimed at Theta Sigma?  There was no way Admiral Morris could get back in time to stop it, not now.  Perhaps the enemy had pulled a fast one.  They might let the planet sound the alert in hopes of luring the human ships away from their base.

We considered it, she reminded herself.  And we decided we couldn’t let the provocation pass.

Her thoughts churned as she studied the sensor readings.  The enemy ships looked real.  Their power signatures were slightly distorted, suggesting they weren’t sensor decoys.  They always looked a little too perfect, if you didn't know what to look for.  And yet ... the Pashtali might have accounted for that already.  They could have programmed their drones to make the ships look individualistic.  She glanced at the crossroads, surrounded by a handful of human warships.  They could get back before the door slammed closed, couldn’t they?  It was impossible for the enemy to get a fleet into blocking position before it was too late ... wasn’t it?

The unknown is all the more terrifying than the known, she thought.  She’d been taught, during basic training, that everything was known.  It hadn’t taken her long, when she’d been assigned to her first starship, to realise just how wrong her instructors had been.  It might be better if they opened fire now ...

Wood glanced at her.  “Captain, the flag is trying to raise the enemy ships.”

“Good,” Naomi said.  The eyes of the galaxy were upon them.  She had no doubt the Pashtali would push their version of events as quickly as possible, whatever happened.  The human race would have to get its own version out too, making sure they provided all the raw data the galactic media could possibly want.  “Inform me if they respond.”

Her eyes narrowed as the seconds ticked away.  The Pashtali didn’t seem inclined to respond.  It worried her ... yet another thing about the whole affair that wasn’t quite right.  If they thought the system was theirs, they should be telling the human fleet to get lost; if they recognised human control of the system, or at least thought it was neutral ground, they should be opening channels to ensure there wasn’t an unfortunate incident.  And ... they’d spent most of the year playing to galactic sensibilities.  Why were they throwing it away now?

“No response, Captain,” Wood said.  “There’s no indication they even heard the message.”

Naomi had to smile at his tone.  There was no way in hell the Pashtali hadn’t heard the message.  Every spacefaring race knew which frequencies to use.  Translation data was provided freely, without obligation.  Hell, they knew the Pashtali could talk to them.  Not responding to a challenge was a serious provocation, no matter who they thought owned the system.  Galactic opinion would be outraged.  If the Galactics ever heard about it ...

They may think they have the right to tell us to fuck off, she thought, dryly.  But if they think they do, they really should be telling us to fuck off right now.

She frowned as the drones passed through the enemy formation.  The ships were real.  There didn’t look to be any reinforcements lurking under cloak.  The more she looked at it, the more she was sure something was wrong.  What were they doing?  They had to think they had an edge, but what?  The fleet had plenty of room to retreat if they ran into something they couldn’t handle.  Admiral Morris had made sure of it.

Perhaps they really are playing chicken, she thought, sourly.  Or perhaps there’s something we’ve missed.

***
[image: image]


It was a fact of interplanetary travel, Admiral Morris knew from experience, that starships could travel at unimaginable speeds while seeming to crawl towards their destinations.  The distance between the fleets was vast, even on an interplanetary scale, and the enemy fleet was making no move to close the range.  He’d run simulations, noting how little time the enemy had if they wanted to avoid engagement.  They had only a few minutes left before they’d be caught within range of his guns before they could make their escape.

He clasped his hands behind his back as he stood on the flag deck and waited.  He’d been trained to take the offensive wherever possible and yet ... he disliked the concept of an alien fleet that seemed to be sitting around, just waiting to be hit.  The Galactics were not known for a lack of confidence, let alone arrogance.  He’d yet to meet a first-rank race that didn’t expect humanity - and every other client race - to grovel before them.  He had assumed the Pashtali would inform him the system was theirs now and order him to go away.  Instead, they were just sitting there.  Waiting.

They may not intend to do anything, he thought.  They may want us to do something stupid instead.

It was possible, he thought.  He wasn’t blind to the looming diplomatic disaster.  Technically, he could order the Pashtali to leave; practically, the Galactics would see it as damned cheek.  If they did nothing ... it was just possible he wouldn’t be able to get them to leave without force, yet using force would be disastrous.  Ideally, the Pashtali would open fire first ... his expression darkened as he studied the display.  He’d wondered if they were luring him into a minefield, or if they’d emplaced free-floating missiles to give their first punch some extra heft, but there was nothing.  He understood, now, why Admiral Chung hadn’t argued when he’d been relieved.  The risk of causing a disaster by doing the wrong thing was nerve-wracking.

“Admiral,” Commander Graves said.  “We will be within optimal engagement range in five minutes.”

“Understood,” Morris said.  “Repeat the transmission.”

“Aye, Admiral.”

Morris shook his head, grimly.  They couldn’t get much closer without opening fire.  The enemy ships might mount short-ranged energy weapons that would tear his ships apart, if they fired at point-blank range.  Ideally, he’d begin the engagement close enough to close the range - if necessary - while ensuring he could beat a hasty retreat if the enemy fleet was stronger than he’d thought.  His orders demanded he didn’t get too close.  He had to preserve his own command.

“No response,” Graves reported.

“Send an ultimatum,” Morris ordered.  They no longer had the time to be polite.  “And activate our targeting sensors.”

“Aye, Admiral.”

Morris waited, hoping the Pashtali would do something - anything.  Lighting the ships up with targeting sensors was a very clear warning.  Even the Galactics would understand if he opened fire now ... wouldn’t they?  He didn’t know.  They cared little for the law, as long as it supported them.  It was only the weaker races that had to follow the law to the letter ...

There’s no more time, he told himself.  If they don’t react, we’ll have to open fire.
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Belmarsh was an odd system, Ashleigh decided as Magellan lurked behind the warships and carried out her survey.  The three crossroads didn’t seem to be linked together, the vagaries of multispace making it easier to pop out of one and make the crossing to the next in normal space instead of trying to work their way around the crossroads in multispace.  The crossroads themselves were slightly off-centre, as if they’d shifted over the years since the last formal survey.  She hoped they’d have time to carry out a survey themselves when the diplomats sorted out the growing crisis.  The math was hard to follow - very few people truly understood multispace - yet it was clear distant changes in multispace were having an effect on the local system.  What would that mean for independent freighters and their crews?

She frowned as the console chimed.  What was that?  A gravimetric distortion, well clear of the crossroads?  It was crude and unformed, so low power it was unlikely the warships had even noticed.  Only survey ships carried sensors capable of detecting crossroads from a considerable distance.  They were just too expensive, even for the Alphans.  She was all too aware that her ship couldn’t be replaced in a hurry, if at all.  Earth didn’t have the funds to purchase the sensors and ...

Another gravity distortion flashed across the display.  It almost reminded her of ... her hand was halfway to the console, slamming the emergency alert before her conscious mind caught up with her and told her what she saw.  A crossroads!  It was an artificial crossroads!  No, it was someone opening a crossroads from multispace right behind their position.  The fleet had flown right into a trap!

“Raise the flag,” she snapped, as the crossroads blossomed into life.  The warships wouldn’t miss it now.  “Inform them we’re under attack!”

She stared at the display in shock.  The Alphans were the only known race that could drop out of multispace at will.  No, they’d been the only known race.  She kicked herself for not realising the Pashtali had a trick up their sleeve.  Every spacefaring race had a program to duplicate the Alphan achievement.  Earth had a program ... she was sure, sooner or later, that someone would succeed.  And yet, she’d never realised it might be the Pashtali and she should have done.  They’d cracked the secret of the crossroads and multispace independently.  They presumably knew more about the mechanics than races that had learnt from the Alphans ...

Crude work, part of her mind noted.  The power curves were strikingly high.  She suspected the system was relatively new ... probably barely tested.  It looked as if only a handful of the emerging starships carried the crossroads generators, opening the way for the rest of the fleet.  It was almost a relief.  They hadn’t cracked the Alphan power cores yet.  The system was definitely crude.  It wasn’t reassuring.  Crude, but effective.

The fleet command network echoed with commands as the fleet started to alter course, too late.  The enemy fleet was coming out behind them, blocking the way back to the crossroads.  The ships on station doomed ... Ashleigh knew, without false modesty, she was no tactician and yet she understood what the Pashtali had done.  They’d lured the entire fleet into a trap, cutting it off from Earth and Theta Sigma with almost contemptuous ease.

A moment later, the Pashtali opened fire.
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Chapter Twenty


ESS Implacable, Belmarsh System
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For a moment, Admiral Morris refused to accept what he saw.

He’d seen ambushes before, some successful and some not.  They tended to work, when they did, because the victim didn’t realise what they saw before it was too late.  It was easy to let a fleeing enemy lead you right into an ambush because you wanted to believe that the enemy were fleeing, because you were so determined to chase them down and eradicate them you didn’t bother to watch for cloaked ships.  Morris had taken every precaution - he’d done everything right - and he’d still let the enemy slip a fleet into attack range.  But who would have expected the enemy to know how to drop out of multispace without a crossroads?

We should have considered the possibility, he told himself.  But we were so sure the Alphans were the only ones who could do it we never thought someone else might have cracked the secret.

He shook his head.  There’d be time for self-recriminations later.  The first enemy force was bringing its drives online, ready to bring their weapons to bear.  He thought fast, briefly considering trying to close the range and destroy one enemy fleet before the other could catch him, but it was too late.  They were just too close.  He’d be overwhelmed before he could punch his way through the first force and escape ... escape where?  The new arrivals were sitting between his fleet and their only way home.

“Alter course, open the range,” he ordered.  Enemy missiles were already streaking into his fleet’s rear.  He told himself he was lucky the enemy hadn’t dropped out any closer.  The gravity waves would have devastated his fleet and the energy weapons would have finished the job.  He sketched out a line on the display, hoping they’d have time to get out before the jaws slammed closed.  “All ships ... return fire.”

He cursed under his breath as his ships opened fire.  It was all too clear their missiles weren’t anything like as fast as the enemy missiles.  He hoped the enemy hadn’t thought to train their point defence crews properly, although he feared it was wishful thinking.  His crews were trained to face missiles that flew faster than any known design ... there was no reason to think the Pashtali hadn’t done the same.  They didn’t have an unbroken record of victory that stretched back thousands of years.  They’d presumably prepared for the worst.

His fleet altered course slowly.  Morris assessed the situation, watching grimly as the first enemy missiles streaked into his point defence envelope.  Their seeker heads were good, although that was no surprise; their point defence countermeasures were little better than humanity’s own.  That was a surprise.  He puzzled over it for a moment, then decided to worry about it later.  Perhaps they’d planned on the assumption they’d be facing warcruisers.  It was hard to get missiles into attack range when they could be swept out of space as easily as a man might swat a fly.  The Lupines had soaked up horrific casualties just closing the range to the point they could hit their targets with primitive weapons.

We might have to do the same, he thought, grimly.  Their point defence is far too good.

Alerts flashed up in front of him.  The enemy fleet was spreading its fire wide, trying to cripple rather than destroy its targets.  He frowned, unsure of what they were doing.  Did they want prisoners?  They hadn’t bothered to demand surrender before opening fire.  They hadn’t even informed the fleet that the system was now theirs ... he smiled, despite everything, at the thought.  Firing on an incoming fleet was also a way to send a message.  He just wished he could reply to it in a far louder voice.

“Signal Carotene,” he ordered.  “She and her squadron mates are to deploy sensor decoys to convince the enemy our reinforcements have arrived, then detach themselves from the fleet and head straight to the nearest FTL relay stations.  They are to alert Earth, then fly to Theta Sigma and await orders.”

“Aye, sir.”

Morris nodded, curtly.  It was unlikely the Pashtali would be fooled for more than a few seconds, if that, but it would buy a little time for him to think.  They’d gambled everything on a quick and decisive victory.  They couldn’t afford heavy losses ... right?  He wondered, not for the first time, what the spooks had missed.  The Pashtali had gone to a great deal of trouble to create a pretext to intervene, and they’d taken full advantage of faster communications to ensure Earth was always on the back foot, but matters had suddenly become a great deal simpler.  They had to win and win quickly, before someone else started thinking about what they could do while the Pashtali were fighting Earth.  Did they plan to destroy his fleet and then sue for peace?  Or did they have something else in mind?

“Carotene’s squadron has departed, sir,” his aide informed him.  “They’ll reach the nearest FTL relay station in two days.”

Unless the Pashtali have already knocked them out, Morris thought.  Only an idiot would rely on a plan that depended on everything following a precise and predetermined schedule, but with their superior communications the Pashtali might have thought it was worth trying.  It wouldn’t be that hard to capture or destroy the relay stations, if one decided galactic opinion was no longer important.  They’re playing for keeps here.

He watched, grimly, as his missiles lanced into the enemy formation.  The Pashtali point defence was alarmingly good, too good.  Only a handful of missiles made it to their targets and only a couple did any real damage.  The range was too long for energy weapons and too short for escape.  The Pashtali ships didn’t seem deterred, or impressed by the sensor drones advancing behind them.  Morris figured they’d assumed the human fleet would remain in a body and decided, logically, that the ships behind them were nothing more than sensor ghosts.  They were right, too.

The battle continued, the fleet altering course in a bid to escape before it was too late.  The Pashtali formations seemed content to keep the range open, without trying to close on his ships or let them run.  Morris studied their formation, looking for weaknesses as the damage continued to mount.  As long as they stayed between the human ships and the crossroads, there was little hope of escape.  He snapped orders, trying to lure them into a stern chase that could end with the human fleet making it to the crossroads, but the Pashtali refused to take the bait.  It looked as if they were mining the crossroads.  Once that was done, they could pull out and leave his fleet stranded - or worse.  They really had stopped caring about galactic opinion.  

If they win quickly, no one will be able to say boo to them, he thought.  We have to prolong the war long enough for someone else to realise the danger and intervene.

His mind raced as the damage continued to mount.  A cruiser fell out of formation ... she had to be abandoned, even though it went against the grain.  Lifepods blinked up on the display, an instant before the damaged ship was blown into an expanding cloud of superheated plasma.  There was no time to recover the lifepods.  Galactic Law insisted that lifepods had to be recovered by the victors, and that POWs were to be treated well, but the Alphans had largely withdrawn from galactic affairs and there was no one else with both the power and the will to enforce the law.  Morris could only hope the Pashtali would honour their obligations.  It wasn’t as if anyone could make them, not now.

Morris put the thought out of his mind.  There were two other crossroads within the system.  One led straight into enemy territory ... he briefly considered launching a raid deep into enemy space before checking the records and noting the fortresses waiting for anyone stupid enough to try ... the other was a dead end.  Or was it?  The sector wasn’t that well surveyed.  The Pashtali might assume there was a way out, on the grounds no one would be stupid enough to run into a dead end if it could be avoided.  And ... if they could take up positions on the far side of the crossroads, they could face the enemy on even terms.  If ...

He quickly weighed the odds.  They were doomed if they stayed where they were.  There was no way to get back to the first crossroads and going into enemy territory would end badly.  The risk of being trapped was high, but ... they were already trapped.  It was time to roll the dice and hope the enemy took the bait.  If they thought the fleet had a way out, they might just cross the crossroads and walk straight into his fire.  It wasn’t much, but it was all he had.  

“Signal the fleet,” he ordered.  A dull shiver ran through the ship as a missile slammed into the hull.  Damage reports blinked up in front of him, a handful flickering and vanishing as the datanet assessed the situation.  “On my mark, all units are to alter course for Crossroads Three.”

“Aye, sir.”

Morris heard the doubt in the aide’s voice, but said nothing.  It was one hell of a gamble, one he would never have countenanced if he’d had any other choice.  There was a very real risk they’d be doing the enemy’s work for them.  His thoughts ran in circles.  They needed time, time to make repairs and consider their next move.  If nothing else, they’d have to make sure they couldn’t be jumped a second time.  He doubted his fleet could take it.

The enemy fleets converged, united, and continued the pursuit.  Morris studied them thoughtfully, his eye flickering over the updates from the tactical analysts.  The Pashtali tactical sensors were good, very good.  They were taking advantage of his weaknesses to cripple his ships, perhaps intent on taking prisoners rather than slaughtering the entire fleet.  They didn’t seem to have any starfighters - Morris had deployed his own to enhance the point defence - but perhaps it made a certain kind of sense.  The Pashtali weren’t humanoid.  They might find it hard to fly anything smaller than a cutter ...

And they could hire mercenaries very easily, he reminded himself.  Or simply put Vultek flyers in the cockpits.

He frowned.  Starfighters were effective, particularly against advanced ships capable of burning missiles out of space with effortless ease.  The Alphans had recruited and trained entire wings of human pilots to fly their starfighters.  Why hadn’t the Pashtali done the same?  It wasn’t as if starfighters were a new concept.  They’d proven their value in interstellar combat well before humanity took its first lumbering steps into the air.  The Pashtali could have easily produced thousands of cheap starfighters ...

If they’re not here, his thoughts whispered, perhaps they’ve been deployed somewhere else.

He eyed the starchart as another missile slipped through the defences.  The vast majority of worlds in the sector were effectively defenceless.  The Pashtali could take them easily.  But Theta Sigma ... he shook his head.  The sector capital’s defences largely rested in the human fleet and he’d taken nearly everything to Belmarsh.  The Pashtali would overwhelm the handful of patrol ships without any real difficulty ... he wondered, suddenly, if the Pashtali were lashing out in all directions.  If they crippled all their enemies in a single blow ...

Right now, there’s nothing you can do about it, he told himself.  Worry about it later.

“Sir,” his aide said.  “The enemy fleet is picking up speed.”

Morris nodded, too aware of the firepower disparity to consider it a good sign.  The enemy were closing the range gradually, increasing their changes of scoring hits without bringing their ships into energy range.  It suggested they thought Morris was up to something ... it also suggested, he hoped, that they didn’t have a third fleet lurking in multispace.  He wondered, suddenly, just how easy it was to pick one’s egress point.  The Alphans had never talked about it.  Given how warped multispace could be near a star, it was quite possible the Pashtali had more limitations than he dared believe.  If they weren’t using the threadlines ...

Another missile shook the hull.  Morris cursed as red lights flared on the display.  This time, they refused to fade.  He tapped his console, realising that parts of the datanet were dropping out.  The navy’s engineers had done a good job of forging connections and links between seemingly incompatible pieces of technology, bridging gaps that had never meant to be closed, but the network wasn’t designed to take sustained disruption.  The old battleship’s original network was long gone.  More lights flared, spelling doom.  The battlewagon had lost two drive compartments and now ...

Morris watched the damage control teams hurrying to patch up the hull, knowing it was too late.  They were losing speed and there was no way they’d be able to repair the damage without a shipyard, even without the enemy tearing them to pieces.  It was just a matter of time before they lost completely power, leaving them stranded in interplanetary space.  The fires burning out of control would get them even if they enemy stopped firing on the ship.  The command network was so badly damaged they couldn’t even vent the atmosphere to quell the fires.

Another explosion ran through the hull.  An energy beam had stabbed deep into the battleship’s vitals.  Morris swore out loud as the bridge vanished.  It was impossible to tell if the captain and his crew were dead, or simply cut off from the rest of the ship, but he had to assume the worst.  Command and control were already being rerouted to the secondary bridge ... he suspected it, too, would be destroyed within moments.  The battleship was ancient.  The Pashtali presumably knew just where to hit if they wanted to disable, rather than destroy, the ship.  Morris wasn’t even sure who was in command of the vessel anymore.

“Order all non-essential crew to the lifepods,” he said, curtly.  Technically, an admiral was not supposed to assume command; practically, there was no longer time to sort out who was next in the chain of command.  There were so many gaps in the onboard network that the ship’s legitimate commander might not even know he was in command.  “And then transfer fleet command to Dauntless.”

“Aye, sir.”

Morris took a breath.  “Split the fleet,” he ordered.  “Units still capable of making flank speed are to form on Dauntless and head to the crossroads.  All other units are to form on us and prepare to reverse course.”

He heard the aide gulp.  “Aye, sir.”

Another tremor ran through the battleship as she slowly rotated to bring her guns to bear on the advancing enemy fleet.  The remaining ships formed up around her, switching their weapons to rapid fire.  The Pashtali would have no difficulty evading their fire, if they wished, but it would give Dauntless and the other ships a chance to escape.  Alarms howled as the remaining drive nodes were ramped up to full power, something that would probably burn them out within the hour.  Morris was certain they wouldn’t last long enough for the drive nodes to burn out.  The Pashtali would blow the ship to atoms well before they lost their remaining drives.

“Fire at will,” he ordered, quietly.  “Keep firing until we lose our weapons.”

The enemy fleet closed rapidly, its own speed impaling it on Morris’s guns.  It fired, hurling salvo after salvo of missiles into the human formation; Morris felt a twinge of pride in his ships as they held position, soaking up the damage in a desperate bid to win time for the rest of the fleet.  His energy weapons came online as the enemy fleet entered range ... they lacked the sheer terrifying power of warcruiser blazers, but they were still powerful enough to do a great deal of damage.  The gravity started to fail as the enemy fleet struck back, burning through the battleship’s hull.  Morris sucked in his breath as the remainder of the formation was rapidly wiped out.  The Pashtali were still coming ...

“Point us right at them,” he ordered.  It was rare for two ships to collide, as one ship could normally evade the other, but ... they were close enough to make it happen.  “Ramming speed.  And get everyone else to the lifepods.” 

He thought he saw the enemy fleet flinch as the battleship lumbered forward, although the more practical side of his mind was sure he’d imagined it.  There was no way to tell which of the larger ships was the enemy flagship - the tactical staff hadn’t been able to pick up a hint of enemy communications, making it impossible to determine where to aim - but it didn’t matter.  He was fairly sure that ramming a battleship would put a crimp in enemy plans, even if it cost him his ship and the lives of his remaining crew.  Most of the survivors were already abandoning ship, if they weren’t already gone.  He hoped they’d be picked up and treated well.  The Pashtali weren’t monsters.  And yet ...

The enemy ship tried to alter course, too late.  Its weapons dug deep into the battleship’s hull, burning through the remainder of the hull; Morris smiled, coldly, as the remaining internal systems failed.  It was too late.  The drive field would last just long enough for the two ships to meet and ...

He closed his eyes.  There was a brilliant flash of white light, then nothing.
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Chapter Twenty-One


ESS Dauntless, Belmarsh System
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“Captain,” Wood said.  “We just picked up an emergency alert.  You’re in command of the remaining fleet.”

Naomi said nothing for a long moment.  She was a senior captain - she’d been a captain for five years, which was longer than most - and yet, she found it hard to believe command had devolved upon her.  Admiral Morris had several commodores under his command ... no, he’d had them.  They were gone now, along with their ships.  The admiral’s last stand had bought the remainder of the fleet time, but nowhere near enough to guarantee their escape.  She didn’t even have time to re-establish the command network and determine if any of the commodores were still alive.

“Signal the fleet,” she ordered.  “We will continue our course towards the crossroads, best possible speed.”

Her mind raced.  The admiral had slowed the enemy fleet.  She hoped he’d killed their flagship - and, even if he hadn’t, he’d caused a great deal of confusion.  There was no way she could bring the fleet around and go straight down their throats, but - hopefully - they could get through the crossroads and take up position before the enemy followed them through.  The admiral’s tactic was a desperate one, but they were desperate.  Their only hope was forcing the enemy to fight on favourable terms.

She leaned back in her chair as the fleet struggled to pick up speed.  Dauntless was one of the fastest ships in space, capable of outrunning anything she couldn’t fight, but most of the other ships lacked her acceleration curve.  The Pashtali could pick them off, one by one ... she considered, briefly, using the confusion to take her ship into cloak and try to escape, yet ... she shook her head.  It was unlikely to work and, even if it did, where would they go?  They were cut off from the only safe crossroads and the enemy’s minelaying operation would ensure that wouldn’t change in a hurry.

They can nip back to their own space or simply make the jump into multispace without a crossroads, she thought.  She kicked herself, mentally, for not thinking outside the box.  There was no reason another race couldn’t duplicate Alphan technology.  Knowing something was possible was half the battle.  They don’t have to worry about their mines going after their own ships when they don’t have to pass through the minefield to reach the crossroads.

The display shifted as the enemy fleet picked up speed, the tactical staff outlining various options.  Naomi hoped - prayed - the enemy didn’t have more ships in multispace.  If they did, the battle would be lost the moment they showed themselves.  If they did ... there was no point in worrying about it.  She’d have to fight on the assumption they didn’t because if they did she was screwed.  She leaned forward as more and more options popped up.  The enemy were already opening fire again.  All they had to do was take out a few more ships and her entire formation would come apart at the seams.

“Deploy sensor drones to pulse-blind their sensors,” she ordered.  The Pashtali would have no difficulty blowing the drones out of space, but they might win her a few precious seconds.  “And then direct half the starfighters to assault the enemy fleet.”

“Aye, Captain.”

I need a bloody flag deck, Naomi thought.  Dauntless had been designed for squadron command, not fleet command.  A squadron commander could assume his subordinates knew what they were doing; a fleet commander had no such luxury.  This ship doesn’t have one.

She put the thought out of her mind with a flash of irritation.  There was no point in wasting time with wishful thinking.  She had to get the fleet into the crossroads and take up position before it was too late.  

“Hold back the remaining starfighters,” she added.  “We’re going to need them to cover us.”

“Aye, Captain.”

***
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“I’m getting too old for this shit,” Flying Officer James Cowan muttered, as he steered his starfighter towards the enemy fleet.  “I really am.”

He gritted his teeth.  He’d joined the starfighter pilots during the opening days of the Second Lupine War and fought in many of the major engagements, flying alongside the very best the Alphans had to offer in a desperate bid to keep the Lupines from crippling the warcruisers and winning the war.  He would have seriously considered staying with the Alphans, if it hadn’t been all too clear the Alphans weren’t keen on importing more human immigrants and giving them any sort of rights on their homeworld.  The idea of his kids growing up as permanent second-class citizens was unthinkable, and he’d accepted the offer of a transfer to the newly-renamed Solar Navy with some relief.  And yet ...

“I told you we should have put in for early retirement,” Flying Officer Sharon Gallardo said, mockingly.  “We’re just a little too old for this shit.”

James rolled his eyes.  He’d hoped he’d spend the rest of his career training younger men how to fly and fight, not flying starfighters into battle himself.  He was no coward - the starfighter wings were hardly filled with unwilling conscripts  - but he was ruefully aware he was slowing down.  A starfighter pilot needed top-notch reflexes as well as a healthy dose of luck.  He was losing the former and he feared he’d pushed the latter about as far as it would go.  And yet, when the call came, he’d been unable to convince himself to apply for a desk job.  He would have felt too guilty when the young men he’d trained didn’t come home.

He put the thought out of his mind as the squadron formed up and advanced towards the enemy ships.  The formation was a mess - the pre-war Alphan pilots would have had a heart attack - but it was effective.  Flying in a neat predictable formation was a good way to get killed.  It was how so many pilots had died, in the opening days of the war.  He jerked his starfighter from side to side as the range closed, the enemy ships already taking note of his presence and greeting him with a hail of fire.  He cursed under his breath as a pilot vanished in a puff of plasma.  It was suddenly wrong, very wrong, that he didn’t know the poor bastard’s name.

“Commence attack run,” he ordered.  “Fire at will.”

The Pashtali ships grew and grew until he could see them with his naked eye.  They looked oddly spidery, which he supposed suited a spiderlike race.  They seemed to lack the elegance of warcruisers, or the blocky crudeness of most of humanity’s designs, but there was nothing wrong with their weapons.  The starfighters weaved from side to side, picking their targets and hosing them down with plasma fire.  Sparks of light darted along alien hulls, unscarred by human fire.  James nodded to himself, selected a target and launched two torpedoes towards the alien ship.  The torpedoes were nukes, rather than anything bigger, but if they broke into the enemy hull ...

He yanked his ship away from the enemy vessel and dove into deep space, the rest of the squadron following him as the torpedoes struck home.  A chain of explosions ran through the alien ship, but - somehow - they weren’t enough to destroy it.  He tried to imagine the internal destruction being enough to convince the alien crew to withdraw from the battle, but there was no way to be sure.  It didn’t look as if they’d inflicted anything like enough damage on the alien ship.  It was still advancing.

“Crap,” he muttered, heedless of who might overhear.  The starfighters were having an impact, but they weren’t doing enough.  The fleet might not have time to make it through the crossroads before it was too late.  Just because the enemy seemed content to keep the range stable didn’t mean that would continue.   And then the crossroads came into view.  “What now?”

A salvo of missiles shot past.  He jerked his starfighter aside instinctively, a moment before the missiles exploded.  James blinked in shock.  What sort of lunatic would use antishipping missiles against starfighters?  The nuclear and antimatter blasts might be horrific, if unleashed on a planetary surface, but in space they were just another flare of energy that could be easily outrun by a starfighter.  And yet ... he cursed under his breath as he realised it was an effective target.  Firing an antiship missile at a lone starfighter was absurd, but they could be used to keep the starfighters from bunching up as they launched their second attack runs.  He gritted his teeth as the squadron datanet updated, listing the pilots who’d died ... it felt wrong, somehow, to realise he hadn’t even seen them go.  They’d died and he hadn’t even noticed ...

He put the thought out of his head as the squadrons hastily reorganized.  Too many commanders were dead, forcing the pilots to form up in new units.  He silently blessed the training officers for making sure the pilots knew how to link up with whatever new wingmen they could fly and go back on the offensive, then muttered commands into the network as the new squadron prepared to take the offensive again.  The alien fleet was still grinding forward, shooting missiles at the starfighter clouds as well as the more distant starships.  James hoped they’d shoot themselves dry, although he feared it wouldn’t come in time to get the human fleet out of the trap.  The Pashtali certainly weren’t showing any signs of reluctance to fire missiles at their targets, even when the odds of hitting something were very low.

A thought crossed his mind as he began his attack run, the remainder of the squadron falling in behind.  Their target was an alien battlecruiser, bristling with missile launchers and energy weapon.  He snapped orders, bracing himself.  If he was wrong, he was about to die and probably take the rest of the squadron with him.  The sensors bleeped a warning as the enemy fired a missile at him; he pushed down on the throttle, racing towards the missile and trying to kill it before it could detonate ... he braced himself as the icon vanished, only to kick himself for being an idiot a moment later.  If it had been an antimatter warhead, he would have been killed before he’d even noted the missile had been hit.  He grinned, despite himself, as he darted through a wave of point defence fire and launched his remaining torpedoes through a gash in the alien hull.  The battlecruiser seemed to stagger as the nukes detonated, bleeding plasma as she dropped out of formation.  It was unlikely he’d damaged her beyond repair - the Galactics built their ships to be tough - but hopefully he’d put her out of the fight.  She’d certainly stopped firing missiles.

“Back to the barn,” he ordered.  The CSP starfighters would have a chance to take out more alien ships.  He hoped his pilots would have time to rearm and reorganise before the enemy resumed the offensive.  The squadrons were in tatters and matters were unlikely to improve in a hurry.  “It’s time to run.”

He took a breath as they sped away from the alien ships.  They’d done well and yet the alien fleet was still coming.  He hoped they’d weakened it, perhaps to the point the fleet could take the alien ships without catastrophic losses.  It was hard to tell.  The bastards were still firing as though there was no tomorrow.  They had to run out of missiles sooner or later, didn’t they?  They’d known they’d be flying into a battle.  He was no logistics expert, but if he’d been in command of the alien fleet, he would have made certain to bring a fleet train with him so he could reload his tubes as quickly as possible.  There was probably a small fleet of freighters waiting on the far side of the crossroads, well out of human reach ...

Worry about it when you’re in command of a fleet, he told himself, sharply.  He was a squadron commander, not a fleet commander.  Right now, you have to take care of your pilots.

He snapped orders.  The CSP was already moving to attack the enemy ships.  It was a relief the enemy didn’t have starfighters of their own, although he was starting to suspect that wasn’t a good sign.  He keyed his console, trying to arrange a hasty pass through the makeshift carriers so his pilots could rearm before they returned to the fray.  Plasma pulse guns were all well and good, but they wouldn’t even scratch alien warships.  They needed heavier weapons.

Even if we ram, we can’t do much damage, he thought.  And they know it too.

***
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It was hard to be sure, but Naomi was starting to think the enemy pursuit was slackening.  Slightly.  The Pashtali weren’t trying to close the range, but they weren’t allowing it to open much either.  She keyed her console, leaving Janet to handle most of the command duties as she studied the overall situation.  Logically, the Pashtali should be trying to either close the range or harry the fleet as it made its way through the crossroads.  Was there a reason why the Pashtali seemed content to let the range remain stable?

They might be running out of missiles, she thought.  She was uneasily aware the humans were running short.  Admiral Morris’s fleet train was back at Theta Sigma, utterly unaware it was needed at Belmarsh.  Hell, even if it did know, there was no way it could get where it was needed without being intercepted and destroyed.  Or they may be content to just wear us down without trying to push matters to a conclusion.

It didn’t feel right, but there was no time to worry about it.  The crossroads was coming up in front of the fleet, small by interplanetary standards but still easily large enough to take the entire fleet in a single jump.  Her sensors were already scanning for cloaked ships, finding nothing.  There was no logical reason for the Pashtali to picket the crossroads, let alone establish minefields or free-floating fortresses, but ... she couldn’t help worrying she was making a mistake.  She wracked her brains, trying to think of something - anything - else, yet nothing came to mind.  There was no other way out of the trap.

“Tactical, stand by to repel incoming fire,” she ordered.  The fleet would jump in a body.  If there was an ambush on the far side, she’d give as good as she got.  “Helm, alert the fleet.  We jump as soon as all ships are within the crossroads.”

The display sparkled with red icons as the enemy fleet fired again, too late.  Naomi gritted her teeth as the timer counted down the seconds, ticking away the last few moments before the jump.  The display blanked - her stomach clenched, expecting every second to be her last - and lit up again.  Multispace was empty.  There was no sign of anyone lurking to ambush her.  And the threadline, clearly visible, stretched into the distance.

“Assume ambush positions,” she ordered, quickly.  Time was not on their side.  “Prepare to engage the enemy.  Fire as soon as they start coming through the crossroads.”

She braced herself, counting down the seconds again.  The enemy fleet hadn’t been that far behind.  They didn’t have long, if they wanted to hit her before she could take up defensive positions and give them a bloody nose.  They had to get through the crossroads within five minutes at most, not unless they wanted a smack in the face.  The Pashtali were alien, but they weren’t that alien.  Naomi found it hard to imagine any reasonable scenario in which the Pashtali would want to be hit.  They’d just started a war.  They couldn’t pretend to be the innocent parties any longer.

There are humans who like being hit, her thoughts pointed out.  And some of them are very weird.

She frowned as the seconds slowly turned to minutes.  They should be jumping though the crossroads by now ... where were they?  They’d been in space longer than most known spacefaring races.  They had to know they didn’t have much time, not if they wanted to run her down.  What if ... she stared down at the display, unsure of what was happening.  They’d already proved they could jump out of multispace at will.  Could they jump into multispace?  Were they already massing somewhere further down the threadline?  Or ...

Her heart sank as she realised their mistake.  The Pashtali didn’t have to run them down.  They really didn’t.  All they had to do was mine the far side of the threadline, then wait for her fleet to wither and die on the vine.  They’d already mined one crossroads.  Why not another?  It wasn’t as if this one was any use.  The threadline was a dead end.  The fleet wasn’t just trapped.  The fleet had trapped itself.  They were cut off from Earth, cut off from Theta Sigma ... unable, even, to head into enemy space and create a diversion in hopes of buying time for the human race.  They were trapped.

“No contacts, Captain,” Cobb reported.

“No,” Naomi agreed.  It was hard to keep her voice under control.  They’d been tricked.  She hadn’t felt so foolish since she’d accidentally locked herself in the cellar as a young girl.  By the time her parents had found her, she’d been a nervous wreck.  “They don’t have to chase us down.  They just have to lock the door behind us.”

She took a long breath.  For the first time in her entire career, she didn’t have the slightest idea what to do.
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Chapter Twenty-Two


ESS Dauntless, Near Belmarsh System
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“We cannot be trapped,” Captain Anders said.  His holographic face would have been handsome, if he hadn't looked tired.  And in deep denial.  “We just ... can’t.”

Naomi rubbed her forehead, wondering what had possessed her to call a command conference once the remainder of the fleet had checked in and she had a good idea of their current status.  The chain of command had been badly dented, if not blown to hell, and too many officers saw themselves as her equals even though she was the senior surviving captain.  The Pashtali had not only killed Admiral Morris, they’d killed most of his immediate subordinates too.  And now the Solar Navy was in dangerously uncharted waters.

Good thing we’re not meeting in person, she thought.  There’d be blood on the deck by now.

The babble grew louder as the captains started to argue, discipline threatening to break down as the reality of their situation sank in.  Naomi cursed under her breath, wishing - not for the first time - that the EDF had had more time to plan the transition to independence and hopefully paper over the cracks before they tore the newly minted Solar Navy apart.  The pre-independence organisation structure was gone, along with the Alphans who’d been at the top; the newborn Solar Navy simply hadn’t had time to develop newer and better structures to take their place.  Given time ... they hadn’t had time.  There were too many problems that couldn’t be solved in a hurry.

If Admiral Glass was here ...

She scowled as she dismissed the thought.  Admiral Glass wasn’t with the fleet.  If he’d been on Implacable ... he’d probably be dead too, along with Morris and the rest of his command staff.  Even if he had stayed on Dauntless instead ... she shook her head, telling herself she was wasting time.  They had very little of it.  She hadn’t needed long to confirm her worst fears.  The Pashtali had mined the other side of the crossroads, freeing up their fleet to cause havoc elsewhere.  She had no doubt they were already on their way to Theta Sigma.  

The arguing grew louder, as if a bunch of schoolchildren were scrabbling over the outcome of a football game.  She could take it no longer.

“Enough!”  Naomi slapped the desk in front of her.  The holographic images floating in front of her seemed to quail.  “We’ve been fucked.  There’s no point in denying it.  We’ve been fucked.”

The crudity hung in the air.  They stared at her in shock.  Naomi nearly giggled and caught herself just in time.  She needed sleep and she doubted she was going to get any, not for hours yet.  There was just too much to do.  She leaned forward, taking advantage of the sudden quiet.  She had to impose order before the fleet shattered or they’d do the enemy’s work for them.

“Admiral Morris appointed me fleet commander, when he knew he was going to die,” she added.  “Does anyone want to challenge my post?  This is the one time you can.”

She paused, wondering if anyone would be fool enough to try.  She almost wished someone would.  The appointment wasn’t so much a poisoned chalice as an antimatter containment field on the verge of exploding.  She doubted anyone would want it.  Hell, she didn’t.  If someone tried to take it from her, she wouldn’t put up a fight.

No one spoke.  Naomi let out a breath she hadn’t known she’d been holding.  She’d called a de facto council of war.  Depending on how one looked at the regulations - they’d never been tested in a combat zone - the others could relieve her of fleet command, at least until they got home and faced the admiralty.  She made a mental note to insist all the vagaries in the regulations be straightened out before someone put them to the test.  The Solar Navy had copied too much from the Alphans, and it showed.  They’d written the regulation on the unspoken understanding no one would try to put it into practice.

“Right,” she said.  “For the record, I formally assume command of the fleet until we return to Earth.  If you have any further objections, or try to undermine my position, I will regard it as mutiny and act accordingly.  Do you understand me?”

There was a brief mummer of assent.  Naomi nodded.  No one really wanted the command.  It wouldn’t be easy - the boundaries between her and her formally equal subordinates were weak - but she’d just have to cope.  There was no choice.

“We will continue to hold position here while we carry out repairs and start surveying multispace,” she said.  She silently thanked God Magellan had survived.  If the Pashtali had realised she was a survey ship, they’d have blown her away well before she’d jumped through the crossroads and made it into multispace.  “It will be very difficult to find a safe path through multispace, let alone a new threadline, but we have to try.  It may be our only way home.”

And if we can’t, we’ll have to tackle the minefield, she added, silently.  That won’t be easy even if the enemy left the mines untended.

She shook her head, mentally.  Basic naval doctrine called for minefields to be covered by warships and fixed defence.  A handful of light cruisers holding station some distance from the crossroads would be quite enough to tear her ships apart if they tried to cross, giving her a bloody nose before she even got a fix on their location.  Hell, the mines alone would be quite bad enough.  The more advanced designs were practically automated weapons platforms in their own right.

“In the meantime, we will adapt our tactics and plan our next move,” she said.  “The sector may have fallen by now.  We may need to consider retreating all the way to the core worlds.”

Several captains looked as if they wanted to argue with her but said nothing.  Naomi understood their concerns.  They were all relatively junior officers, certainly not the ones who should be making such decisions.  Admiral Morris had had - she assumed - authorisation to abandon the sector, if war broke out, but his contingency plans and sealed orders had died with him.  There was a very good chance she’d wind up in hot water if she abandoned the sector completely.  But ... she shook her head.  Admiral Glass would understand.  The fleet had taken one hell of a beating and, if that wasn’t quite enough, it had expended two-thirds of its missiles as well.

And we have no way of making contact with the fleet train, she thought.  If Admiral Morris’s message didn’t reach them in time ...

“But that can wait,” she said.  “Right now, we get our ships back into fighting trim and prepare to take the offensive.  Dismissed.”

The holograms popped out, one by one, until only one remained.  Naomi narrowed her eyes.  Captain Ashleigh Harlem was a survey officer, not a military commander ... she was more scientist than anything else, the sort of person Naomi would hesitate to entrust with a command under normal circumstances.  But then, survey work was difficult and demanding and anyone willing to volunteer for it had a very good chance of getting promotion ... she smiled, rather tiredly.  Survey work sounded like paradise, compared to the crisis facing her fleet.

“Captain,” Ashleigh said.  “We can begin the survey on your command, but there’s two points I wish to bring to your attention.  First, the Pashtali have not quite mastered the multispace warping technique.”

Naomi frowned.  “How do you mean?”

“Multispace is a reflection of realspace,” Ashleigh said.  “In layman’s terms, realspace is inherently flat.  Large masses can, obviously, put a dent in the fabric of realspace, but - if they were to be removed - realspace would flatten again.  Multispace is inherently ... twisted, for want of a better term, and finding relatively flat parts of multispace is extremely difficult.  We don’t know how the Alphans navigate away from the threadlines, but we think they are actually capable of bending gravity to the point they can warp multispace and even open crossroads to realspace.  We’ve seen them do it.  We know it can be done.”

“The Pashtali did it too,” Naomi said.  It was hard not to snap.  “We saw them do it.”

“Not quite,” Ashleigh Harlem said.  “Again - using layman’s terms - their work was a great deal less elegant.  Their ships do not, as far as we could tell, mount independent multispace gravity generators.  We detected five big ships with extremely large power signatures ... we think, although we could be wrong, that those ships opened the crossroads for the rest of their fleet and then made themselves scarce.”

Naomi leaned forward.  “Did they burn themselves out opening the crossroads?”

“We don’t know,” Ashleigh Harlem said, “but their method for warping multispace is very much a brute-force method.  The power demands must be off the scale.  It’s impossible to be sure, Captain, but I think they’d need time to recharge before they did it again.  I also think that, with a handful of modifications, we’d be able to key our gravimetric sensors to detect a crossroads forming and open fire as the enemy ships are dumped into realspace.”

Her mouth twisted.  “Their compensators must be very good too,” she added.  “If our simulations are correct, it must feel like running straight into a steel wall.  One gravity shear and the entire crew will be splattered against the rear of their ship.  It may well have happened to one or more of their crews.”

“Ouch.”  Naomi had seen the results of compensator failure.  They weren’t pretty.  She made a mental note to check the records to see if it had happened.  If they could find a way to induce it ... she leaned forward as a thought struck her.  “Can you build us a crossroads generator yourself?”

“No,” Ashleigh Harlem said, flatly.  “My crew are still studying the sensor records, Captain.  We think we know how they do it, and we can at least design something that might match their capabilities, but actually putting together a piece of workable technology will take years.  We need to more than work out how to build a generator.  We need to figure out how to power it as well.”

“I see.”  Naomi shook her head.  It had been a silly thought, one born of too many thriller books rather than cold logic.  She knew from experience that duplicating known technology took years, even when the principles were well understood.  “Begin your survey as soon as possible.  I don’t think we’ll be going anywhere for the next few days.”

“Yes, Captain,” Ashleigh said.  She looked weirdly pensive, as if she wanted to say something but didn’t know how to put it.  “We’ll do our best.”

Her face vanished.  Naomi scowled as she stood and walked to the sofa.  Captain Harlem hadn’t said as much, but the odds of finding a safe passage through multispace were very low.  It was possible a threadline had been missed - it was possible the Pashtali hadn’t bothered to survey the sector to be sure the human fleet had nowhere to go - yet she dared not rely on it.  Her ships weren’t designed to leave the beaten path and, if they did, she wasn’t sure she could navigate their way to the next crossroads.  If they didn’t find themselves flying into the far future and emerging billions of years after galactic society was gone ...

She sat on the sofa, trying to gather herself.  Too much had happened, too quickly.  They’d been tricked and trapped and the fact they had no way to know what they were facing was no consolation.  Admiral Morris was dead, too many fine ships had been destroyed ... she tried to tell herself it had been a draw, but she knew better.  The Pashtali had staked their claim to the sector in blood.

And by the time Earth finds out what has happened, she thought, they’ll have seized the crossroads and taken full control.  

She closed her eyes, but - despite her exhaustion - it was a long time before sleep claimed her.
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Wesley had grown up on a starship.  He was no stranger to the cold equations of spaceflight, from the grim reality that the laws of nature could not be thwarted to the awareness that space was a very hostile environment indeed.  And yet, as he helped move the wounded to sickbay, he found his stomach churning helplessly.  They were lucky, he’d been told, that Dauntless hadn’t been marked down for special attention.  She was, after all, the most advanced ship in the human fleet.  But he wondered, as he helped pull a body from a destroyed compartment, if the dead and wounded felt lucky too.

He felt his gorge rise and swallowed, helplessly, as the body came into view.  It had been a young woman once, if the face was any guide, but everything below the neck had been caught in a low-level plasma discharge.  It was a burnt mess, so blackened and charred that he couldn’t be sure it had once been female.  The uniform and genitals were completely burnt away.  He told himself he should be glad of the mask ... he felt his stomach heave again and turned away, nearly dropping the body.  He’d thought he was used to horror and yet the sight before him was ghastly.  And to think it had been a low-level plasma burn.  He’d seen stronger plasma pulses go through tanks.

Another body hung in the semi-darkness, resting on a fallen beam.  He pulled it away and half the body fell, hitting the deck with an audible thud.  Blood, sickeningly red, pooled around his feet.  Wesley grabbed for his mask as his chest heaved again, yanking it away from his mouth an instant before he threw up everything in his stomach.  Vomit splattered on the deck ... he gasped for breath and regretted it instantly as the stench of burnt human flesh filled his nostrils.  He would have thrown up again if he’d anything left ... instead, he dry-retched time and time again until he nearly fell to his knees.  It was just too much.

“Take a break,” Major Drache ordered.  He seemed unmoved by the carnage, but ... he’d probably seen worse.  Wesley found it hard to believe anything was worse than the horror before him.  “Report to Sergeant Boyle and get some water, then remain with him until I arrive.”

Wesley shook his head, even though every sense was screaming for him to run.  The stench pervaded his suit and body and he knew, with a certainty that could not be denied, that it was going to pervade his nightmares too.  The dead crew ... who had they been, before they died in battle?  Did he have a family back home?  Parents, wife, children ... he looked at the burnt body and wondered if she had a family too.  She looked young.  Perhaps it had been her first cruise; perhaps she’d come from a wealthy family able and willing to pay for enhanced rejuvenation surgery; perhaps ... it was suddenly very important that he find out, that he did something even though there was nothing he could do.  The dead were dead.  No one, not even the Alphans, could bring them back.

Major Drache patted his shoulder.  “On your feet, Marine.”

“Yes, sir.”  Wesley wasn’t sure quite when he’d sunk to his knees.  “I ... do you ever get used to it?”

“No,” Major Drache said.  His face was completely expressionless.  “You just get better at coping.”

He pointed along the corridor.  “Report to the sergeant and get some water,” he said, repeating his orders.  His tone made it clear he didn’t want to repeat them a third time.  “The dead won’t be going anywhere.”

“Yes, sir,” Wesley said.

His legs felt weak as he staggered down the corridor, feeling grateful beyond words the major had been the only witness to his near-collapse.  He was an officer.  He was supposed to lead men in combat, not ... he felt a flood of sudden resentment that they’d been nothing more than helpless passengers as Dauntless fought for her life against the alien hordes.  The Pashtali hadn’t seemed interested in trying to board the human ships.  He wondered, suddenly, what had happened to the lifepods.  Had they been recovered?  Life in a POW camp wouldn’t be pleasant, but it was better than death.  The Pashtali would have no reason to mistreat the prisoners, would they?

“Here, sir,” Sergeant Boyle said.  “Drink this.”

Wesley put the flask to his lips and sipped gingerly.  The water tasted oddly flat, but it washed the taste of burnt bodies away.  He tried not to smell himself.  It was hard not to feel the stench would haunt him for the rest of his life, no matter how many times he showered and bathed and ... he felt his stomach clench again as he saw the body bags lying on the deck, sealed but unmistakable.  They’d lost the battle and, even though they’d escaped, it had come at a price.  He turned away, wishing he’d thought to apply to a planetside posting.  At the very least, he could have returned fire when the enemy attacked.

He looked up, then hastily saluted as the XO made her way down the corridor.  She presumably knew everyone on the ship, from the highest to the lowest; he wondered, suddenly, what she was thinking as she eyed the bags.  The dead had yet to be counted, let alone buried.  And there were far too many, back on the wrong side of the crossroads, that would never be buried at all.

We’ll make them pay, he promised the dead.  He had no idea how, but he was sure they’d find a way.  We’ll make them pay in blood for what they’ve done.
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Chapter Twenty-Three


Pournelle Shipyards/Solar City, Sol System
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“I wish I had better news for you, Admiral,” Martin Solomon said.

Adam nodded as he surveyed the rows of new warships, converted freighters and refitted third- or fourth-hand starships.  The former would be a formidable force, if they ever came off the slipways; the latter were dangerous, thanks to the engineers and techs swarming over them, but had all the disadvantages that came with outdated ships and hulls that hadn’t been designed for military duties.  It didn’t matter how many missile pods and energy weapons one crammed into a freighter hull.  They lacked both the armour and speed of purpose-built warships.  He had the nasty feeling that, if the fleet went up against a modern foe, all they’d be doing would be giving the enemy more targets.

He clasped his hands behind his back, pretending to be calm.  There had been no contact with Admiral Morris since his fleet set out for Belmarsh and that meant trouble.  The fleet didn’t have an FTL transmitter, and the transmitter on Belmarsh had been unreliable even before the system had been invaded and occupied, but Admiral Morris should have been able to send a light cruiser or destroyer to make contact with another transmitter or relay station.  Given time, he could even have sent a courier all the way back to Theta Sigma ... and yet the system was quiet.  Too quiet.  It was funny he’d never understood how accurate the cliché was until he’d found himself waiting for word from the front, pacing like a wife who feared her husband would never return from the war.

“The good news is that we’ve put single-shot burners into mass production,” Solomon told him.  “There’s no way we can keep them from melting the moment we push the red button. Admiral, but they’ll hurt the enemy before they turn themselves to slag.”

“Let us hope so,” Adam said.  He would have sold his soul for a brace of warcruisers and supporting elements.  “We’re coming painfully close to duplicating Lupine tactics, aren’t we?”

“No,” Solomon said.  “Our ships should be capable of hurting the enemy at long range.”

Adam kept his opinion of that to himself.  The Lupines, with a cold-bloodedness that would daunt even the Pashtali, had built up a vast fleet of tiny warships and overwhelmed the Alphan warcruisers by sheer weight of numbers.  The loss rate was incredibly skewed, and not in their favour, but there’d been so many of them that they’d been able to soak up the losses and keep going.  Adam feared the human race might have to come up with similar tactics, but with one great disadvantage.  The Lupines had had years to build up their fleet before choosing when to start the war.  He doubted Earth had the time to build a force of expendable warships, nor the freedom to determine when the war would begin.

“It depends who we fight,” he said, finally.  “Did you get anywhere with the dispersal armour?”

“It should work,” Solomon said.  “We’ve been looking at ways to weaken a burner beam, perhaps even render it incoherent before it touches the target’s hull.  A lot of concepts work fine in the lab, but less well in the real world.  Problem is, Admiral, we don’t have the time or resources to refit the fleet and build newer and better ships.”

“I know,” Adam said.  “And we need a silver bullet.”

He shook his head in frustration.  It was wishful thinking.  The engineers and scientists had thousands of ideas for superweapons, ones that would turn Earth into an instant superpower, but none of them had gotten off the drawing board.  There was always a reason the concepts weren’t practical ... and, as some of the more pessimistic officers point out, the fact none of the Galactics had put them into service suggested the concepts would never be practical.  If they had time ... he snorted in annoyance.  Given ten years, they could ensure no alien foe ever set foot on Earth.  The way things were going, he’d be surprised if they had ten months.

The war might have already begun, he thought.  And we won’t know until word arrives from the front.

The thought tormented him.  The Pashtali had claimed, in their last message, that they’d taken control of Belmarsh for the system’s own good.  Under Galactic Law, they might have a point.  They’d certainly gotten their side of the story out first.  And, with Admiral Morris entering the system ... there was a case to be made, the legalists had claimed, that he was the invader and the Pashtali had the legal right to remove him.  It would be easy for someone to provoke an incident and trigger a war.  Hell, galactic history included quite a few wars that started because one side made a friendly gesture - or something they thought was friendly - and the other side had assumed they were under attack.  It was one of the reasons the Alphans had worked so hard to impose some order on the known galaxy, in hopes of preventing a small mistake turning into open war.  

And now, that order was breaking down.

Anything could be happening, hundreds of light years away, he thought.  And we won’t know until it’s too late.

Solomon cleared his throat.  “Admiral?”

Adam glanced at him.  “Sorry,” he said.  “I was contemplating the galactic situation.”

“Right now, we are cutting corners and pushing our productive nodes to the limit,” Solomon said.  “We need to find new sources of supply and quickly.”

“Quite,” Adam agreed.  He couldn’t keep the waspishness out of his voice.  “Perhaps you could suggest how this miracle is to be achieved?”

Solomon leaned forward.  “We could dicker with the lesser powers, have them purchase material for us by proxy.”

“It’s worth trying,” Adam said, “although the cost will be high.”

He glanced back towards the porthole and the half-built ships beyond.  The price of everything was rising sharply, right across the galaxy.  The Galactics had never been keen on selling their most advanced wares to the lesser races and they’d embargoed far too many of the components humanity desperately needed.  The few who were willing to sell demanded prices humanity couldn’t pay, not without bankrupting itself.  He had to acknowledge the Pashtali had worked hard to cut humanity off from all sources of supply.  And they’d come very close to succeeding.

“We need something we can sell,” he said.  “But what?”

“We can and we do build cheap freighters,” Solomon said.  “But we need most of those slips for warships.”

Adam nodded, curtly.  His staff had come up with all kinds of plans for getting the most from their limited technology, but none of them struck him as reliable.  Emplacing military-grade sensors on a handful of starships and turning them into flagships was the sort of concept that looked good on paper, yet threatened disaster in the real world.  The crews would need to be retrained, the communications networks would have to be reprogrammed ... hell, the moment the enemy realised what they were doing, they’d bring immense firepower to bear on the linchpin holding the fleet together and blow it away, then rip the rest of the ships to pieces while they were trying to recover.  There were just too many shortages to be solved in a hurry.  And they were running out of time.

The thought pained him.  He’d once been a loyal servant of the Alphan Empire.  He’d assumed he’d be allowed to quietly retire when Earth became independent.  Instead, he’d spent the last five years trying to turn the former EDF into a force capable of deterring the galactic superpowers.  It was starting to look as though he’d failed.  The Solar Navy wasn’t precisely weak, but ... perhaps it had been a mistake to accept control of the occupied zone, in the moments of exultation after the war.  The military logic had been sound - they hadn’t set out to spread themselves thin - yet ... they might have screwed themselves.  He had to take his hat off to the Pashtali.  They’d sacrificed their short-term interests for long-term gains and done it so well that, if their plans went wrong, they could back off easily.

Not that they need to, he thought.  They’ve clearly kicked their plans into high gear instead.

“We’ll find a way to do it,” Solomon assured him.  “Some of the new concepts are bound to be workable.”

“If we have time,” Adam said.

They walked back to the manager’s office in silence.  Earth was in trouble.  Humanity’s homeworld had never had a large alien population - even the Alphans had never tried to colonise the planet - but it was growing smaller by the day.  He’d feared, as had the new government, that alien settlers would feel unwelcome; the truth, he suspected, was that the settlers feared they were about to be caught up in a war.  The Pashtali were bringing matters to the boiling point.  Even a strictly limited war to secure control of the occupied zone and give humanity a bloody nose would be quite bad enough.  And that would be disastrous for any alien government whose civilians were caught in the crossfire.

“There are other possibilities,” Solomon said.  “We could set out after the rogue fleet ...”

Adam laughed.  Centuries ago, a number of human sepoys had mutinied, seized control of their transports and vanished into deep space.  No one knew what had happened to them - the official story was that the sepoys hadn’t known how to run the ships and flown them straight into the nearest star - but it hadn’t stopped fiction writers from coming up with everything from giant human empires to lost colonies well beyond the rim of explored space.  The idea of a distant colony building a fleet that could threaten galactic society was absurd.  Even if the colonists had access to a first-rate technological database and the fabricators to match, it would take centuries.  It was nothing more than wishful thinking, about as practical as praying for divine intervention.  Adam was certain it wasn’t going to materialise.

“We may have to think about setting up a hidden colony,” he said.  “But it will take a long time to turn it into a base for striking back ...”

The intercom bleeped.  Solomon keyed his terminal.  “Yes?”

“Sir, we just received an emergency message from Earth,” a voice said.  “You and Admiral Glass are to report to Solar City as quickly as possible.”

Adam sucked in his breath as he stood.  Emergency messages never boded well.  And now ...

The war might have begun, he thought.  They were hundreds of light years from the front lines, as helpless to affect the outcome as someone on the far side of the galaxy.  By now, the first battles have been won and lost.

He hoped for the best, but he feared the worst.

***
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Yasuke felt ... frustrated.

It was hard enough coping with being an ambassador, after being a viceroy, without being given specific orders from his superiors.  He’d once enjoyed near-limitless powers over an entire sector, in the certain knowledge that - as long as the sector remained quiet and productive - he could do more or less whatever he liked.  His predecessors had built vast palaces and towering statues to their greatness, often tearing the former down and rebuilding them as fashions changed.  He sometimes wondered if they’d played a major role in the rise of humanity’s activists, demanding autonomy if not independence for their homeworld.  The viceroys had had their fun.  Their subjects had picked up the bill.

He scowled at the message on his terminal, cursing the weasel words the writer had used to give him plausible deniability.  Yasuke would have been happy enough to get it five years ago - he’d had enough power to ensure he didn’t get the blame if things went wrong - but now ... he’d been given a certain degree of freedom and autonomy, as long as it didn’t blow up in his face.  The humans claimed success had a thousand fathers and failure was an orphan, but there was no way to evade the blame if this failed.  His political enemies back home were playing games.  If it worked out for the best, they could claim the credit; if it failed, they’d make sure he got the blame.

Perhaps it would have been wiser to quit while I was ahead, as the humans say, he reflected morbidly.  But I thought I could climb even further up the ladder.

The thought mocked him as the flyer glided towards the former viceregal residence.  He was surprised the humans hadn’t torn it down already or simply turned it into a museum, although he supposed they didn’t have time.  The palace had been built in happier times, when everyone had known the empire was eternal and humanity would be its subjects forever.  Now ... there might be plans to replace it, but it wasn’t clear if humanity would remain independent long enough to lay the groundwork for something new.  Yasuke felt grim as the flyer dropped to the landing pad, his secondary heart clenching until it was almost painful.  He wanted to dither.  He’d known far too many people who’d dithered, when quick action was needed, and held them in utter contempt.  Now, he wanted to do it himself.  He could do everything right and still lose.

He stepped out of the flyer, allowing the human servants to escort him to the First Speaker’s office.  Abraham Douglas hadn’t taken over his former office, somewhat to Yasuke’s surprise, but it still felt strange to be a guest in his own residence.  It wasn’t his any longer, he reminded himself sharply.  In truth, it had never been his.  He’d always known that, one day, he would return home and leave the office to another.  But it still felt odd.  If the empire hadn’t withdrawn ...

“Mr. Ambassador.”  The First Speaker stood to greet him.  “You wanted to speak with me?”

“Yes.”  Yasuke met his eyes.  “I do.”

He felt a twinge of bitter amusement.  His people normally spent long moments exchanging meaningless pleasantries, before discussing matters of import.  He’d used to appreciate the human custom of wasting no more time on pleasantries than strictly necessary.  Now, it was a problem.  It meant he had to take the plunge sooner rather than later, to commit himself to something that would either boost his career to the very highest levels or send him crashing down into ruin.

The First Speaker waited.  Yasuke wondered, in a moment of insight, if the human was just as concerned about the future as he was.  Humans didn’t always want to know the worst ... even though they should.  They sometimes acted as though turning a blind eye to a problem would make it go away.  It rarely worked, although - Yasuke had been surprised to discover - it sometimes did.  And yet ... this time, it wouldn’t go away.  He opened his mouth, suddenly unsure of what to say.  His superiors had landed him in the swamp.

Then take the cards they dealt you and play them, he told himself.  The worst thing you can do now is nothing.

“I want it to be noted this meeting is at least partly off the record,” he said.  He had no expectation it would be honoured, but it would give him some cover if the whole affair exploded in his face.  “There are matters we must discuss ... unofficially.”

He went on before the human could answer.  “My government may have withdrawn from large sections of the explored galaxy, but we have maintained an extensive network of contacts within our former territories and areas of influence.  Some of them have dropped out of touch with us, of course, as the new galactic order takes shape; the vast majority have stayed in contact.  Our intelligence is limited, but we do have ... some awareness of what is happening beyond our borders.”

The human’s eyes narrowed.  He would be a fool - and Douglas was no fool - to assume there were no such contacts on Earth.  The Alphans had ruled the planet - and the surrounding sector - for five hundred years.  They’d had plenty of time to build open and covert patronage networks at all levels of society.  Yasuke knew the networks existed, even if he had very little contact with them.  But they weren’t the pressing matter right now.

“We have received word from a number of sources within the Theta Sigma Sector, your occupied zone,” Yasuke said.  “If they are to be believed, there was a great battle and your fleet lost.  We do not have a solid estimate on your losses - there were no numbers attached to the messages - but we believe it was a decisive defeat.  Your fleet may have been effectively destroyed.”

The First Speaker stared at him.  “You ... are you sure?”

“We’ve heard it from a number of different sources,” Yasuke told him.  “We think there is some truth to the story.”

“... Shit.”  The human sounded stunned.  “I ... I need to inform my council at once.”

Yasuke took a datachip from his pocket and dropped it on the desk.  “The messages.  We would appreciate it if you kept the source a little vague.”

The human nodded.  “Yes.  I ... why did you tell us?”

“We think you would make better neighbours than the Pashtali,” Yasuke said.  It wasn’t entirely true.  His government didn’t seem to have anything close to a coherent policy on anything right now.  “And we do not want to see the Pashtali in a position to threaten us.”

He stood, without waiting for dismissal.  “Everything we know is on the chip.  We can and we do vouch for most of it.  Good luck.”

“Thank you,” Douglas said.  He still sounded stunned.  “If you hadn’t told us ...”

“You would have heard soon enough,” Yasuke said.  He was surprised the Pashtali weren’t already gloating to the entire galaxy.  “This way, at least you have more time to prepare.” 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Twenty-Four


ESS Magellan/ESS Dauntless, Near Belmarsh System
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“Captain,” Lieutenant Lucy Winton said.  “We are ready to cross the edge.”

Ashleigh nodded curtly.  Their brief survey of the far side of the crossroads had only picked up one stable threadline, heading straight to a dead-end system.  She knew they might have to survey that system in hopes of finding a previously undiscovered crossroads, if they failed to locate a weaker threadline near Belmarsh, but the odds of success were low.  Crossroads were inherently easier to detect and exploit than threadlines and the Pashtali would almost certainly have surveyed the system themselves, even if they hadn’t shared the results with the rest of the known universe.  An empty system wasn’t always useless.  It might serve as a shortcut to more populated systems if it held two or more crossroads.

She leaned forward, bracing herself.  The last time they’d crossed a threadline edge, they’d come face to face with an energy storm on an unimaginable scale.  This time ... she told herself, sharply, no one had reported a second storm.  She’d spent most of her career probing the edges and trying to locate newer and shorter threadlines and yet ... she cursed the Pashtali under her breath.  She wanted to explore strange new worlds, to boldly go where no one had gone before; she didn’t want to waste her time updating starcharts or fighting in a war.  Her lips quirked.  She’d grown up watching the Star Trek comedies and they’d spent most of their time in explored space.  They’d rarely headed into the truly unknown.

“Helm,” she said.  “Take us across the edge.”

A low shiver ran through the ship as she glided across the edge.  The display filled with warning icons as the sensors picked up gravity waves, superstrings and anomalies that defied easy classification.  She’d been taught that gravity wells in realspace cast a baleful shadow into multispace, yet the alternate dimension was so twisted it was impossible to lock onto the gravity wells and use them to navigate.  The whole display looked oddly frozen, as if time itself had stopped.  She knew it would change in the blink of an eye, the moment they started to move.  They were seeing illusions so powerful they fooled even her sensors.

“Drop a relay buoy,” she ordered, coolly.  “And make sure you hold a solid communications lock.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Ashleigh smiled, feeling - despite everything - a thrill.  One of her instructors had likened multispace survey work to walking through a darkened room, unaware of the presence of chairs and tables or anything else until you walked straight into them.  It wasn’t quite that bad, but it was close enough.  The tables and chairs were slightly more visible, but they moved when you weren’t looking.  It was hard to believe, as they checked and rechecked the link back to the beacon, that they weren’t about to get totally lost.  She wondered, not for the first time, how the Alphans had managed to convince themselves to start charting multispace in the first place.  But then, back then humanity’s former masters had been willing to risk countless lives to build an empire.  They’d sent hundreds of explorers into the eerie lights in hopes one or more of them would return.  

You feel it too, she thought, wryly.  You’d risk everything just to be the first person to look on a brand-new world.

Her lips quirked again.  And the people already living there don’t count.

“Helm, take us out,” she ordered.  “Sensors, watch for a threadline.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Ashleigh leaned back in her chair as more and more data flowed into the sensors.  The last survey hadn’t been very detailed, she noted; the analysts were already picking up hundreds of gravity wells and superstrings that had either materialised in the last few hundred years or simply been missed altogether.  She wasn’t sure which explanation was correct.  The Alphans insisted multispace rarely changed, but there were stories - legends, really - about sudden shifts in the topography that had cut entire civilisations out of multispace for good.  Ashleigh didn’t believe them - if the civilisation had been cut off from the rest of galactic society, no one would know what had happened to them - but she did wonder.  She’d studied under some of the more thoughtful Alphans, the ones more inclined to whisper stories of alien contacts from their dawn days.  It made her wonder if there was some truth to the ancient tales.

The Alphans are a very old race, she thought.  They’d been masters of the known universe longer than humanity had known fire.  But on a galactic timescale they’re barely mayflies.

She sensed a flicker of disappointment running through the bridge as a possible threadline turned out to be nothing more than a slightly warped gravity well.  Ashleigh understood, all too well.  She’d once thought that she’d make great discoveries once she crossed into unexplored space for the first time.  It had taken her years to come to terms with the fact it would take months, if not years, to find something truly new.  Even poking her way through an unexplored threadline would be dangerous, with no certainty of finding anything.  And most of the truly interesting deep-space missions had been given to alien crews ...

The hours slowly turned to days.  Ashleigh kept her crew rotating between their duty stations and their cabins, where they ate and rested before returning to work.  Magellan normally carried an oversized crew, but she’d left some of her personnel on Earth and transferred others to Dauntless to help with the repairs.  She hoped they wouldn’t run into anything they couldn’t handle with a much-reduced crew.  Ashleigh would have preferred to keep her crewmembers, but there’d been no choice.  The fleet needed engineers to do what they could before they encountered the enemy again.

She kept an eye on the reports from the analyst decks, studying their conclusions about how the Pashtali had managed to drop out of multispace in just the right location.  They hadn’t gotten it quite right, she’d noted, and the analysts suspected there’d been limitations on precisely where and when they could re-enter realspace.  Ashleigh hoped they were right - and that they could come up with a way to test it without risking the entire fleet.  She’d played chess when she’d had to deduce the handicap, but there’d been nothing at risk beyond her pride.  Here, the entire fleet was at risk.

“Captain,” Commander Jensen said.  “We may have something.”

Ashleigh glanced at him.  “A threadline?”

“An unstable threadline,” Commander Jensen said.  “If my readings are accurate, it may be linked to the threadline running from Belmarsh to Theta Sigma.”

If, Ashleigh thought.  The readings might well not be accurate.  Multispace was so warped and twisted that one could be certain one’s ship was heading towards her destination, while - in reality - heading in the wrong direction.  It was easy to get turned around in unexplored and uncharted space.  If we get this wrong, we could find ourselves heading straight into enemy territory.

She keyed her console, bringing up the tangled web of gravity waves that marked the edge of the unstable threadline.  It looked like a ball of yarn ... she had a sudden mental impression of a spider crawling along the wool, taking forever to get from one end of the thread to the other because it couldn’t see that the wool was twisted into a ball.  And yet ... she ran the equations again and again, trying to determine if the threadline was usable.  If they were wrong, they were going to get hopelessly lost.  Or worse.  Locations on multispace didn’t always link directly to locations within realspace, but there was a very real chance they’d come out of a crossroads deep within enemy space.

At least we’d be in position to teach them a lesson, she thought, curtly.  But if it was a narrow crossroads ...

“Get a solid lock on the threadline’s position,” she ordered.  “And then prepare to reverse course.”

Her console bleeped. They’d dropped a handful of relay stations as they’d probed the depths of multispace.  They should be able to get back to the fleet before Captain Yagami started thinking about trying to blast her way through the minefield.  And, once they were there, she could decide if she wanted to risk the threadline instead.  There was no guarantee that the threadline would save them, but it was better than nothing.  Hell, merely finding a crossroads would be enough to let them get back into realspace and orient themselves before heading straight to Theta Sigma or Earth itself.

“Helm, take us back to the fleet,” she ordered.  “Best possible speed, consummate with not losing track of the sensor beacons.”

“Aye, Captain.”

***
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Naomi was starting to understand why Admiral Glass had looked so tired the last time they’d met.  The last five days had been hellish.  She was trying to command a fleet with neither staff nor, in truth, a clear chain of command.  She’d practically had to put her XO in command of the battlecruiser, while she tried to rebuild the command network and organise a new line of succession for the moment they confronted the enemy for the second time.  It wasn’t easy.  The shock of the defeat had kept her peers from arguing, but there were so many shortages that she doubted they could engage even an inferior enemy fleet and emerge victorious.  They needed the fleet train and that was either destroyed or in enemy hands.

She studied the report from Magellan for a long, cold moment, but she knew she’d already made up her mind.  They were trapped.  She’d run simulations of what would happen if they tried to break through the minefield and, depending on the assumptions she programmed into the simulators, the results veered between disastrous to completely disastrous.  Her lips twitched in dark amusement.  If the enemy hadn’t bothered to assign a squadron to cover the minefield, it could be cleared at a cost; she dared not assume they hadn’t made sure to cover their mines from a safe distance.  It was what she would have done, if she’d been on the other side.  They didn’t have a pressing need for their ships elsewhere, did they?

“We don’t have a choice,” she said, as she tapped her terminal to send the report to the rest of the captains.  Some would probably argue, pointing out the risks of taking the fleet into unexplored space.  Normally, she would have agreed with them.  “The only other options are trying to rush the minefield or dying on the vine.”

She stood and stepped through the hatch, onto the bridge.  They’d done their best to keep the crew busy, to keep them from having time to brood, but despondency hung in the air like fog.  They knew they’d had their asses kicked.  They knew that seventeen shipmates were dead and nine more were in sickbay, a couple placed in the stasis tubes in hopes a planetside facility would be able to save their lives.  Naomi had buried the dead in space, all too aware she’d failed them.  There’d been no time for more than a very brief ceremony.

“Captain,” Janet said.  The XO had bags under her eyes and looked hyped up on coffee and stimulants.  “We have uploaded the new course into the navigational computer and transferred it to the fleet datanet.”

Naomi nearly smiled.  Fleet datanet ... that was a joke.  They’d copied the Alphan custom of top-down management and it had bitten them hard, when they’d lost Implacable and the other old battlewagons.  They should have had more faith in a decentralised command network ... the one they’d rigged up was serviceable, as long as it didn’t lose more than a couple of nodes.  If they did ...

Better than not having a datanet at all, she told herself.  And as long as it holds up so we can get out of here, it will suffice.

She took her chair and studied the reports.  The battlecruiser was as close to ready as she’d ever be.  The repair crews had patched the hull and done their best to reinforce it, now that they knew its weaknesses.  Dauntless had been lucky, compared to some of the other ships.  She’d had to order five to be abandoned, on the grounds they’d be sitting ducks as soon as the enemy spotted them.  Their commanders were still complaining, but there’d been no choice.  The ships might be recovered later ...

Might, she thought.  She suspected it would be pointless.  They’d stripped the ships of everything that might be useful or give aid and comfort to the enemy.  The gravity surges would probably shove the hulks through the crossroads and into the minefield.  By the time that happened, the fleet would be long gone ... one way or the other.  We may never have a chance to come back and retrieve them.

“Power up the drives,” she ordered.  “Move us out on my command.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Naomi braced herself as the fleet formed up around Dauntless.  It was a formation she would never have dared to use in a battle - it made it far too obvious which ship was in command - but there was no choice.  If they lost contact with any of the ships, they might never see it again.  The tales of multispace gravity waves sweeping starships to the far side of the galaxy - or even further away - suddenly seemed very real.  She recalled someone trying to get funding for a project to generate such waves purposefully as a way of cutting travel time down to the bare minimum.  She almost wished he’d convinced the navy to fund the project.

“Ahead full,” she ordered.  “Take us straight to the second threadline.”

The display fuzzed as they crossed the edge and plunged into unexplored multispace.  She felt uncomfortably blind.  Magellan had sensors capable of peering through the muck, at least to some extent, but Dauntless wouldn’t see anything in her way until she was right on top of it.  She gritted her teeth, trying to avoid the sense she was picking her way through murky waters teeming with poisonous jellyfish and man-eating sharks and other deadly threats.  It was sheer damn luck they’d brought a survey ship with them.  If they made it back to Earth, she promised herself she’d buy whoever had ordered the survey ship’s deployment an expensive lunch.  He’d deserve it.

She was painfully aware of shudders running through the starship as tiny gravity waves crashed into the hull.  It felt as if someone was knocking, demanding to get in ... she tried not to think of the stranger stories, stories of alien gods and demons and things that were just plain weird lurking off the beaten track.  The Alphans had always sneered at the tales.  And yet ... they’d insisted the stories couldn’t possibly be real so loudly it made her wonder if there was some truth to them.

The shaking grew worse as they inched forward.  She wanted to run ... she knew she was brave, she knew she’d taken her ship into danger time and time again, she knew ... and yet, there was something so implacable about the forces gathering around her ship that she feared the worst.  Humanity had learnt from the Alphans and even they feared the sheer power woven through multispace, the storms that could swat a starship like a fly ... she recalled the storm brewing near Earth and shivered.  For all their power, there were forces they couldn’t hope to match.

She looked at the fleet status display.  The fleet was bound together by laser communications links and yet ... some of the links were failing and others ... seemed to be slowing down, as if the speed of light itself was a variable.  Perhaps it was the distance between the ships that was the variable.  Some were so far apart it was hard to believe they were in formation, some were so close she was convinced they were about to collide.  She told herself, firmly, that it was an illusion.  Multispace was playing tricks on her.

Her stomach went queasy, just for a second.  Silence fell.

“Captain,” Murray said.  “We have entered the threadline.”

Naomi nodded.  “Take us to the crossroads.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Naomi braced herself as the fleet picked up speed, running down the threadline gradient as if the hordes of hell were after them.  It wasn’t too far wrong.  The threadline should lead to a crossroads, but who knew if it would remain stable long enough for them to reach the exit and escape?  She tried to convince herself multispace shifted on a planetary timescale - a short-term threadline might exist for thousands of years before fading - yet it brought no comfort.  She didn’t relax until they plunged through the crossroads, weapons at the ready, and burst into normal space.

“Report,” she barked.  There was no immediate threat, but that was meaningless.  “Where are we?”

“We’re in AAS-23947,” Lieutenant Daniel Rose reported.  “The Alphans never bothered to give the system a name.  They charted a handful of crossroads, when they probed the system, but found nothing to make it worthy of settlement.”

“Fifteen light years from Theta Sigma,” Cobb added.

Naomi nodded as she studied the starchart.  “Set course for Theta Sigma,” she ordered.  “Best possible speed.”

She sucked in her breath.  She had no idea what they’d find, but she needed to find out.  If the fleet train was still intact ... the CO should have had time to hide, before the Pashtali arrived.  Admiral Morris had drawn up contingency plans for all-out war.  She didn’t know the details, but she could guess.  Besides, the Pashtali wouldn’t be expecting them to arrive so quickly, not after they’d trapped her fleet.  They might have already split their fleet to wrap up the remainder of the sector.  If she saw a chance to recover the system, she’d take it.

“Aye, Captain.”
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Chapter Twenty-Five


Orbital Command Post, Theta Sigma
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“The engineers are very certain, General,” Major Simians reported.  “There’s no way to repair the FTL transmitter with the materials we have on hand, certainly not in anything like a usable timeframe.”

General Konrad Black nodded, resisting the urge to punch the oversized officer or swear in disgust at their predicament.  Admiral Morris’s fleet had been trapped and presumably destroyed.  Worse, shortly before word had arrived from Belmarsh, the FTL transmitter had been attacked and effectively destroyed by terrorists.  The planet below was now in flames, as dozens of humans and alien settlements fought to survive.  His force was nowhere near big enough, even with orbital support, to do more than clear a few safe areas and hope for the best.  He’d tried to hire - or commandeer - trading ships to evacuate as much of the population as possible, but far too many ships had simply fled the system as soon as they heard the news.  Their masters expected the system to turn into a war zone - as if it wasn’t already - within the week.

He scowled as he studied the near-space display.  He wasn’t fool enough to want to be attacked - he didn’t have the time or supplies to do more than irritate the enemy when they arrived - but he was sure the Pashtali should have arrived by now.  They couldn’t count on their cat’s-paws taking out the transmitter ... could they?  He’d already sent messages to the other transmitters in the sector, as well as dispatching a courier to make the long flight to Earth.  Word would reach Earth and then ... Konrad didn’t know.  He had the nasty feeling he was stuck on the end of a branch, waiting for someone to come saw it off.  But ... where were they?

The starchart hadn’t changed in the last few days.  There were reports of alien starships from all over the sector, almost all of them outdated, but no reports of attacks or invasions or anything.  The sector was on fire, yet the Pashtali were ... standing back and doing nothing.  It made no sense.  Konrad had fought in wars.  One didn’t play games once the missiles started flying.  One put the boot in as hard as possible, before the target could recover and hit back.  Where was the enemy fleet?

He dismissed the major and forced himself to think.  The sector capital was a logical target for the enemy.  The Pashtali could move in under the guise of protecting civilians and everyone would smile nervously and pretend to believe them.  The hell of it was that they might be the only power that could restore order, through a combination of threats, blandishments and outright force.  They’d spent so much time and effort building up a case to intervene ... why had they stopped?  He wanted to think the rest of the galaxy had told them to cut it out, but he knew it wasn’t true.  If the news reports were to be believed - they were outdated too - the Galactics were just sitting back and waiting to see who won.

Konrad shook his head, curtly.  There was no way he could hold the high orbitals.  There was no way he could mount more than minimal resistance on the ground.  There was no way, either, that he could evacuate his men and cede the system without a fight.  Admiral Morris’s fleet train was already in hiding, well clear of the anticipated enemy fleet ... the fleet that had steadfastly refused to materialise.  Had Admiral Morris beaten the Pashtali instead?  Konrad wanted to think so, but he didn’t dare.  The admiral would have returned to Theta Sigma in triumph by now if he’d won.

All I can do is fire a few shots for the honour of the flag and hope the Pashtali will take prisoners, he thought.  He’d gotten most of his formation down to the surface, with orders to go underground if they lost control of the high orbitals, but there was no way he could save the men he’d kept in orbit.  And if they think their victory is assured, they might not bother to uphold the law.

His lips twitched.  It had been hammered into him, from the first time he’d stood on the training field, that the laws of war had to be upheld.  He’d been cautioned that failing to uphold them would ensure, beyond all doubt, that others wouldn’t uphold them either.  But the steady breakdown of galactic law and order suggested it was just a matter of time before someone broke the rules in a big way.  There was no one left to force everyone else to behave.

The intercom bleeped.  “Ah ... General, this is Padilla in Tracking,” a female voice said.  “Long-range sensors just picked up a fleet emerging from Crossroads One.”

Konrad nodded, refusing to show any irritation at the tremor in Padilla’s voice.  She was too young and inexperienced, a civilian rather than an officer or a grunt; Konrad would have sent her to the surface or found her a berth on one of the few evacuation ships if she hadn’t volunteered to stay and assist with running the makeshift traffic control station.  He turned and headed for the hatch, hoping it was just another false alarm.  The enemy fleet shouldn’t be coming from that direction.  They’d have added days to their transit time, for nothing.  It was like walking to New York from the remains of Washington by going through Canada.  

It isn’t as if we can stop them, he thought, as he reached the command core.  They have to know they’ve killed most of our mobile units.

“General.”  Padilla looked up at him.  “We’re tracking at least thirty ships heading towards us on a slanted course.  They seem unsure of what to expect.”

“I see.”  Konrad was a groundpounder, not a starship commander, but the military logic was simple.  The intruders were coming in at an angle that would allow them to turn and run if they ran into something they couldn’t handle.  Curious, given the weakness of the local defences was an open secret.  And they’d come from a very odd direction.  “Do we have an ID?”

“Not yet, sir,” Padilla said.  “We pinged them, but there hasn’t been enough time for a reply.”

Konrad stood behind her, feeling a pang of guilt.  She was young, too young to have served before independence.  Her entire life should have been in front of her, not ... narrowing rapidly to the twin certainties of death or years in a POW camp.  He considered, briefly, telling her to board one of the shuttles and join the evacuation.  Or head down to the surface.  She could pass for a local from one of the human settlements if necessary.  There would be no certainties, not once the high orbitals fell, but it was better than nothing.

“I ...”  Padilla broke off in shock.  “They’re human ships!”

“What?”  Konrad had seen the updates from Earth, before they’d lost the FTL transmitter.  There were no reinforcements on the way and wouldn’t be for weeks, if not months.  “You’re sure?”

“Yes, sir,” Padilla said.  “The lead warship is Dauntless, sir.  She’s unique.”

And she was part of Admiral Morris’s fleet, Konrad thought.  Did she escape the enemy somehow?

“Hail her,” he ordered.  If it was a trick ... it would become obvious very quickly.  “And pass the word.  No one is to open fire until fired upon.”

“Aye, sir.”
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“That’s confirmed,” Cobb said.  “There are no Pashtali warships within sensor range.”

Naomi didn’t believe it.  Theta Sigma was effectively defenceless.  Dauntless alone could trash the system’s defenders in less than an hour, smashing them from well beyond their effective engagement envelope.  The Pashtali had hundreds of ships.  They could have devoted a squadron to occupy the system, while laying claim to the rest of the sector before humanity could recover from its defeat and push them back out.  Was it a trick of some kind?  An attempt to lure her fleet into firing range?  They couldn’t have known the fleet would escape the trap ... could they?  It would be a long time before she underestimated the enemy again, but ... she couldn’t see them doing that.  If they’d known what she was doing, they could have set up shop on the crossroads and blown her fleet away as it made transit.  

“Contact whoever’s in command now,” she ordered.  Admiral Morris was dead.  Admiral Chung was presumably on his way to Earth.  There’d be someone in overall command, but she didn’t know who.  “Run through a complex verification pattern to confirm their bona fides.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Naomi forced herself to think as the seconds ticked by.  There didn’t seem to be any missing installations, although there were fewer starships within sensor range.  She guessed the couriers had made it from Belmarsh, spreading word of the ambush.  The mere fact it had taken so long for the fleet to return was grim proof it had lost the battle ... she shook her head in disbelief.  Something was deeply wrong.  The Pashtali had well and truly crossed the line.  They needed to win and win quickly, before their enemies started to gather.  Where were they?  

“Captain, I have established secure contact with the command base,” Wood reported.  “I have confirmed their humanity through exchanging trivia as well as duress code phases.”

Incredible, Naomi thought.  Where are they?

She tried to come up with an answer and drew a blank.  An alien race might have broken humanity’s most advanced encryption codes.  They might have captured an intact datacore, despite all the precautions designed to keep one from falling into enemy hands.  The Alphans swore blind the datacores were impossible to decrypt, but Earth had never taken that on faith.  It was just possible the Pashtali had unlocked the datacore and used the communications codes to lull them into a false sense of security.  But she couldn’t imagine them understanding human culture and trivia.  It was as absurd to them as theirs was to their human counterparts.  The greatest works of humanity’s finest minds were just meaningless babble to a race that had very little in common with humanity.  

“Repeat the check,” she ordered.  “And then patch them into my console.”

“Aye, Captain,” Wood said.  There was a long pause.  “I’m putting them through now.”

Naomi leaned forward as a grim face appeared in front of her.  A line of text below the hologram identified him as General Konrad Black, Marine Corps.  The last update from Earth informed her that he’d been placed in command of the fleet’s ground forces and, presumably, that he’d been left behind when the fleet headed to Belmarsh.  Naomi felt a flicker of sympathy.  It was never easy to cope with survivor’s guilt.

“General,” she said.  “The news isn’t good.”

She ran through the whole story, all too aware the general and his staff would have already heard rumours.  The Pashtali had probably told the entire universe about their glorious victory.  Where were they?  The question hung in her mind, mocking her.  They’d won a great victory and needed to be taking advantage of it, before humanity recovered and went on the offensive.  Had they retreated into their space?  They had to know they’d crossed the line.

“The reports were true, then,” General Black said.  “We hoped, when they didn’t attack the system, that they were lies.”

Naomi cursed under her breath.  Admiral Morris’s messengers had never reached the planet, then.  That boded ill ... she put the thought out of her head and leaned forward.  “Did you warn Earth?”

“We have tried,” General Black said.  “Our transmitter was taken out by terrorist attack.”

Nicely deniable terrorist attack, Naomi thought.  It couldn’t be a coincidence.  The Pashtali would swear blind it wasn’t their fault and everyone would pretend to believe them.  What the hell are they doing?

“I need to make contact with the fleet train and get my ships repaired and resupplied as quickly as possible,” she said.  The morbid part of her mind insisted there’d be plenty of supplies to go around.  “And then we will endeavour to either evacuate or take the war to the enemy.”

General Black nodded.  “I’ll send a courier boat to inform them,” he said.  “And let us know if there is anything you need we can supply.  We’re short on just about everything here, but we should be able to do something.”

Naomi nodded, exchanged a handful of meaningless pleasantries and closed the channel.  Her mind ran in circles.  The enemy couldn’t have abandoned the war, could they?  Perhaps they were more like spiders than she’d thought, attacking someone who came to close but otherwise remaining in their burrows and waiting ... no, that couldn’t be true.  They’d embarked on a scheme to take the sector with as little fighting as possible ... they’d been committed, right from the moment they’d fired on Admiral Morris’s ships.  Everything she knew about naval tactics told her the enemy should have reached Theta Sigma first.  The system wasn’t that important, in the grand scheme of things, but whoever held the sector capital would have excellent grounds to claim the rest of the sector without a fight.  They really should be here.  No matter how she looked at it, it just made no sense.

“Contact the fleet,” she ordered, quietly.  “We’ll reload as soon as the fleet train arrives, then plot our next move.”

She downloaded the latest update from the system’s traffic control and scanned it.  Lots of rumours, little data.  The enemy had been sighted at a distance, their ships skimming in and out of the occupied systems, but no direct contact.  Her thoughts churned.  Perhaps she was more tired than she’d thought.  She’d spent part of the flight catching up on her sleep, expecting to fight a running battle when she reached her destination.  She was sure she was missing something.  But what?

They found a way to drop out of multispace wherever they want, she thought.  The update didn’t go into details about how the battle had been fought and won, but the Pashtali would be fools to count on the truth remaining buried.  The couriers had seen the enemy fleet drop out of multispace.  Word was already spreading.  Did they get lost?  Or are they off laying mines along all the approaches before they start to pick off the remaining systems within the occupied zone?

It was possible, she supposed.  The Pashtali could presumably navigate multispace as well as the Alphans.  Mining the threadlines would make it difficult for anyone to interfere, save perhaps the Alphans and they had no interest in trying.  They could push humanity back to its original borders, liberate the former Vultek colonies and then ... and then what?  They’d have shown the entire galaxy what they could do, for very little return.  What were they doing?

The display updated, briefly, as the fleet train arrived.  Naomi directed her subordinates to start the transfer, then returned to her thoughts.  The Pashtali were alien, but they weren’t that alien.  They’d hit the human race hard - there was no denying it - yet they seemed to be unwilling to land the fatal blow.  Were they hoping to intimidate Earth into submission?  It was possible, she supposed.  Humans had proven good sepoys to the Alphans.  The Pashtali might want to take control of Earth and then ...

Earth.

Her blood ran cold as she realised the truth.  The Pashtali were Galactics.  Galactics didn’t think small.  The occupied zone was a long-term gain, but in the short term it was just a monumental pain in the ass.  The Pashtali wouldn’t enjoy the experience of controlling it, particularly with a resentful human race on the far side of the border and hundreds of rebel groups determined to resist all outside powers.  But ... she brought up the starchart, trying desperately to convince herself she was wrong.  If the Pashtali drove on Earth ...

She sucked in her breath.  There were no fixed defences along the crossroads, nothing short of Earth itself.  The Pashtali wouldn’t let themselves be caught in a bottleneck system and, if they had the firepower, they might just blast their way through the defences anyway.  Why not?  They could afford to soak up some losses in a bid to smash humanity before anyone could intervene.  Get to Earth, batter the planet into surrender - or simply trash the entire system - and then declare victory.  And, with the storm between Earth and Alpha Prime, the Alphans couldn’t intervene even if they wanted to.  The whole affair would be over, one way or the other, before the storm faded away.

They didn’t leave Theta Sigma alone because they were scared of our puny defences, she thought, numbly.  They didn’t come here because they had a bigger target in their sights.

She stared at the starchart, slowly working out the vectors.  Assuming a straight-line course to Earth ... the Pashtali would be there within the week.  They could take out every FTL transmitter in their path, ensuring no word of warning reached Earth.  Hell, if they could stay off the shipping lanes, they might not need to take out the transmitters.  Why bother when they could be claimed as a prize of war, after the fighting was over?  If she was right ...

“Inform the fleet train that they are to expedite the loading as quickly as possible,” she said, curtly.  If she was right, the occupied zone had just become irreverent.  She had to get back to Earth before the system fell.  There was little hope of maintaining a government in exile if they lost Earth.  The best they could do was sign up with another galactic power and that would be the end of humanity’s independence.  “And call a captain’s conference, ten minutes from now.”

“Aye, Captain,” Wood said.  

Naomi stood and headed to her ready room.  They’d been tricked.  Again.  They’d been lured into sending much of the navy away from Earth and now all she could do, as she forced her fleet to prepare for departure, was pray she got the survivors back in time.
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Chapter Twenty-Six


Solar City, Earth
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“There have been no further updates from Admiral Morris’s fleet,” Commander Evensong said, grimly.  “However, we appear to have lost contact with the entire occupied zone.”

Abraham winced.  “What does that mean?”

“We have been unable to make contact with any of the fixed transmitters within the occupied zone,” Evensong told him.  “The best-case scenario is that the transmitters have been captured, disabled or destroyed.”

“And that’s the best case,” Abraham said.  He studied the starchart thoughtfully as the lines of communication came into sharp relief.  There was no way that could be a coincidence.  One transmitter dropping out of the network might be nothing more than a maintenance issue; all of them having problems at the same time suggested enemy action.  “Do we have no way to know what’s happening in the zone?”

“No, sir,” Evensong said.  “We set up a line of listening posts along the pre-war borders, shortly after independence, but none of them have picked up anything beyond heavily-encrypted transmissions.  We don’t know what they’re saying.  The specialists are working on cracking the encryption, but we don’t know when - if ever - they will break the code.  By the time they do, it may be too late to make use of the information.”

Admiral Glass leaned forward.  “We have to assume the worst,” he said.  “Admiral Morris has been defeated and the occupied zone has been invaded and annexed.”

“... Shit,” Abraham said.

He looked down at his hands.  The occupied zone had been a drain on humanity’s resources for the last five years.  Part of him was tempted to suggest losing the zone wasn’t a bad idea.  But if Admiral Morris had been defeated, his fleet wiped out to the last starship ... his blood ran cold as he started to consider the implications.  The Solar Navy couldn’t replace those losses in a hurry.  The Pashtali could negotiate from a position of strength ... or simply take what they wanted, secure in the knowledge they couldn’t be stopped.

Admiral Glass was still talking.  “There’s a very real possibility they’ll come here,” he said, grimly.  “We know they learnt lessons from the Vultek War.  One of them might have been to thrust a knife right at the enemy’s heart.”

Abraham gaped at him.  “Are you serious?”

“Yes.”  Admiral Glass keyed the starchart, focusing on the threadlines between Earth and Theta Sigma.  “The occupied zone is worthless, at least in the short term.  They might be better off letting the various rebel and revolutionary groups kick the shit out of each other before they step in, under guise of putting an end to the bloodshed.  They’ll get to claim the credit for saving the zone, while - at the same time - letting their prospective enemies weaken themselves.  But that leaves them the question of what they do now.

“They’ve crossed the line into open war.  They know we cannot let this pass.  They also know the longer they wait, the longer they take to win the war, the greater the chance of someone else intervening, either to support us or to take advantage of the chaos for themselves.  They have to win the war quickly and, if Admiral Morris and his fleet has been destroyed, they’ll have a window of opportunity they cannot overlook.  A thrust at Earth now, before we realise what they’re doing, and they can win the war in one fell swoop.”

“We’re not defenceless here, are we?”  Speaker Octavos Tallyman looked around the table, as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  “Why have we been spending money on the navy if it can’t protect us?”

“They have enough mobile firepower to either take the high orbitals or simply trash the entire system,” Admiral Glass said, curtly.  “Either they take the planet, in which case we will have no choice but to surrender, or they prevent us from being able to continue the war.  Either way, they win.”

“So ... what are our options?”  Richard Hawthorne sounded stunned.  “Fight to the death or sell out for the best terms we can get?”

Abraham kept his thoughts to himself as the table descended into chaos.  He’d worked hard for humanity’s independence.  The thought of running up the white flag and surrendering was unthinkable.  He knew how the Pashtali treated their subjects.  Humanity couldn’t hope for a future beyond slavery and sepoys, working or fighting for another set of alien masters.  It really was unthinkable.  And yet ... the balance of power was firmly on the enemy’s side.  He couldn’t ignore the simple fact it might be time to bargain while they still had something to bargain with.

He looked at Admiral Glass.  “Admiral, how badly did Admiral Morris hurt them before he was overwhelmed?”

“Unknown.”  Admiral Glass shook his head.  “I can’t believe the Pashtali could wipe him out effortlessly, not without taking losses of their own, but if they brought their entire fleet to bear against him he would have been destroyed quickly and brutally.  We simply don’t know what happened, beyond the vague reports from our friends and the communications silence that seems to have settled over the occupied zone.”

“We don’t know,” Abraham mused.  The argument was still going on.  “If we fight, what are our chances?”

“Poor.”  Admiral Glass didn’t mince words.  “We have emergency programs to snatch up every civilian ship in the sector and outfit them with weapons, hoping to turn them into makeshift warships, but they won’t last long.  The Pashtali will go through them like a hot knife through butter.  That said ... we do have two advantages.  We can make a stand at the crossroads, giving us our main chance to bleed them, and they cannot afford to take too many losses themselves.  Their enemies won’t hesitate to take advantage of their sudden weakness.”

“You’re relying on the Galactics to put a knife in their backs,” Tallyman pointed out.  “It seems a faint hope to me.”

“We cannot beat them in open combat,” Admiral Glass said, flatly.  “However, we can bleed them - and, as they’re not the most popular people in the known galaxy, they have to be aware of the dangers of bleeding themselves white while they beat us to death.  I don’t expect the Galactics to come to our rescue.  I do expect them to act in their own interests,”

Abraham tapped the table, silencing the argument.  “We have two options,” he said.  “We can declare a state of emergency and prepare to fight, in hopes of either convincing the Pashtali not to press matters or hurting them badly enough to let someone else crush them.  We might have to cede the occupied zone, as we will have lost control of it whatever happens, but we will survive.  Or ...”

He paused, letting his words hang in the air.  “We can contact the Pashtali now, through the good offices of one of the other Galactics, and offer to come to terms.”

“The Pashtali would see it as a sign of weakness,” Hawthorne said.

“They’d be right,” Tallyman snapped.

“They would presumably see the advantages of winning without a fight,” Hawthorne said, ignoring him.  “However, they might demand something we cannot afford to surrender, or even terms that may seem favourable, on first glance, but keep us from rebuilding and renegotiating the terms at a later date.  And even if we try to open discussions, they will probably demand we stand our forces down while talks are underway.”

“There’s a point,” Tallyman said.  “Can they sustain a long-term offensive towards us?”

“The logistics will be a headache,” Admiral Glass said.  “Given time, we could organise raids to hit their supply lines and cripple their fighting forces.  However, they’d presumably had years to draw up their plans and figure out ways to overcome their logistical issues.  For all we know, they have already prepositioned freighters and supply depots within our territory.”

He ran his hand through his thinning hair.  “Practically speaking, the longer we hold out, the greater the chance their supply lines will collapse under the strain of maintaining the offensive.  But I wouldn’t care to count on it.”

“There’s another option,” Nancy Middleton said.  “We can contact the Alphans and appeal for reinstatement into their empire.”

Abraham blinked.  “Are you serious?”

“Yes.”  Nancy met his eyes evenly.  “If we have a choice between returning to one empire or joining another, one known for treating its subjects like cattle, I think the choice is fairly clear.”

“The Pashtali would not take it calmly,” Hawthorne warned.  “And the Alphans themselves wouldn’t be keen on risking war with a peer power.”

“The Pashtali are not their peers,” Nancy snapped.

“Nor were the Lupines, and they came very close to defeating the Alphans in open battle,” Admiral Glass said.  “I can see the appeal, but there are some practical problems.  The storm is not going away anytime soon.  It will take time for the Alphans to move a fleet of warcruisers into our territory and, if they try to deter the Pashtali before they are in position, the Pashtali may assume they’re bluffing.  At that point, they’ll attack and the Alphans will have to decide if they actually are bluffing.”

Abraham sucked in his breath.  “And they’re not keen on becoming involved in galactic affairs again,” he said.  “They might simply turn us down flat.”

He looked from face to face, silently gauging opinion.  It wasn’t a call he could make alone.  The First Speaker wasn’t a dictator ... in hindsight, he reflected with a flicker of cold amusement, they should have spent more time trying to determine what a First Speaker’s powers were, rather than leave them vague.  The Alphans hadn’t wanted to suggest the First Speaker was somehow equal to the Viceroy, which left the post rather unfettered once the Viceroy was gone.  And that meant that a powerful and determined man could turn it into a dictatorship.

Not today, he told himself.  Perhaps not ever.

“We fight or we surrender,” he said, before the argument could break out again.  “Or we can try to do both - we can prepare to fight, while trying to negotiate terms.  What do you say?”

He listened as the debate ran around the table.  A sizable number of his councillors wanted to fight to the death, even though it might mean the end of humanity as an independent power ... perhaps the end of humanity completely, if the Pashtali were bent on genocide.  Others were more inclined to at least try to discuss terms, although none of them seemed willing to offer unconditional surrender.  Abraham gritted his teeth in frustration.  Ten more years of uninterrupted development and no one, no one at all, would have been able to push humanity around.  But they’d barely had five years before the wolf started clawing at the door.

“We prepare to fight,” he said.  “We’ll listen to what terms they offer us, for better or worse, but we won’t commit ourselves without proper guarantees.”

“There’s no longer any power enforcing peace treaties,” Hawthorne reminded him.  “They can promise whatever they like to convince us to disarm, then do what they want with us.”

“The Galactics would know they went back on their word,” Nancy countered.  “Even if they don’t care for us personally, they’d fear what lies the Pashtali might tell them.”

Abraham wasn’t so sure.  He’d been in interstellar politics long enough to know the Galactics looked down on races that hadn’t managed to get into space themselves - to stay - before the expanding wave front of galactic civilisation washed over their star system.  Earth had come in for special contempt for having the technology but not the will to settle their moon, let alone the rest of the solar system.  The Galactics might not give a damn about broken promises, when they were made to a child-like race.  They wouldn’t intervene as long as the Pashtali didn’t try it on someone important.

He dismissed the thought.  “I’ll announce the state of emergency this afternoon,” he said.  “Admiral, start kicking the defensive plans into high gear.  If they’re going to take our homeworld and reduce us to slaves, we’re going to make damn sure they pay for it.”

“Understood,” Admiral Glass said.

Abraham stood.  “Good luck to us all,” he said, bringing the meeting to an end.  “We’ll reconvene when we hear something.”

He headed to his office, feeling the weight of responsibility on his shoulders.  It had been so easy, once upon a time, to believe independence would bring nothing but sunshine and rainbows.  He’d never really considered that humanity would be cast adrift on a sea of troubles, let alone left to stand alone against a monstrous enemy.  He wondered, numbly, if the inhuman nature of the enemy would make things worse.  The Alphans had been humanoid, very akin to humanity even though they would have denied it.  The Pashtali were anything but.

They can talk to us, he told himself.  They’d learnt to use and exploit galactic law.  They may not be humanoid, but they’re not beyond our understanding.

“Sir,” Rachael Grant said, as he entered his office.  “I have your speech drafted for you.”

“Good.”  Abraham took the datapad and skimmed it.  “Inform the media that I will be speaking one hour from now.”

“Yes, sir,” Rachael said.

Abraham smiled, coldly, as he sat at his desk and forced himself to clear his head and think.  Rumours would be getting out now, if they hadn’t already.  There was no avoiding it.  The simple fact the government had informed the media the First Speaker would be making a speech on all channels, rather than just the news services devoted to politics, would add fuel to the fire.  It was just a matter of time before panic set in, before the population started buying everything they could or trying to get out of the cities.  None of them would forget that the last invasion had started with demonstration strikes on capital cities, just to make it clear Earth now had new masters.  The PDCs were tough - Earth hadn’t had any out-atmosphere defences five hundred years ago - but they’d never been tested.  Earth would fear the worst.

And they might be right, he told himself.

He waited, wishing there was something he could do.  The military, police and emergency forces were going on high alert.  Reservists - the ones who hadn’t already been recalled - were being summoned to the colours, starship owners were being informed their ships were being requisitioned to fight in the front lines.  That would put the cat amongst the pigeons, even though the vast majority of human-flagged ships had been bought with government loans that would allow them to be recalled if necessary.  He could easily see freighter captains getting wind of what was coming and skipping orbit before it was too late, or rich owners filing suit to keep their private yachts from being converted into warships.  It was going to be one hell of a mess.

Rachael returned.  “Sir, the media crew is ready for you.”

Abraham nodded and stood, allowing her to lead him to the mock office.  It had struck him as absurd, years ago, to have an office designed more for being photogenic than anything else, but it was yet another thing he hadn’t had time to change.  Perhaps the office’s design - the consultants insisted it conveyed a sense of calm resolution - would help to convince the public the government knew what it was doing.  He tried not to snort at the thought as he sat in the uncomfortable chair, designed to make him sit upright rather than make him comfortable.  The government thought it knew what it was doing, but there were always unknown unknowns that threw even the best-laid plans hopelessly off-track.  All they could do was adapt, react, and take everything as it came.

He calmed himself and looked right into the camera.  “My fellow humans,” he said.  He’d grown used to giving speeches, but none of his past speeches were as important as this.  “It is my sad duty to inform you that the situation within the occupied zone has become immeasurably worse.  Our forces have been attacked and destroyed.  We have lost contact with the remainder of the sector.  And we believe it is only a matter of time before we are attacked here.”

His words hung in the air for a long, cold second.  He’d wanted to be a little more precise, to outline precisely how much tonnage had been lost, but it would lead to panic or defeatism or both.  Admiral Morris had been a war hero.  His death would damage morale at the worst possible time, to say the least.  Better to leave the speech a little vague.  The details could be filled in later, once they knew what was happening.

“These are heavy blows.  There is no way to deny that we have taken a beating.  But we will not surrender.  We will not give in to forces that want to crush our independence and reduce us, at best, to client status again.  Instead, we will prepare to fight.  We will make them regret the day they chose to invade our space, kill our people and threaten our independence.

“By order of the government, martial law is declared right across the solar system.  All service and emergency personnel, active duty or reservists, are ordered to report to their local stations, if they haven’t already.  All others are urged to remain at home and wait for emergency announcements.  All non-essential facilities, including schools and businesses unconnected to the war effort, will be closed.  If you have any doubt about your status, please remain at home.

“There are dark days ahead.  There will be confusion and shortages and, sad to say, people taking advantage of the chaos for their own purposes.  Worse, our system - our homeworld - may be invaded.  There may be alien forces capturing the high orbitals and laying siege to our world, or landing on our surface in a desperate attempt to knock us out of the war.  We may find ourselves on the brink of defeat.  Humanity stands alone.

“But I say to you, humanity will rise to the challenge,” he finished.  “We will survive.  We will prosper.  And, as long as a single human remains alive, we will never give in.”

Strong words, he thought, as the recording came to an end.  Now, all we have to do is live up to them.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven


James Bond, Gammon System
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“Tell me,” Captain Thomas Anderson said.  “Who was it who bitched about it being déjà vu all over again?”

Commander Sarah Anderson  - his XO and wife - didn’t look up from her console as James Bond made her slow way towards the crossroads.  “Probably someone from before the invasion,” she said.  “And probably someone who didn’t know what was coming.”

Thomas could hardly disagree.  They’d been coming and going from the Gammon System for over a decade, keeping an eye on the semi-independent system for the EIS even before it became more than a subsidy of Alphan Intelligence.  It was right on the border between human space and the former Vultek Hegemony and, given that it had never been part of the latter, it hadn’t really been annexed by humanity.  The Vulteks had cruised through the system threateningly, before and during the war, but they’d never tried to impose their authority on the locals.  Thomas was sure that would have changed, if they’d won the war.  But they’d lost.

He cursed under his breath as the freighter’s display continued to update.  Admiral Glass’s encrypted message had been sent well before the First Speaker had addressed Earth, and the rest of the galaxy, but he’d barely managed to download the former before the latter blasted across the system, leaving chaos in its wake.  No one expected Gammon to be spared, when - if - the Pashtali arrived.  The Vulteks might have hesitated to risk irritating the Alphans, back when they’d patrolled the sector, but the Pashtali were a different story.  They had every interest in taking control of the three crossroads within the system, if not the settlements themselves.  The locals didn’t seem inclined to wait and see what happened, when the Pashtali arrived.  They were taking ship and fleeing in all directions.  

“Wesley is out there somewhere,” Ginny, his daughter, said.  “Do you think he’s alive?”

Thomas kept his face blank with an effort.  Wesley - his eldest son - had rebelled against him by joining the Solar Marines, rather than marrying into another family-owned freighter or trying to purchase a freighter for himself.  Thomas didn’t pretend to understand it.  Wesley was a bright young man, with enough experience and skill to write his own ticket.  There’d certainly been no shortage of freighter captains and crewmen offering to open negotiations for him, from simple contracts to lifelong marriages.  And yet, Wesley had decided to leave the community altogether.  Thomas would have understood if Wesley had wanted to join the navy - experience in engineering or command would have been very useful, when he rejoined the spacers - but the groundpounders?  What sort of life was that?

“I hope so,” he said, keeping his fears off his face.  He loved his son, even though he’d never been very good at showing it.  “I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

He ignored his daughter’s scowl as he turned his attention back to the in-system display.  Hundreds of ships were clearly visible, the vast majority heading to the crossroads in a bid to find safety in multispace.  A handful that had popped into the system were reversing course and heading back out again, breaking their contracts before the invaders broke their ships permanently.  Thomas wondered, idly, how many of the traders would wind up in real trouble if the feared invasion never materialised.  Interstellar contracts were written with a great deal of flexibility in mind - ironclad timetables were the stuff of dreams, composed by people with no experience of interplanetary travel - but there were limits.  The freighter crews would be hit with all sorts of charges, if they failed to deliver their cargos.  They’d probably be praying the invasion force arrived as soon as they crossed the tramline and escaped, allowing them to argue they’d actually saved their cargoes.

And if the invasion force doesn’t arrive in time to ensure they couldn’t get in, unload and get out again, they’ll be in deep shit, he thought.  None of the buyers are going to be very understanding.

“Sarah, hold us here and go doggo,” he ordered.  “Ginny, establish a laser link to the orbital transmitter.”

“Got it,” Sarah said.  She didn’t sound very happy, but she’d always been of two minds about their work for the EIS.  James Bond ... even the ship’s name was a giveaway, although most aliens wouldn’t know the difference between James Bond and Austin Powers.  The books had never really been popular after the invasion and certainly had never appealed to aliens.  “Do you think they’ll come through the system?”

Thomas shrugged.  “It is on the least-time course to Earth.”

He remembered the message and frowned.  Admiral Glass seemed to believe the Pashtali intended to invade Earth.  Thomas wasn’t so sure.  They’d be sending dozens of ships - at the very least - hundreds of light years from their core systems, risking direct intervention from the Alphans as well as losses to the not-inconsiderable force the human race had built up over the last five years.  The storm interfering with travel between Earth and Alphan Prime wouldn’t last forever.  It might be smarter for them to finish taking over the occupied zone and then declare victory while they were ahead.  Galactic Law would be on their side.  They could win without firing a shot.

Another shot, he corrected himself.  And they may think there’s no way we’d let them get away with butchering so many of our spacers.

The hours ticked by, slowly becoming days.  Thomas spent his time on the bridge, when he wasn’t sleeping; he cursed, savagely, his failure to arrange for more crew.  It didn’t matter normally - James Bond didn’t have to turn a profit to keep operating - but now it was a pain in the ass.  It wasn’t as if he couldn’t arrange to hire military or intelligence reservists, the kind of people who wouldn’t view him as a traitor for daring to think - horror of horrors - that the EIS might not be completely in the wrong, when it interacted with the independent trader community.  He understood their feelings - and they weren’t entirely unjustified - but the EIS did a lot of good work, too.  He’d just have to ensure that whoever he hired understood there were more important things than catching captains who smuggled or skimped on maintenance to avoid paying for repairs.

Although the latter do tend to get themselves killed, when they really cross the line, he thought, with a flicker of dark amusement.  Some systems could be left untouched until they broke; some had to be kept in tip-top condition or the entire ship would break with them.  But a captain who knew what he was doing would know what he could get away with.

Sarah glanced at him.  “Next time, why don’t we do some work on the other side of the galaxy?  I’m sure there must be something interesting happening there.”

Thomas had to smile.  He’d been thinking about heading further away from Earth for years.  The thought of packing his ship with trade goods and heading into the unknown was quite appealing.  And yet ... he knew his duty.  He owed the EIS.  Besides, galactic society was going through a very rough patch.  The further they went from Earth, the greater the chance they’d be extremely unwelcome and ...

The console bleeped.  “Report!”

“Nine major contacts, popping out of Crossroads Three,” Sarah said.  There was a hint of irritation in her tone.  She knew he was the captain, when they were in deep space, but she was also his wife and an equal.  It wasn’t easy to balance the roles.  “I can’t get much with the passive sensors, beyond their presence ...”

She paused as the display flared with light.  “They just brought active sensors online,” she added.  “There’s at least forty ships, all warships, coming out of the crossroads.  Their power curves suggest they’re not even trying to hide.”

Thomas frowned in confusion.  The Pashtali - it had to be the Pashtali - could have concealed their forces with ease, even if they’d felt they had no choice but to slip back into realspace rather than sneaking through multispace.  The latter would add an extra week to their journey, yet it would have made it harder for humanity to notice them before they popped into the Sol System and opened fire.  Did they not care about being detected?  Humanity had teeth.  They had to be aware they’d get bitten.

He sucked in his breath.  The majority of the enemy fleet was heading straight towards Crossroads One, active sensors pumping out so much energy it was unlikely they’d miss so much as a single passive sensor platform.  They were probably afraid of running into a minefield, he figured, although they’d been no time to emplace one - as he’d done in the last war - before time had run out.  Two squadrons of enemy starships were heading straight to Gammon itself, scattering the remaining ships within the system as they broadcast instructions to halt and prepare to be boarded.  Thomas was fairly sure most of the civilian ships were going to ignore them.  The best they could hope for was being held in a POW camp, while the Pashtali pressed their ships into service to support their drive on Earth.

“Ginny, laser a standard alert signal to the transmitter, then follow up with our encrypted sensor logs,” Thomas ordered.  They didn’t have much time before the transmitter was captured or destroyed.  The Pashtali wouldn’t leave it alone.  They had to know their presence would be reported to Earth, that watching eyes within the system would keep track of their every move.  “Keep updating until we lose the laser link.”

“Aye, sir.”

Thomas keyed his console, bringing the drives online.  It was probably a waste of time - James Bond was fast, but not fast enough to outrun a warship - yet he had no intention of just sitting patiently in space and just waiting to be hit.  The Pashtali shouldn’t be able to see them - they weren’t blocking their way - but he didn’t want to take chances.  They wouldn’t either.  They’d put a missile in his hull and then probe the expanding cloud of debris to see what they’d hit.  If they even bothered to look ...

His eyes followed the alien fleet as it thundered past, his analysis software quietly comparing the sensor readings to the warbook’s files.  The Pashtali had been busy.  Fifteen heavy battleships that were alarmingly close to warcruisers for his peace of mind, flanked by nearly a hundred heavy and light cruisers.  No carriers, as far as he could tell, but that was meaningless.  The Alphans hadn’t built specialised carriers, at least at first, and the Pashtali could easily have copied their concepts.  Or ... they might not have starfighters.  It was odd - there was no reason they couldn’t have pressed Vulteks into service as starfighter pilots - but it was hardly the first time he’d seen aliens make inexplicable decisions.  He shook his head as the display continued to update, warning icons flashing up to alert him the enemy fleet was flying so tightly together that it was hard to be sure they were seeing all the ships.  The more powerful vessels could easily be concealing their weaker - or cloaked - comrades.  There was just too much sensor distortion for his sensors, the best they’d been able to obtain, to pick out every individual ship.

“Dad.”  Ginny sounded nervous.  “They’ll be in missile range of the transmitter in five minutes.”

“Keep signalling until we lose the transmitter,” Thomas ordered.  “Earth has to be informed.”

He cursed under his breath.  No wonder groundpounders didn’t understand the realities of life in space.  They could send a message halfway across the galaxy in seconds, but it could take hours to get a message from Earth to Pluto.  It took twenty minutes for a signal to go from James Bond to the transmitter, which meant that Earth would be permanently twenty minutes out of date.  He tried to tell himself it wouldn’t matter - the important detail was that the fleet had been sighted and that was already on its way to Earth - but it still felt like a failure.  Perhaps it would have been wiser to stay closer to the transmitter to cut down the time delay to the bare minimum.

And increase the risk of being detected to unacceptable levels, he reminded himself.  There are always tradeoffs in intelligence work.

He silently saluted Admiral Glass for making the right call, even though he wished the admiral had been wrong.  The Pashtali had copied humanity’s warfighting concepts and put them to work on a far larger scale.  It was weirdly flattering, although he would have preferred to have them disdain human concepts in favour of other - older - ideas.  His lips twitched at the thought.  No doubt the Pashtali would never admit to being influenced by humanity.  They’d probably argue the reverse was true.

A great idea of theirs we thought of.  The thought made him smile.  What a brilliant idea!

“Captain,” Ginny said.  “The transmitter is gone.”

“Gone?”  Thomas blinked.  “Did they destroy it?”

“I’m not sure,” Ginny said.  “But we lost the communications link.”

Thomas nodded.  He wouldn’t put destroying an FTL transmitter past the Pashtali - they could easily afford to replace it if they won the war; if they lost, they’d have other problems anyway - but it didn’t matter precisely what had happened.  The important detail was that they were no longer in touch with Earth.  He glanced at the display, silently gauging how much had been sent before time ran out, then shook his head.  They’d done all they could.  It was time to run and hide.

“Sarah, take us to the first waypoint,” he ordered.  “Ginny, take the sensors and maintain a close watch on our surroundings.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Thomas leaned forward as James Bond started to move.  Laser transmissions were supposed to be undetectable, unless one accidentally crossed the pinpoint beam, but there was no way to be sure.  A small enemy fleet had been orbiting far too close to the beam’s destination.  The odds were still in their favour, but there was no point in taking chances.  The enemy could have deduced their rough location - they’d had to be somewhere along the laser beam - and sent cloaked ships to find and kill them.  The Pashtali wouldn’t want watching eyes within the system, particularly if they intended to keep the crossroads closed.  He had a feeling they were going to be disappointed.  There were so many hidden settlements within the system that it would take years, at best, to locate and destroy them all.

“There’s no hint of unseen eyes,” Ginny said.  “They may not have noticed our transmission.”

“Keep your eyes peeled,” Thomas ordered, curtly.  “It’ll just take one destroyer to ruin our day.”

He kept a wary eye on the sensor display as the enemy fleet reached the crossroads and plunged inside, without so much as taking the time to check for mines or lurking ambushers first.  Thomas didn't like the implications.  Few star nations would willingly lay mines in such a location, at least until open war broke out, but the Pashtali shouldn’t have been taking chances.  It spoke volumes about their confidence - and their determination to reach Earth quickly - that they weren’t taking the obvious precautions.  Thomas tried to imagine the enemy fleet running straight into a minefield and getting blown to bits, but he knew it wasn’t going to happen.  There was no minefield.  The Pashtali either knew it or they were prepared to gamble.  

They might have had the system under observation too, he thought.  It wasn’t impossible.  The Pashtali didn’t have a free trading system - as far as outsiders could tell, they just had a cluster of interstellar shipping corporations - but their clients were spread far and wide.  One or more of the freighters within the system could be an alien James Bond.  He wondered, idly, what his counterpart would be like, then dismissed the idea as silly.  If they were preparing this plan ever since the last war, they could have seeded the entire system with recon platforms.

“Captain,” Sarah said.  “We’re coming up on the first waypoint.”

“Hold us here.”  Thomas had contingency plans, but most of them depended on waiting and seeing what the alien fleet did.  If they blocked the crossroads, James Bond was unlikely to be able to escape.  “Ginny?”

“No contacts,” Ginny said.  There was a faint quiver in her voice.  She’d been in tight corners before, but none quite so ... dangerous.  “Hostile or ... or otherwise.”

Thomas nodded.  A human system would be crammed with potential allies.  The spacers and asteroid miners would have banded together against a common foe.  Here ... he wasn’t so sure.  The humans would fight for their fellows, he thought, but the aliens would either fight for the Pashtali or try to remain neutral.  They might assume they’d be able to go home if the system remained in unfriendly hands.  Thomas suspected it would.  The Pashtali had every reason to keep Gammon and there was no one who could push them back out.  And, if they were smart, they’d let everyone else go.  There was nothing to be gained by picking a fight with the rest of the galaxy when they could get what they wanted by a minor concession.  

“We’ll wait,” he said.  He watched the last of the onrushing fleet vanish, leaving only a handful of cruisers to hold the system.  They’d remain still, watching and waiting until they knew how things were going to be.  At worst ... they might have to take passage on an alien ship in a bid to get past the blockade.  “It’s all we can do.”
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Chapter Twenty-Eight


Sol Crossroads, Sol System
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Admiral Adam Glass stood on the flag bridge of ESS Invincible and studied the display.  Nearly every warship - and civilian vessel - the Solar Navy had been able to scrape up was holding position near the crossroads, flanked by missile pods and one-shot energy buoys that should be capable of burning through even the strongest starship armour and turning the ship’s innards to liquid.  It was a formidable force and yet ... he would have been happier if he’d been allowed to lay mines on the crossroads.  Galactic Law frowned on laying minefields, even during wartime.  Earth’s government seemed hesitant to take that final plunge.

The diplomats are hard at work, he reflected, sarcastically.  We don’t want to make life harder for them.

The thought irked him.  Adam knew how galactic society worked.  The strong did as they wished.  The weak suffered what they must.  All the fancy talk about maintaining galactic civilisation was intended to keep the powerful in power.  It wasn’t the lesser races that had cause to fear mines, but the strong and powerful star nations that feared the loss of the fleets that secured their power.  The Pashtali were formidable and no one wanted to pick a fight with them, certainly not over Earth.  

He tried to keep the frustration from showing in his voice as he directed starships and squadrons into position.  He’d spent all but the last five years of his career in alien service.  He wasn’t the only one.  And yet, it was hard to keep from feeling resentment at how quickly they’d been abandoned.  It hurt to realise that, in the end, the Alphans hadn’t really cared.  There was no point in asking to rejoin the empire.  It wasn’t going to happen.

His face tightened as he brought up the starchart.  James Bond had spotted the alien fleet at Gammon, five days ago.  The Pashtali hadn’t tried to hide, something that bothered him.  They could have gotten a great deal closer to Earth without being detected, if they’d wished.  It made no sense.  They’d gone to quite a bit of trouble to conceal what they were doing in the occupied zone - Adam knew he’d been lucky they’d been tipped off about the first battle - and yet ... he didn’t like it.  The analysts thought the Pashtali had assumed Earth didn’t know what had happened to Admiral Morris - and therefore hadn’t worried about detection because Earth would have only five days to get ready before their fleet arrived - but Adam wasn’t so sure.  It was easy to come up with cunning plans, harder to put them into practice.  What were the Pashtali doing?

They have to come at us through the crossroads, he thought.  One advantage of martial law was that the crossroads had been sealed to outbound traffic and that the FTL transmitter had been taken into military hands.  And we’ll never have a better chance to stop them.

He frowned.  It was a curious quirk of interstellar travel, he had often reflected, that the crossroads were largely invisible to the naked eye.  There were occasional burst of high-energy particles as debris and dust fell through the crossroads and blasted into realspace, but - absent a particularly violent surge - there was nothing to see.  It was no real surprise that Earth’s pre-invasion astronomers had failed to deduce the crossroad’s existence, let alone work out what it was.  The Alphans claimed they’d figured it out instantly, as did several other Galactics, but Adam was sure they were being economical with the truth.  It had certainly taken them quite some time to figure out how to use the crossroads and traverse multispace safely.

Or at least safely enough to get from star to star without getting lost, he thought.  If navigating is difficult now, what must it have been like back then?

He frowned, again.  The Sol Crossroads wasn’t small.  There’d never seemed any point in setting up vast networks of orbital fortresses and weapons platforms, not when a capable foe could simply evade them, but ... there was just something odd about the enemy plans.  What was he missing?  They might intend to rush the crossroads, but ... they’d take heavy losses.  Adam had worked hard to get as many ships into position as possible, in hopes the astrography would tip the odds in his favour.  The Pashtali would be disorientated when they burst through the crossroads.  He’d have a chance to give them a bloody nose.  And they had to know it.

They’re up to something, he thought.  But what?

His aide looked up.  “Admiral, Barker just made transit,” he said.  “She’s reporting a major enemy fleet traversing the threadline.”

“Bring the fleet to combat stations,” Adam ordered.  They had minutes, at best.  “Inform all ships.  Earth expects everyone will do their duty.”

“Aye, sir.”

Adam sat in his chair and braced himself, wondering if it would be his last battle.  He should have retired years ago, or left Admiral Morris in his chair and taken command of Second Fleet himself.  Admiral Morris wouldn’t have been pleased - Adam wouldn’t have, when he’d been that age - but he might have made a better choice for home defence.  Adam had done everything in his power to keep things moving, yet ...

He studied the display, frowning as the seconds ticked away.  The enemy should have started transit by now.  Did they think they had to clear a minefield?  Or ... or what?  Were they aware of the trap?  Were they planning to lay siege to the far side, to lock up the Solar Navy without fighting?  It wasn’t impossible.  They’d certainly win themselves time to finish occupying the other worlds before turning their attention back to Earth.

They sent too many ships, he mused.  The report from James Bond was very clear.  The analysts were certain the ships were real, rather than cunning sensor decoys.  Earth has to be their target.  There’s nothing else in the sector worth the effort.

“Admiral,” his aide said.  “Commodore Lütjens sends his compliments, sir, and asks how long we have to remain at battlestations.”

Being on the reserve list clearly did nothing for his discipline, Adam thought.  It was uncharitable, but he found himself unable to care.  The enemy might be stalling in hopes we’ll lose our edge.

He didn’t blame Lütjens for his concerns.  No military formation, certainly not one partly composed of reservists who’d been rushed back to the colours, could remain on alert indefinitely.  They’d start to lose their edge quickly, then start either firing at shadows or ignoring incoming contacts until it was too late.  The wear and tear on the equipment was going to take weeks to repair, if they were lucky.  Perhaps that was the enemy plan.  Force the human defenders to go on alert, then just wait for time to weaken the fleet until it was too late ...

“Admiral!”  Red icons appeared on the display, between the crossroads and Earth.  “Gravity surges!  Massive gravity surges!”

Adam blinked.  What the hell?

He opened his mouth, then froze as the pieces fell into place.  He’d wondered how Admiral Morris had been trapped and destroyed.  Admiral Morris was - had been - a hard-charging officer who’d marched to the sound of the guns, but he wasn’t stupid.  He wouldn’t let himself be cut off from the crossroads ... 

Unless the enemy fleet dropped out of multispace without a crossroads, he thought.  It was hard to think clearly, even as the first enemy icons flared into existence.  We knew it was just a matter of time before someone else mastered the trick ...

He put the thought aside.  They’d been conned.  The enemy fleet now had the choice between trying to pin the human ships against the crossroads or heading straight for Earth, forcing him to decide if he should engage when the odds favoured the enemy or risk letting them have unimpeded access to the homeworld.  His mind spun in circles.  Why hadn’t they realised what was coming?  The Pashtali had let themselves be seen in a bid to lure his fleet out of position!

Later, he told himself.  We’ll consider our mistakes after the battle.

“Fleet orders,” he said.  “Squadrons one through ten are to form up on the flag and prepare for a long-range missile engagement.  All other units are to make their way to the shipyards and take up defensive positions there.”

“Aye, sir.”

Adam keyed his console, sending a hasty update to Earth.  It was going to be an utter disaster if the enemy took control of the high orbitals.  The PDCs were tough, but they weren’t enough to keep the enemy from landing troops and assaulting them from the ground.  He hoped the groundpounders were ready to fight, although he feared for the worst.  The civilian population had the right to bear arms - it was one of the first acts passed by the post-independence government - but relatively few of them had ever been in the military.  

We didn’t plan for a long, drawn-out invasion, he thought, grimly.  We assumed we’d have to fight an insurgency after we lost the war.

He leaned forward.  “Advance.”

“Aye, Admiral.”

Adam watched as the fleet picked up speed, heading towards the enemy fleet.  The Pashtali seemed more intent on Earth than the Solar Navy, something that suggested they didn’t expect to have to fight.  He didn’t like the implications.  The Pashtali could blast the orbital installations - the fabricators, the industrial nodes, the cloudscoops and power stations - and then withdraw, confident the Solar Navy would wither and die on the vine.  And they’d be right.

“Admiral, signal from Earth,” his aide said.  “The orbital defences are scrambling.”

“Noted.”  Adam had no doubt the starfighters - and the lunar fortresses - would do what they could, but the enemy fleet was just too powerful.  “Inform me when we enter missile range.”

“Aye, sir.”

His eyes narrowed as the seconds ticked away.  The enemy fleet was pacing itself, making him work to close the range.  Good thinking on their part, he acknowledged grudgingly.  His fleet couldn’t afford to redline the drives to catch up, not when half his fleet was dangerously outdated.  He briefly considered allowing the enemy fleet to keep the distance open, ensuring he’d catch up when the fleet reached Earth, but that would mean exposing the planet to missiles flying in its general direction.  A single hit would do immense damage.  He dared not take the risk.

They could have dropped out of multispace a great deal closer to the crossroads or to their target, he thought.  Why not?

“Admiral,” his aide said, breaking into his thoughts.  “We will enter missile range in five minutes.”

Adam nodded, curtly.  The range was just too wide.  Worse, the enemy would have a shorter range because his ships were chasing them, effectively impaling themselves on enemy fire.  There was nothing he could do about it either, not unless he allowed them to reach Earth before ... he snorted at his own conceit.  Allowed?  He had no way to stop them from making their way into orbit.

“Signal the fleet,” he ordered.  “Commence firing as soon as we enter effective range.”

He braced himself, half-expecting the Pashtali to open fire.  They were already within the enemy’s effective range.  But they waited - oddly - until the human ships opened fire, then returned fire with grim efficiency.  Adam felt his heart sink as the missile swarms flew past each other as they advanced to their targets.  The Pashtali missiles were dangerously advanced.  Their seeker and ECM heads were better than anything humanity had ever produced.  And if they had burners, too...

“Admiral, point defence is going active now,” his aide said.  “Primary net is up and running.  Secondary net is primed, ready to go.”

Adam nodded as the enemy missiles plunged into his point defence web.  A hail of fire lashed from his ships, picking off dozens of missiles.  The remainder kept coming ... he grimaced as he realised the Pashtali had studied the battle with Admiral Morris carefully and incorporated the lessons into their doctrine.  The humans should have killed far more missiles, not just ... he cursed as the enemy ships belched another wave of death.  His first salvo hadn’t even reached its targets yet.

He forced himself to study the display as his missiles reached the enemy fleet.  Their point defence was alarmingly good, although - he noted with some relief - they hadn’t mastered burner technology.  It was possible they had - after they’d surprised him once, he was determined not to be surprised again -  but it was unlikely.  The Alphans had scythed missiles out of space effortlessly, adding to their reputation for invincibility.  The Pashtali no longer needed to hide the weapons, if indeed they had them.  Keeping them secret now would cost them badly.

His eyes narrowed.  He’d fired nearly two thousand missiles.  Only a handful had made it through the enemy defences.  The tactical analysts were already updating the missile targeting programs, configuring them to sneak through the revealed enemy defences, but he didn’t expect much.  There was no way they could close the range any faster, ensuring the enemy had plenty of time to plan their counterattacks before opening fire.  He needed to close the range and yet he couldn’t ...

Invincible lurched as she launched her second salvo.  Adam frowned.  His fleet was taking damage, a dozen ships destroyed or damaged beyond easy repair.  The Pashtali had come alarmingly close to knocking the datanet down twice, something that would almost certainly cost the fleet its sole chance of victory.  He shook his head in irritation.  There was no real chance of victory, not now.  They needed time to think, to repair the damage and recalibrate their defences.  They had to learn from the fighting, locate the enemy weaknesses and figure out how to take advantage of them.  

“Admiral,” his aide said.  “The enemy fleet will be within attack range of Earth in ten minutes.”

Adam nodded, curtly.  Earth was bracing itself.  The handful of freighters in orbit were fleeing.  Human or alien, he didn’t know.  He didn’t blame their captains for assuming all was lost, or for thinking they might be able to get through the crossroads before it was too late.  The planetary defences were about to take one hell of a beating.  He wondered, grimly, if the Pashtali would try to capture the orbital industrials or simply blow them away.  They might be largely outdated, by their standards, but they were still useful.  If the bastards wanted to incorporate Earth into their empire, they’d presumably want to make use of the planet’s industries.

“Signal the fleet,” he ordered.  He wanted to continue the fight, but he had to keep the fleet in being.  Besides, the risk to Earth - to the homeworld - was just too great.  “We’ll reverse course and break contact in five minutes.”

“Aye, Admiral.”

The battleship shuddered again.  Adam watched her missiles lancing towards their targets and cursed under his breath.  They were doing damage - his crews had studied the enemy point defence patterns and adapted - but not enough.  And what they were doing was coming at a terrible price.  The damage was mounting rapidly.  There was no way they could keep up the pressure long enough to force the enemy to withdraw.

He glanced at the communications console, mildly amused the datanet wasn’t filling up with angry complaints.  His men were professionals.  They understood the importance of preserving the fleet.  They knew that, if they withdrew now, they’d resume the offensive at a later date.  They knew the odds would favour them, if they adapted to the new galactic order ...

... And yet, he couldn’t help thinking he’d failed.  He had failed.

They tricked us, right down the line, he thought, as the two fleets creased fire.  In hindsight, it was all too clear.  The Pashtali came out ahead whatever happened.  Maybe they’d even won.  Adam feared they’d be able to force Earth into surrender before the Solar Navy could rally, or simply smash the system, or even ... it would be easy, with so many missiles flying about, for one of the orbiting asteroids to be knocked out of orbit and sent falling to the planetary surface.  Are they so sure of victory they’ll risk committing an atrocity that will unite the galaxy against them?

The thought tormented him.  Galactic Law banned genocide - or even mass slaughter - but who would enforce it?  The Alphans?  The Galactics?  It was unlikely.  The Pashtali could simply claim it was an accident or a false flag or ... hell, they might even be right.  The risk of a catastrophic accident was just too high.  And who would bring them to account, accident or no?  There was no one left who could and would enforce the law.

He shook his head.  Right now, he had other problems.  His fleet had lost.  He was on the run, desperate to repair and rearm his ships before it was too late ...

... And, behind them, Earth lay naked and exposed to alien fire.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine


Government Bunker/High Orbit, Earth
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“Do they know we’re here?”

Abraham stood in front of the tactical display, the question echoing in his mind as the wall of red icons advanced towards Earth.  Admiral Glass had done what he could - Abraham had no doubt of it - but the Pashtali hadn’t been deterred.  They’d continued their flight, silently daring the humans to redline their drives in a desperate bid to close the range before it was too late.  And now Admiral Glass was breaking off, leaving the planet to its fate.  Abraham felt helpless, unable to intervene - even slightly - as doom descended from above.  The war might be on the verge of being lost.

“I don’t know, sir,” Evensong said.  The intelligence officer was the only other person who wasn’t sitting in front of a console, trying desperately to coordinate the defence as the alien fleet closed on Earth.  “But it’s unlikely.  There was never any public announcement of the bunker’s existence and we did all the construction work in-house, after independence.”

Abraham nodded, curtly.  A sizable percentage of Earth’s cities were already underground.  The Alphans had insisted, claiming it would help the planet to recover from humanity’s mismanagement.  Personally, Abraham suspected they’d thought underground warrens were easier to control.  The caves of steel had only grown in the years following independence, the construction work providing all the cover the government had needed to hide several military facilities and boltholes.  The Pashtali would know there was a bunker - more than one, really - but they’d have problems locating it.  And yet, it might not matter.  Given time, they could batter the planet into submission from orbit.

His eyes lingered on the constant stream of updates from the emergency services, his blood running cold as he realised how many people were dangerously exposed.  They’d drawn up contingency plans, but they seemed pitifully inadequate in the wake of a real emergency and the chaos it brought in its wake.  Panic was breaking out everywhere, with people ignoring government orders and fleeing into the countryside or criminals looting shops and stores while the police and military were distracted.  It would take years to sort out what had happened, after the aliens were beaten off.  He was dreading the days and weeks to come.

If the aliens are driven from Earth, he thought.  Right now, that seems unlikely.

He sucked in his breath as he studied the alien juggernaut.  The Pashtali were taking their time.  They weren’t even trying to hide as they bore down on their target.  He silently weighed the odds as the range continued to close, the orbital defences holding their fire until they had a better chance of hitting their targets.  The Pashtali might just be reluctant to unleash their full firepower against the high orbitals.  A missile that hit the planet would do a terrifying amount of damage, uniting the galaxy against them.  Not, Abraham suspected, that any intervention would come in time to save the human race.

His heart clenched.  He’d never felt so helpless, nor so isolated.  He’d dared to dream of humanity standing tall, taking its rightful position in the galaxy.  He had thought, when he’d won the first true election in centuries, that he could lead humanity to glory.  Instead, his position as First Speaker was almost meaningless.  There was nothing he could do to influence events any longer.  He wondered, bitterly, what the Pashtali would do with him, if humanity was forced to surrender.  The Alphans had kept the original human politicians as puppets until they’d outlived their usefulness.  Perhaps the Pashtali would do the same to him and his peers, or perhaps they’d simply shoot him out of hand.  It would suit them to brand him a war criminal and it would suit the rest of the galaxy to accept it.

The display bleeped.  “The starfighters are ready to engage,” Evensong said.  “They’ll be on their way in moments.”

Abraham said nothing as he surveyed the room.  The operators were busy, working their consoles or speaking subvocally into headsets as they prepared for the coming onslaught.  Abraham almost envied them.  They might be junior officers, unprepared for the sudden weight of responsibility that had landed on their heads, but at least they had something to do.  He could only stand and watch as the enemy fleet prepared itself to strip humanity of its freedom and turn them into slaves.  Again.  

The Galactics argue that second and third-rank races are naturally subordinate, he reminded himself, sourly.  Their victories are taken as a sign their interpretation of the way of things is true.

He ground his teeth in frustration.  Who knew how much potential had been lost, when the expanding edge of galactic society had washed across primitive worlds with primitive civilisations, bringing alien overlordship in its wake?  Who knew what those primitive worlds would have become, if their development hadn’t been cut short by their new masters?  Their lack of development hadn’t been ordained by a superior force, nor had their conquest been determined by any hint of rightness.  They’d been the victims of historical bad timing.  It was sheer bad luck none of them had managed to get into orbit before they’d been discovered.  With an ice age or two on Alphan Prime, the story would have been very different.

Our defeat is not foreordained, he thought.  There were millions of humans outside the government’s control, from large numbers of workers in the Alphan Empire to unknown numbers of smugglers and covert settlers beyond the limits of explored space.  We may lose this war.  We may lose control of our homeworld.  But as long as a handful of us remain alive, we will rebuild and return, one day, to take our revenge.

It wasn’t much, he acknowledged as green icons flashed to life on the display.  But it was all he had.

***
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“We have incoming,” Crewman Scudder snapped.

Lieutenant Gayle Porter nodded curtly as she steered the shuttle into the line of battle.  Her craft had never been intended to serve as an assault shuttle, let alone a starfighter, but Earth was desperately short of mobile units and so the navy had bolted a handful of popguns and missile pods to the shuttle’s hull.  Gayle hadn’t hesitated when the call had come for volunteers, even though she knew it was probably suicide.  The odds of surviving the next few months - at least as anything apart from an alien slave - were low.  Hell, she was a pilot with galactic-level certification.  The Pashtali would probably shoot her on the spot, when they checked her records, or drop her on the planet behind her.  It would be a fate worse than death.

She keyed her console, redlining the drives.  The civilian interlocks had been removed long ago - the pilots had resented them, demanded their removal as soon as possible - but the shuttle was still nowhere near as fast and agile as a starfighter.  The drives overloading and blowing the shuttle up, and them with it, was the least of their worries.  Their only real advantage lay in armour and she had no illusions about precisely how long the armour would hold if they strayed too close to a capital ship.  They’d be lucky if they lasted longer than a second or two.  She doubted they’d have anything like enough time to realise their impending deaths.

“Unsafe the weapons,” she said, hoping it was the proper terminology. Technically, she held a reservist’s commission, but she’d never set foot on a proper warship.  “Fire at will.”

Scudder chuckled.  She could hear the grin in his voice.  “Which one’s Will?”

Gayle rolled her eyes.  “Whichever one comes into firing range,” she said.  “He’s Will.”

“Got it.”  Scudder clicked his console.  “Hey, you want to grab a bite to eat after this?”

“Bad timing,” Gayle said, a deadpan look on her face.  “Very bad timing.”

She smiled, even though the juggernaut was growing closer to the homeworld.  Scudder really shouldn’t be asking her out, although - to be fair - the rules weren’t so harsh on civilian installations.  If they got out of it alive ... she shook her head, accepting the certainty of her own death.  There was no point in thinking about the future.  Her parents and siblings would never have a body to bury, perhaps would never know what had happened to her.  There’d been so much confusion over the past two days that she doubted the navy knew where they’d sent her, let alone when she’d gone into combat.  It would be worse for her parents, she feared.  They’d always have hope she’d been assigned to a unit that hadn’t been thrown into combat, that she might have - somehow - survived.

The enemy ships came closer, their lighter units flanking the bigger boys.  Gayle couldn’t see any starfighters, but that was meaningless.  The intelligence reports had gone back and forth on the question of enemy starfighters, while the reports from the first engagement had noted that none had been sent into combat.  Gayle hoped that was a good sign.  The human fleet had deployed starfighters and, even though each individual starfighter wasn’t that deadly, an entire wing of the tiny craft could be lethal.  It was hard to believe the enemy wouldn’t have launched their starfighters, if they had them.  The Pashtali might not be suited to fly tiny craft, but the Vulteks certainly were.

“Here they come,” Scudder said.

Gayle threw the shuttle into a lumbering evasive pattern as they flashed into the enemy formation.  The lighter units opened fire, filling space with plasma pulses and railgun pellets ... she breathed a sigh of relief as she noted the lack of shipkillers.  The Pashtali still gave a damn about interstellar opinion then, or - perhaps more likely - they were being ruthlessly pragmatic.  The chance to snatch the orbital industries intact was worth a little risk.  She heard Scudder whoop behind her as he sprayed fire towards the nearest enemy ship, although she feared it was useless.  The shuttle’s popguns wouldn’t even scratch their paint.

But it will distract them, she thought.  The missile pods in orbit were already spitting death at the alien ships.  The Pashtali point defence was overloaded.  They’d have to deal with the shuttles before they could deal with the missiles and that wasn’t going to be easy ... she wondered, idly, if they’d choose to ignore the shuttles even though they might be dangerous if they got into attack range.  There are so many targets they cannot afford to overlook.

She gritted her teeth as she risked a glance at the tactical display.  The makeshift squadron had effectively disintegrated.  Hundreds of pilots were dead, their shuttles blown apart before they knew they were under fire.  The starfighters were doing better - she saw them tear an enemy cruiser to atoms - but the enemy just kept coming.  They were already spitting kinetic projectiles towards the homeworld.  Gayle wasn’t sure what they thought they were targeting - she didn’t have time to check - but they couldn’t miss something the size of a planet.  The bombardment might be intended to demoralise the human defenders, rather than destroying them outright.  The Pashtali would probably love to take the planet’s defences intact too.

Not a chance, she told herself.  She was sure the defenders would fight to the last.  They had nothing to hope for, if the shadow of alien dominance fell over the homeworld once again.  They’ll have to pay in blood if they want our world.

A thought struck her as she dodged another plasma bolt.  “Hold fire,” she ordered.  “I’ve just had an idea.”

“You have?”  Scudder sounded too tired to tease.  “What?”

Gayle ignored him as she keyed her console, studying the sensor readings.  The orbital defences were putting out plenty of deceptive signals, trying to convince the Pashtali to waste their fire on sensor ghosts.  It was working.  The Pashtali had better sensors - if the briefing officers were to be believed - but they weren’t good enough to sort the real threats from the ghosts before it was too late.  She could see their reasoning.  Better to waste a plasma bolt on a sensor ghost, rather than discover - too late - that the ghost was very real.  And yet ... they had to choose their targets carefully.  They were too close to the planet’s defences to waste their fire on a shuttle that looked like an obvious decoy.

“Don’t fire,” she reminded him, as she took the shuttle towards her target.  “Let them think we’re harmless.”

She shut down the targeting sensors.  She didn’t need them.  Not now.  The enemy battleship was pumping out so much energy, as well as point defence fire, that passive sensors had no trouble tracking it.  Gayle braced herself, keeping a wary eye on the threat receiver even though she knew it was pointless.  If the enemy ship decided to blow them away, there’d be no warning.  They were practically at point-blank range.

“Passive sensors only,” she said, quietly.  “Target their drives.”

“Got it,” Scudder said.  “Got them, rather.”

Gayle smiled.  “Fire!”

She yanked the shuttle to one side as Scudder emptied the missile pods.  The enemy ship reacted with terrifying speed, but it was too late.  She whooped as the missiles slammed into the ship’s drives, smashing through the armour and blasting deep into the ship’s hull.  A chain of explosions ripped the enemy ship apart, chunks of debris flying in all directions.  Gayle laughed, then swore as the threat receiver lit up.  An enemy destroyer had them in her sights.  There was no hope of escape.

“Shit,” she said.  There was only one chance to hurt the enemy before it was too late.  “Hold on ...”

She launched the shuttle at the enemy ship, pushing the drives to the limits one final time.  Red lights flashed up on her display, too late.  The range closed rapidly.  The enemy destroyer opened fire; she spun her ship madly, corkscrewing around their fire as the range closed to zero.  She closed her eyes ...

Darkness.
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[image: image]


“We have alerts from multiple military bases,” Evensong said, quietly.  “The enemy has begun a long-range bombardment of Earth.”

Abraham nodded as red splotches of light flared on the display.  The Pashtali didn’t seem to be targeting civilians, not intentionally, but they’d certainly killed thousands of people in the last few minutes.  The kinetic strikes would be aimed at everything from military bases to roads and dams, everything they could use to disrupt the human defences before their troops landed.  He cursed under his breath.  The defenders were dispersed away from their bases - they’d assumed the Pashtali knew where the bases were - but the civilians weren’t so well protected.  Too many people were dead, and more were about to die.

He glanced at her.  “What about the orbital industries?”

“They’ve been left untouched, for the moment,” Evensong said.  “We expect that to change.”

“Of course,” Abraham said.  The Pashtali would want the industries intact, if possible.  They’d leave them alone until the human race surrendered, then take them.  “I think ...”

An aide ran into the chamber.  “Mr. Speaker, the Pashtali Ambassador is trying to contact you.”

Abraham winced.  “I’ll take it in my office,” he said.  “Give me a moment, then put him through.”

He braced himself as he stepped into the office.  It wasn’t really his office.  The chamber was completely depersonalised, empty save for a desk, a chair and a simple military-grade terminal.  The walls were bare, the dull metal and concrete reminding him he was in an underground bunker.  He made a mental note to have it refitted, if humanity survived the next few days.  It wouldn’t break the bank if he installed a drinks machine and a few paintings, would it?  He could even pay for them himself.

The terminal bleeped.  Abraham sucked in a breath.  The Pashtali Ambassador had remained in Spacetown, refusing to respond to human requests for discussions.  Abraham had seriously considered declaring the ambassador persona non grata, and ordering him to leave the planet, but he’d feared it was pointless.  Besides, they’d need an open channel when - if - they had to start discussing terms.

He tried not to recoil as the Pashtali appeared in front of him.  A giant multi-eyed spider ... there was something about the alien shape that scared him at a very primal level, even though he knew it was absurd.  Really, the Pashtali weren’t spiders at all.  Their evolutionary history was very different and yet ... he ground his teeth, calling on all his years of diplomatic experience.  The Pashtali probably considered humanity just as unpleasant.

The Ambassador didn’t bother with preliminaries.  “Our forces now control your high orbitals,” he said.  The voice was completely flat, suggesting the alien was using an interstellar translator.  “Your homeworld is at our mercy.  We call on you to surrender unconditionally or face bombardment.”

Abraham had expected as much.  He’d discussed it with his cabinet and military advisors.

“We deny your claim to control our system,” he said, flatly.  The Pashtali were trying to rush him.  That might be a good sign.  In his experience, anyone who tried to rush him into making a decision was not his friend.  They’d sent their fleet a long way from their core worlds.  They wanted - they needed - humanity to surrender before someone else started causing trouble for them.  “And we do not intend to surrender.”

The alien looked at him for a long moment.  “In line with Galactic Law ...”

Abraham cut him off.  He was sick of hearing about Galactic Law.  “You do not control our system,” he said.  “And until you do, we have no obligation to surrender unconditionally.”

He waited, wondering what the alien would say.  The smart thing to do would be to offer terms, perhaps terms he’d be hard-pressed to refuse, but who knew?  The aliens weren’t human.  They might have trapped themselves with their own rhetoric, if they refused to offer humanity the courtesy of being treated as equals ... or, at least, people with a say in their own affairs.

“We will force you to surrender,” the alien said, finally.  “And you will pay the price for your defiance.”
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Chapter Thirty


ESS Dauntless, Theta Sigma
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“We’re as ready as we’ll ever be,” Commodore Glen Polk said.

Naomi nodded, curtly.  She’d half-expected Commodore Polk to demand command of the fleet, on the grounds he outranked her, even though he was a logistics officer rather than a frontline combat commander.  Technically, one could even make the case he should have relieved her of overall command.  But ... he’d had the sense to keep any thoughts he had along those lines to himself.  Naomi wasn’t sure what she would have done if he’d tried to assert himself.  On one hand, he was the senior officer; on the other, his combat record was pretty much non-existent.  And the fleet was going to charge right into the teeth of enemy fire.

She took the datapad and ran her eye down the list of updates.  The fleet train’s engineers had done wonders in the last few days, transferring missiles to her fleet and patching up her damaged ships, as well as bolting additional missile launches to the fleet train’s hulls.  They couldn’t stand in a line of battle - Naomi dared not allow herself any illusions about the freighters - but they might just buy the warships more time.  She’d also commandeered every remaining interstellar-capable ship in the system, using a combination of threats and blandishments to secure them before their owners could run.  She’d have a lot of explaining to do, when the war was over, but if they won she’d probably get away with it.  Her lips twitched in dull amusement.  If they lost, she’d have other problems.

“Your people did well, Glen,” she said.  “You’ll be accompanying us back to Earth?”

“You’ll need us,” Polk said.  “And we can’t stay here.”

“No,” Naomi agreed.  The reports suggested the Pashtali hadn’t bothered to do more than disable the FTL transmitters - she was surprised they hadn’t secured a pair of bottleneck systems - but it didn’t matter.  The occupied zone was on fire.  Humanity had lost control and there was nothing she could do about it.  “Have you completed the evacuation?”

“All, but a skeleton staff,” Polk said.  “The general insisted on remaining behind.”

Naomi rubbed her forehead.  She was fairly sure General Konrad Black and his staff were, at best, going to be nothing more than helpless spectators as Theta Sigma tore itself apart.  He didn’t have anything like the firepower to do more than protect the human enclaves, not without resorting to methods that would leave humanity’s hands stained with blood.  At worst ... she considered ordering him to evacuate the rest of his command anyway, even though it would mean leaving the human and allied settlers unprotected.  The Pashtali would blow the general and his men away, the moment they took the high orbitals.  But she understood his thinking.  The Solar Navy had a duty to protect human civilians and they’d failed spectacularly.  

The Pashtali played us right down the line, she thought, sourly.  They just couldn’t lose.

She put the datapad to one side and looked up.  “We’ll depart as planned,” she said.  She would have preferred to be on her way already, but there was no point in beating feet to Earth without the firepower to do something when they arrived.  “Return to your ship.  You’ll follow us through multispace.”

“Understood.”  Polk grimaced.  “We’re pushing our life support to the limit just to keep the evacuees alive.”

“I know.”  Naomi also knew there was nothing they could do about it.  “We’ll offload them as soon as we reach a solely human world.”

If there are any left, her thoughts added.  They could have overwhelmed all of our worlds by now.

She tried not to think of the nightmare facing the evacuees.  They’d be trapped in unfamiliar - and crowded - starships.  The life support would be constantly on the brink.  The air would start to smell.  Emergency rations would give cardboard a bad name ... she wondered, grimly, why ration bars were designed to taste foul.  It wasn’t as if they couldn’t be given any flavour under the sun.  People wondered if the Alphans had no sense of taste, but she knew better.  They were epicures.

By their standards, at least, she reminded herself.  For us, their food is often unpleasant if not poisonous.

“Make sure you keep them under control,” she said, clearing her throat.  “The Marines will reinforce your crews if they run into trouble.”

“We will,” Polk said.  “Next time, we need a proper colonist-carrier.”

Naomi smiled.  It would make things a great deal easier if they could put the evacuees into suspended animation, or simply keep them asleep, until they reached their destination.  But she knew it was impossible.  They didn’t have the drugs or medical personnel to do it safely.  She’d run the numbers when they were planning the evacuation and concluded there was a very real risk of accidentally killing a few hundred people.  She might have taken the risk for herself, if she’d been in that situation, but she didn’t feel comfortable risking civilian lives.  The crews would just have to handle any trouble on the freighters, if things got out of hand.

“Next time,” she agreed.  “Good luck.”

Polk stood, saluted, and headed for the hatch.  Naomi turned her attention back to the terminal.  The analysts had pulled together a remarkably good picture of the alien fleet, from the giant battleships - and their point defence patterns - to the even larger mobile crossroads generators.  The reports suggested the generators required immense power to open a crossroads for even a few seconds, which meant ...

Target those ships and we’ll trap them in realspace, Naomi thought.  It’s worth thinking about, for the future.

She keyed her console, bringing up records of battles fought well before the human race discovered gunpowder.  The Alphans had used their advantage ruthlessly, although more sparingly than she would have expected.  She doubted they’d hoped their enemies would forget the trick existed.  The Alphans of that era had been ruthlessly pragmatic.  They would have assumed everyone would be doing everything in their power to find a way to either duplicate the trick or block it.  Or both.  There had to be limitations, she reflected, as she flicked through the records.  What were they?

Better to leave them to the analysts, she told herself.  They’ll be searching the records for clues.

She switched the terminal back to the reports and skimmed them.  Her fleet wasn’t in perfect condition - a handful of ships needed a shipyard’s attention, not makeshift repairs - but it would have to do.  She would have preferred to leave the damaged vessels behind, yet ... she told herself, firmly, she had no choice.  Right now, a damaged ship was better than nothing.  And there was little hope of finding sanctuary if they lost their independence.  The best they could hope for, from the rest of the galaxy, was being interned, her ships disarmed and her crews broken up and sent to the rim.  

Unless the Pashtali start a war with a great power, she mused.  Their new enemies might support us if we’re prepared to keep fighting.

The terminal bleeped.  It was time.

“I’m on my way,” she said.  “Bring up the drives for departure.”

She stood, wishing she had a moment to call General Black one final time.  It was hard to escape the feeling they’d never see each other again.  She wondered if she was being silly - she barely knew him - and yet, if they lost control of the core worlds, she might need him to set up a government-in-exile.  Or something.  The thought mocked her as she stepped onto the bridge.  The Pashtali would hardly tolerate a government-in-exile.  They’d be much more likely to chase her right across the galaxy.

The bridge hummed with activity.  Naomi took a moment to gather herself before she walked to her command chair.  The bridge crew had installed extra consoles and displays to allow her to coordinate the fleet as well as her ship, although she hadn’t had anything like enough time to practice.  Janet would have to effectively command Dauntless in combat, if - when - the shit hit the fan.  Her lips twitched at the thought.  If they made it through the next few weeks, she’d have problems explaining how much command experience her XO had.  Janet was not - technically - in command of the ship.

And if we’d been able to set up a flag deck, it would be a great deal easier, she thought, as she took her chair.  There’d be no room for dispute over who was in command of what.

She sighed, inwardly.  That was the least of their worries.  She’d be thrilled if she made it long enough to sit down and argue with the beancounters over the issue, because it would mean the war was over.  If not ... no one on Earth was going to give her a hard time over paperwork if Earth itself was in enemy hands, or no longer existed.  The beancounters would be dead ... or, worse, in enemy hands.  Naomi didn’t think the bureaucrats would willingly serve an alien power - she didn’t hate them quite that much - but it was astonishing what someone would do if you put a gun to their head.  And ...

Her lips twisted, again.  You spent much of your career serving an alien power ...

“Captain,” Janet said.  “All sections report ready.”

Naomi keyed her console.  They’d rebuilt the command datanet and then worked as much redundancy into the system as possible, but she was all too aware it was alarmingly weak.  She’d planned a long list of exercises in hopes of working through most of the potential problems, from losing the central datanodes to enemy jamming, yet ... she told herself, firmly, her crews would be able to handle it.  They’d planned for breaking the network down into smaller units if the central datanet collapsed under its own weight.

“All units, this is Captain Yagami,” she said.  “Assume formation and move out.”

She glanced at the helmsman.  “Take us to the crossroads, as planned.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Naomi braced herself, half-expecting a hostile fleet to come charging out of the crossroads.  Traffic had dropped sharply in the last few days as word spread across the sector.  Reports put the Pashtali everywhere, from Earth to Alphan Prime and the Andromeda Galaxy; there were certainly long-range sensor records suggesting enemy warships were prowling the sector, monitoring the chaos and readying themselves to throw fuel on the fire at opportune moments.  She had to admire the enemy plan, even though she was on the sharp end.  They didn’t need to occupy the sector to take control, which would make them responsible for bringing the chaos under control.  They just had to let all their potential enemies kill each other, then step in.

She put the thought aside as the fleet picked up speed.  She’d sent scouts into the crossroads, and they’d reported no enemy sightings, but she feared their reports were meaningless or misleading.  It was hard not to be paranoid.  The Pashtali had duplicated one Alphan trick.  How many others had they also duplicated?  Miniature FTL transmitters?  Miniature was relative, given the sheer size of the average warcruiser, but still ... what if they had far more communications flexibility than their human counterparts?  Or ... or what?  What if the Pashtali had found a way to match or even exceed the Alphans?

We’ll just have to hope for the best and prepare for the worst, she told herself.  And now ...

The drives hummed louder as the fleet headed into the crossroads.  Shudders ran though the hull as they entered multispace.  Naomi breathed a sigh of relief as no enemy ships appeared on the display.  The Pashtali could have slowed her down, perhaps even stopped her, if they’d ambushed her as she made transit.  She didn’t like the implications.  It suggested the enemy fleet was off stomping Earth, leaving her fleet to die on the vine.  The hell of it was that they might well be right.

She tapped her console.  “All units, proceed with stage two,” she ordered.  “We’ll commence exercises in one hour.”

And hope the exercises aren’t too easy, she added, silently.  She’d told the planners to be paranoid, to assume the worst, but had they been paranoid enough?  The pre-war planning had been good, based on what the planners had known at the time; it had failed, in the real world, because there were things the planners hadn’t known.  Am I going to lull my crews into a false sense of security or am I going to demoralise them or ...?

Naomi stood.  “XO, you have the bridge,” she said, as the responsibility for the entire fleet settled on her shoulders.  “I’ll be in my ready room.”

The weight on her shoulders seemed to grow heavier as the fleet progressed down the threadline, passing through a pair of crossroads in a bid to cut several days from the journey.  There was no sign of the enemy, but ... Naomi was sure they were out there, waiting.  She’d shadowed alien fleets herself, during the last war, and she knew how easy it could be to hide in a fleet’s backwash.  There could be an entire squadron of alien scouts tracking her or ... she shook her head.  The fleet was no longer keeping Theta Sigma in lockdown.  Someone could easily have sent a warning message ...

We did tell the public we were heading back to the border for revenge, she thought.  It made sense.  It was what she might have done, if she hadn’t been sure the Pashtali were heading straight for Earth.  Someone on that wretched planet will tell the Pashtali what we said we were doing.

She stared at the starchart without seeing it.  Theta Sigma leaked like a sieve.  Her story would reach the Pashtali.  But would they believe it?  She had her doubts.  The enemy would suspect something, if she was doing precisely what they wanted her to do.  Surely, they’d wonder ... and their suspicions would be confirmed, when her fleet failed to materialise along the border.  They’d fear the truth ...

The terminal bleeped.  “Captain,” Janet said.  “Long-range sensors are picking up a fleet of unknown origin.”

Very diplomatic, Naomi thought, as her heart began to race.  There were only two major powers that could send a fleet along these threadlines ... humanity and the Pashtali.  Unless it was the Alphans ... no, that wasn’t likely.  The last update from the diplomats, before the transmitters had gone dark, had cautioned her the Alphans were unlikely to intervene no matter what happened.  We might have flown straight into an ambush.

“Put the fleet on alert,” she ordered.  “I’m on my way.”

She stood and headed for the bridge.  The main display was glowing with red icons, right at the edge of sensor range.  Naomi’s eyes narrowed.  It didn’t look right.  The fleet hadn't altered course.  They should have closed the range significantly by now.  And yet ... a flicker of puzzlement ran through her as she realised the mystery fleet was keeping its distance.  It was big enough to cause real trouble ...

Or is it?  She didn’t dare believe it, but the mystery fleet was passing up the chance to give her a bloody nose.  What are they doing?

“Helm, hold our current course and speed,” she ordered.  “Tactical, launch two recon probes.”

“Aye, Captain,” Cobb said.

Naomi watched.  The range remained open.  A thrill of hope flickered through her, ruthlessly quashed before it could lead her into mindless optimism.  Had they really been lucky enough to run into the enemy resupply convoy?  Or one of them?  She doubted Earth would have gone quietly.  Admiral Glass would have fought to the last.  And that meant ... she told herself to be careful, even as the probes revealed the enemy ships were largely freighters.  There might just be a chance ...

“Helm, keep us right at the edge of detection range,” she ordered.  “Tactical, draw up a plan to board and storm those ships.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Naomi nodded as she studied the threadline chart.  The enemy ships were flying towards Gammon.  Not a good place for an ambush, particularly with her ships behind them rather than lurking in front, but it would suffice.  There was no way to be sure they hadn’t been detected - the freighters might have military-grade sensors and their escorts certainly would - yet the enemy didn’t have many options.  If they scattered, and flew off the threadline, they’d be lost within uncharted space.  If they turned to face her fleet, she’d blow them away and keep going.  Their best bet was to hope they reached Gammon before it was too late.

And we’ll have to wait until we get there, she thought.  Destroying the ships would be easy.  Taking them intact, in multispace, would be almost impossible.  But the enemy ships would have to pass through Gammon if they were going to Earth.  If they don’t know we’re here ...

She told herself, firmly, not to bet everything on the fleet not being detected.  Even keeping the range open, there was too great a chance of being detected.  Any plans that relied on taking the enemy ships intact were doomed to fail.  She had to leave those concepts until she actually won the engagement and captured the ships.  And yet ... it might not matter.  If they closed to engagement range, the enemy warships might not be able to do more than slow her down.  This time, she had the edge in firepower.  She had no intention of letting it go.  And if the enemy refused to surrender, she’d blow them away.  Their supplies would never reach their intended destination.  

This time, we can give them a kick in the pants, she thought.  And they will never forget it.
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Chapter Thirty-One


Solar City, Earth
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Flying Officer Martina Maitland prayed, to the gods she’d never been sure really existed, that the stealth coating on her aerospace fighter was as good as the techs claimed.  Sure, she’d wafted her way through entire networks of air defence sensors - everything from simple radar to hyper-sensitive gravimetric distortion arrays - but those had been exercises.  The Solar Navy hadn’t scripted the exercises - Martina’s superiors would have exploded with rage at the mere suggestion - yet she’d known the aerospace defence environment too well for her peace of mind.  She knew how the sensors worked.  She knew how their operators thought.  She knew where to put her craft to maximise her chances of getting through without being detected.

She concentrated as the neural link came to life, feeding information directly into her brain.  The world seemed to expand around her, to the point the real world appeared dull and lifeless.  Martina sucked in her breath.  Only a tiny handful of humans could take a neural link for more than a few minutes, certainly outside the lab, and only a handful of them could avoid becoming addicted.  The techs kept swearing they’d make the process less alluring, but Martina feared it was impossible.  There were days when she felt she simply couldn’t turn off the link, for fear of crashing back into the real world.  She’d suspected - before the planet had started preparing desperately for war - that she was on the verge of being retired.  The planet’s datacore monitored her as extensively as it monitored the surrounding environment.

Red alerts flashed up in her mind.  The orbital bombardment was slacking off.  The Pashtali had smashed all the obvious targets - she noted, with some amusement, that they’d missed both her makeshift base and the military barracks nearby - and now they were sending in ground troops.  Martina smiled, coldly.  The enemy shuttles were good, but - compared to her fighter - they were little more than sitting ducks.  She brought her stealth systems to maximum power, then gunned the engines.  Up close, it was possible the shuttles would detect a hint of her presence.  It would be the last thing they ever saw.

The range closed at terrifying speed.  Martina felt her lips curve into another cold smile as she triggered her guns, spitting out railgun pellets into the enemy formation.  She would have preferred plasma weapons, but there was no way to hide those from prying eyes.  The enemy fleet would have blasted her from high orbit, the moment she opened fire, and that would be that.  She’d heard the Alphans, during the invasion, had had real problems dealing with primitive weapons.  The Pashtali would hopefully have the same issues.

She noted - absently - a handful of shuttles staggering out of formation, then plummeting down as gravity took hold and pulled.  It was unlikely they could recover in time, her datacore insisted; there was little hope they’d be able to slow their fall enough to stick the landing.  Even if they did ... she put the thought aside as warnings flared in her mind.  The enemy were looking for her, sweeping the land with powerful sensors.  They might not have gotten a sniff of her - she certainly hoped they hadn’t - but they knew what they were facing.  They had stealth aerospace fighters of their own.

Martina weaved away, cursing under her breath as more shuttles - and enemy fighters - appeared in her mind.  She wasn’t too surprised, but still ... she ran a series of assessments, trying to determine if she could get in and out a second time.  The enemy craft weren’t trying to hide.  They were pumping out so many sensor pulses the groundpounders below would have no trouble taking aim at them.  Martina waited, counting down the seconds.  The kinetic projectiles hadn’t fallen close to the city, for fear of hitting the alien quarters.  Logically, the defenders should still be alive ...

Wait, she told herself.  It went against all her instincts - the skies were full of potential targets - but she needed a diversion.  Wait for your chance.  It will come.

***
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“Do not use the active seekers,” the sergeant bellowed.  “Passive seekers only!”

Private Henry Yu braced himself as he lifted the man-portable air defence missile launcher and pointed it at the sky.  He’d thought applying for the planetary militia was a good idea, when he’d started university; it would earn him credit for patriotism without putting his skin in mortal danger.  There shouldn’t have been anything to fear.  One weekend every month or so was a small price to pay for his family’s approval.  Instead ...

He tried not to shiver or look around at the nearby trees.  The sergeant had assured him they’d have time to run, once they launched their missiles, but Henry wasn’t so sure.  He was no fool.  The enemy would drop KEWs on their position and, somehow, he was sure he couldn’t get out of the blast range before it was too late.  He wished he’d dared defy his family, or that the war had waited a couple more years.  He’d planned to be in the diplomatic corps by then, perhaps even assigned to a nice and safe off-world embassy.  Instead, he was standing in defence of his homeworld.  He wished he’d thought to shoot himself in the foot or something, anything, that would get him out of the coming horror.

His hands felt sweaty as the launcher bleeped.  Its passive sensors had acquired a target in the bright blue sky.  Henry hoped it hadn’t picked up someone else’s target, a common problem when they were told not to use the local datanet.  But ... for once, he couldn’t disagree with the sergeant’s orders.  The explosions and flashes of light they’d seen, in the last few hours, were a grim reminder of what would happen if the enemy noticed them.  He was uncomfortably aware they were dangerously exposed.  The enemy might see them at any moment.

“Fire,” the sergeant ordered.

Henry pressed the trigger.  The missile rocketed into the air.  He threw the launcher to one side - it was useless now - and then turned and ran.  The rest of the platoon followed.  They had only seconds before the enemy reacted ... seconds, before they tried to kill the entire platoon.  Henry prayed desperately to the ghosts of his ancestors that they were looking out for him, that they were doing their best to protect them.  They wouldn’t want him to join them so quickly, would they?  Henry knew he was a coward.  His ancestors had fought in wars all the way back to the dawn of mankind.  They would spit on him, wouldn’t they?

He jumped and landed in the trench.  It had been so solid, a day ago, but now it was almost revoltingly fragile.  He ducked down as the remainder of the platoon joined him, an instant before the ground heaved.  The trench shuddered as the shockwave passed over their head, a tidal wave of mud crashing down on them.  He heard sounds in the distance as the shockwave smashed through the trees, tearing them from the ground and hurling them right across the field.  And ...

Henry stumbled to his feet.  Their firing position was gone.  There was nothing more than a smoking crater.  He breathed a sigh of relief, despite everything, as the sergeant started barking orders.  They had orders to fall back to the makeshift FOB, when they fired their missiles, and get instructions from there.  They’d made it ...

Sure, his own thoughts pointed out.  Will you make it out the next time?

***
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Martina flew into attack position as the ground-based missiles slammed into the enemy formation.  Dozens of shuttles exploded, others were disabled ... she noted, for her later amusement, that one of the untouched shuttles had crashed straight into another shuttle and sent both craft plummeting to the ground in flames.  She hoped the missile crews had made it out before the orbiting ships started dropping rocks on them.  It was pointless petty spite - standard MANPADs were one-shot weapons - but she supposed it served its purpose.  The crews might not survive long enough to fight again.

She switched her guns to automatic and lanced through the enemy shuttles, her datacore snapping off shot after shot.  A plasma pulse darted down from high overhead, missing her completely.  Martina cursed - there was enough disruption in the air for the orbiting eyes to get a rough sense of her location - and swooped below the remaining shuttles as her guns ran dry.  She’d killed dozens of craft, but there were hundreds still on the way.  They were soaking up the losses and carrying on.

Perhaps they’ve brought their client soldiers, she thought, as she darted back into the open air.  And they don’t care how many of them get killed.

She dismissed the thought as she sped away from the combat zone.  She’d get back to base, rearm and go out again, then again and again until she was blown out of the air or the war came to an end.  She keyed her transmitter to send a microburst update to the command network, or what was left of it, then fell into an evasive pattern for the rest of the flight home, her heart sinking as she watched the enemy shuttles continue their descent.  She’d done well.  She’d done everything right ...

... And yet, the enemy were finally setting foot on the planet she was pledged to defend.

***
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The noise of the enemy shuttles was deafening.  Lieutenant Tony Harrison covered his ears as the shuttles swooped overhead, firing their guns at anything that even looked suspicious before finally crashing down to land.  He would have felt sorry for the grunts inside if they hadn’t been coming to kill him ... he keyed his terminal, hoping and praying the landline remained intact.  The long-range guns linked to the network might just have a chance to rain shells on the shuttles before they unloaded, before they had a chance to get some point defence units up and running.  If ...

He cursed savagely as the alien shuttles opened up, the first of their vehicles coming into the light.  They were surprisingly elegant, for weapons of war; he couldn’t help thinking of them as spider-tanks, armed with weapons that swivelled in all directions.  Behind them ... his heart skipped a beat as the first alien infantry came into view.  The Pashtali really did look like spiders, he noted absently; spiders carrying weapons and wearing armour and looking ready for trouble.  He poked the terminal angrily as the horizon lit up with more bangs and flashes.  The biggest target in his sights since ... since ever and the gunners weren’t even trying to drop shells on it.  Bastards.

“We need to move,” Sergeant Kenneth said.  “They’re not leaving a single stone unturned.”

Tony nodded.  The Pashtali seemed to be flowing forward, as if they were a wave of death and destruction covering the land.  They pushed their way through trees and along roads, careful to deny any watching humans the advantages of whatever little cover there was.  Tony would have been impressed, under other circumstances.  It was obvious that aliens who bore a marked resemblance to spiders would be very aware of their surroundings at all times.

He tapped the terminal one last time, concealed a grenade underneath for when the aliens located the hideaway, then motioned for the platoon to follow.  The planners had called the target - Solar City, the capital of Earth - but there hadn’t been time to set up more than basic defensive lines.  The forces near the city were limited in what firepower they could bring to bear on their enemies, for fear of encouraging the Pashtali to bombard the city and kill the alien residents.  Tony suspected it was a waste of time - and that upholding galactic standards was pointless - but he had his orders.  Besides, the Pashtali would probably find a way to blame everything on humanity.

The sound of explosions and shooting echoed behind him as he kept moving.  The grenade must have given the aliens a fright, causing them to shoot at nothing.  Or ... it was possible other soldiers or militiamen were zeroing in on the aliens.  He hadn’t been told about any other long-range patrols, but what he didn’t know he couldn’t tell.  The Pashtali might not hesitate to force him to talk if they believed they had no choice.

He didn’t relax until he reached the first defensive strongpoint, hastily thrown together just outside Solar City.  Normally, he wouldn’t have trusted in the strongpoint to stand up to anything - the aliens could call down fire from orbit - but it might hold out for a few moments if the aliens refused to use heavy weapons.  Might ... he spoke quickly to the CO, then hastily took up positions as the first alien tanks rolled into view, heading straight for the city.  It wouldn’t be long now.

“Fire,” the CO ordered.

Tony took aim and fired as missiles slammed into the alien tanks.  He’d feared their armour would be impregnable, even to plasma-core warheads, but they went up in a series of very satisfying explosions.  The alien infantry scattered, then started their advance.  They fired as they came, moving in a recognisable pattern that almost made him smile.  They seemed to move in groups of eight, four gliding forward while the other four provided covering fire.  He shot two, then ducked as the second line of enemy tanks opened fire.  The strongpoint started to come apart as they pounded the armour from a safe distance.

“Fall back,” the CO ordered.  “Fall back!”

Tony forced himself to think as he started to run.  The contingency plans had been vague.  They dared not turn the entire city into a strongpoint, not when high-intensity urban combat would kill most of the population, human and alien alike.  They had to snipe at the enemy to slow them down as they retreated, back to RV points established past the city.  It wasn’t going to be easy ...

“This way,” Sergeant Kenneth called.  “Hurry!”
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Technically, Yasuke knew, he should have been in the bunker.  He wasn’t sure why the embassy even had a bunker - the building had been constructed well before the independence movement had been more than a minor headache - but his aides had suggested he go there anyway.  He’d declined, choosing to wait in his office and watch as the Pashtali stormed the city.  He owed it to himself, and his former subjects, to take some risks.

The news reports were terse, barely conveying any useful information.  Yasuke had access to more covert channels, including links into the human command and control datanet, but events were moving far too rapidly for the overall picture to come into view.  The Pashtali had concentrated most of their efforts on landing near Solar City, perhaps in a bid to symbolically defeat Earth.  Yasuke suspected they were barking up the wrong tree, as the humans would put it.  It had taken his ancestors nearly a hundred years to pacify Earth after their invasion.  Some of the odder reports had even suggested the humans had been pleased that so many of their former capitals had been destroyed.

He waited, as the enemy troops entered the city.  The humans - thankfully - weren’t trying to keep them out, or force them to pay in blood for every inch.  Indeed, if the reports were accurate, they were withdrawing in good order.  Yasuke allowed himself a moment of relief.  He’d been pestering his superiors to do something more than just sell a handful of outdated fabricators, now they knew they’d lost one of their greatest advantages.  The Pashtali had come out of multispace without a crossroads.  Back home, his superiors were in deep denial ...

His intercom bleeped.  “Sir, the Pashtali Ambassador wishes to speak with you.”

“Put him through,” Yasuke said.

The spider-like alien appeared in front of him, the holographic projection making him look small and harmless.  “Mr. Ambassador,” the Pashtali said.  He didn’t have a name, at least one he shared with aliens.  “We wish to request your good offices in bringing this unfortunate affair to an end.”

“I see,” Yasuke said.  His mind raced.  The Pashtali were winning.  Or ... did they think they weren’t?  Why?  Just because it looked as though they were winning ... did they fear intervention?  Or had they shot themselves dry in the first engagement?  “I would have to discuss it with my government before I could give you any definite answer.”

“Be quick,” the alien advised.  “Our victory is certain.  But we do not wish to devastate the system.”

“I see,” Yasuke said, again.  “I will, of course, consult with my government at once.”

He took a breath.  Did he dare ... yes, he dared.  “I must warn you, however, that much of the human orbital and asteroid industries have been pledged as collateral.  The humans have mortgaged them to us, to fund their industrial development.  Indeed, some of those facilities actually belong to us.  They were never transferred to human ownership.”

The alien showed no visible reaction.  Yasuke pressed on.  “My government would be extremely displeased if those facilities were to be destroyed,” he said.  “I strongly urge you to avoid destroying them.”

“We cannot be held responsible ...”

Yasuke cut him off.  “My government will be extremely displeased,” he warned.  “We will demand satisfaction from you, if the humans are unable to either honour their debts or recompense us in other ways.  Do you understand me?”

“We will take your words under advisement,” the Pashtali said.  “However, we advise you to open communications with the human government as soon as possible, to avoid unfortunate incidents.”

“Of course.”  Yasuke knew he’d won, for the moment.  His superiors would disown him - probably - but by the time they found out it would be too late.  “It will be my pleasure.”
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Chapter Thirty-Two


Pournelle Shipyards/Solar City/Earth Orbit, Sol System
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“It’s hard to say for sure.”  The First Speaker’s voice crackled as the communication link fuzzed.  “But it seems our former masters have reminded the Pashtali they own most of the Pournelle Shipyards.”

Adam looked at Solomon.  “They do?”

“No.”  Solomon looked puzzled.  “We raised most of the original investment from private sources, mainly on Earth.  Later, we reinvested our profits to expand the facilities before independence.  We purchased a handful of fabricators and suchlike from the Alphans, but not in any way that would give them a claim to the shipyards.  The rest of the orbital and asteroid facilities were ceded to us upon independence.  They might be able to make a legal claim, if they wanted them back, but they’d look like fools.”

“I see.”  Adam stroked his chin.  Were the Alphans trying to help?  Or were they staking a claim to the system in the event of Earth losing the war?  He didn’t know.  “We’ll have to see how things play out.”

The First Speaker kept talking.  “For the moment, the war on the ground has stalemated.  They’ve occupied Solar City, and safeguarded Spacetown, but they haven’t convinced us to surrender.  They’ll have to tear holes in the planetary defence grid for that and, right now, it will take time.  We’ll hold out as long as we can.”

“As will we.”  Adam considered the implications briefly.  If the Pashtali were reluctant to attack the shipyards, for fear of provoking the Alphans ... he cursed under his breath.  The shipyards were hardly irreplaceable, no matter who had legal title.  The Pashtali could simply pay compensation, if the Alphans really did have a legal claim, and move on.  “We’re getting the fleet ready to resume operations now.”

“Good,” the First Speaker said.  “But we may need to preserve the fleet as a bargaining chip.”

Adam nodded.  “We won’t let you down.”

The communications link broke.  Adam took a breath, forcing himself to consider the implications.  The First Speaker had spoken in vague terms.  There was no reason to think the encryption scheme had been broken, or that the Pashtali would be able to read between the lines, but they dared not assume the message was unreadable.  The Pashtali could easily have spent years studying the human race, downloading textbooks written by humans and aliens in a bid to understand human thinking and culture.  It made Adam feel uncomfortably naked.  The Pashtali had been spacefarers for over a thousand years - they were a first-rank race - and yet, very little was known about their culture or society.  He suspected much of what was known was unreliable.  Unlike humanity, the Pashtali had been able to keep galactic society out of their homeworlds.  The Alphans had certainly never spent decades studying them before making First Contact.  

He lifted his eyes to the solar display, his mind racing.  The enemy fleet was holding position near Earth, but not too near.  He hoped that was an encouraging sign.  The heavy weapons mounted on the PDCs would do considerable damage to the enemy fleet, if it duelled with them directly.  The only way to win, now, was to destroy the PDCs and force the planet to surrender and that meant a long, drawn-out campaign.  The analysts suspected the Pashtali were short on supplies - they hadn’t brought a fleet train with them, as far as the analysts could tell - but Adam dared not take that for granted.  The enemy fleet could easily be waiting for him to show himself once again.  If the Solar Navy was taken out, the war was effectively lost.  He was the only man who could lose the war in an afternoon, and he knew it.

We’ll just have to keep bleeding them, he thought.  And hope we can hold out long enough for someone else to put a knife in their back.

“We’ve started bolting more weapons to civilian hulls,” Solomon said, breaking into Adam’s thoughts.  “And emplacing weapons near the shipyards.”

“We may want to move the fleet,” Adam said.  The Alphans couldn’t deter the Pashtali from attacking if the shipyards were a direct threat.  An interstellar court might easily rule in their favour ... not, he supposed, that it would matter to him.  Whoever won, the human race would have lost.  “We will, once we have finished rearming.”

He turned his attention back to the display.  The Pashtali had given him time ... but it mattered less than one might suppose.  He couldn’t break the siege of Earth without confronting the enemy fleet, which meant taking his ships in range of their guns.  Their ships had already blockaded the crossroads as well, which meant ... he was mildly surprised they weren’t laying mines.  The crossroads was immense, but it wasn’t that immense.  And they didn’t need it ...

They’ll need to bring in supplies and reinforcements if they want to maintain the siege, he thought.  And they may need the crossroads for that.

He shook his head.  He could attack the blockading force, but ... it would be risky.  There was no help on the way.  The Galactics seemed unsure of what to do, from what the shipyard’s FTL transmitter had picked up.  It would be weeks, if not months, before someone decided to take advantage of the chaos.  The Pashtali had probably counted on a quick victory.  They hadn’t realised just how stubborn humans could be.

But it’s just a matter of time before we wither and die, he reminded himself.  We have to take the offensive before we lose everything.

The thought mocked him as he left the office and headed back to his shuttle.  They were pushing the shipyards to their limits, burning up their supplies of everything from missile heads to starship components.  The stockpiles they’d worked so hard to build were being drained, while they’d been cut off completely from interstellar markets.  Once they ran out, it was over.  The Pashtali might just be playing a waiting game.  He could attack them and be destroyed, or do nothing and his ships would eventually die.  Either way, they won.

They don’t have time, he told himself.  Their enemies are already considering how best to take advantage of their distraction.

But he knew, as he boarded his shuttle, that whatever they did might not come in time to save Earth.

***
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Many years ago, Abraham had learnt when he’d started studying human history, there’d been a war that had been declared, but not actually fought.  The civilians had come to call it the Phony War, to think - despite everything - that it would never become real.  In hindsight, it had been absurd.  The Phony War had come to an abrupt end when real shooting had broken out.  But ... 

He shook his head as he sat in the bunker’s office and studied the tactical display.  The Pashtali had occupied Solar City and much of the land around it.  Abraham and his advisors had expected as much.  The Pashtali had proved they could land on Earth and take the capital, as well as obtaining direct access to Spacetown and the alien enclaves there.  And they’d probably expected Earth to surrender unconditionally.  They’d certainly seemed taken aback when Abraham had refused.

And so the war has stalemated, he thought.  What now?

There was no answer.  He’d heard from a dozen alien ambassadors, all of whom had either offered their good offices to bring the two combatants to the negotiating table or demanded that Earth’s government guarantee their safe passage back to their homeworlds.  Abraham had refused the former and pointed out, in regards to the latter, that humanity no longer controlled the space above Solar City.  He’d make sure the ground-based defences didn’t fire on neutral craft, if they wanted to leave, but he couldn’t offer anything else.  His lips quirked at the thought.  Spacetown had been bitterly resented over the years, a clear sign that humanity was no longer master of its homeworld.  Now ... it was a millstone around the enemy’s collective neck.

He leaned back in his chair, knowing he should be glad of the lack of open warfare but remaining deeply worried.  His advisors hadn’t pulled their punches.  There were limits to how long humanity could prolong the war, as their equipment started to wear out and the aliens brought in more and more reinforcements.  They didn’t have to take out every PDC to render Earth defenceless, just a majority.  And once the planet could no longer hold out, they’d have to surrender or risk indiscriminate bombardment.

His lips twitched.  Yasuke had told the Pashtali the shipyards belonged to the Alphans.  That was a blatant lie.  Abraham was astonished the Alphan had come up with it.  They were normally so secure in themselves they didn’t have to lie.  It was simply not part of their culture.  And yet ... how long would it be until the Pashtali saw through the deception?  The records had been concealed or simply destroyed, but ... who knew?  The Alphans themselves might admit the truth, if pressed.  Yasuke might be recalled for consultations and never replaced.  And who knew what would happen then?

Not us, Abraham thought.  They just don’t care.

He let out a long breath as he watched the map update, again.  There were skirmishes all along the front lines, human and alien forces launching small probing attacks to test the other side and keep them off balance.  The human race had the advantage in raw numbers - on paper, they could just drive forward and crush the invaders effortlessly - but orbital firepower more than balanced it out.  Sooner or later, the fighting would resume in earnest as the enemy started marching towards the closest PDC.  And with every destroyed PDC, Earth would be one step closer to defeat.

We haven’t lost yet, he told himself, firmly.  And as long as we keep holding out, we have hope.

***
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Tania Vex worked alone - and naked.  It wasn’t something she’d ever really considered - she made sure to dress, on the few occasions she visited a populated settlement - but it had practical utility.  She was as flat as a board.  There was no point in wearing a shipsuit, let alone anything else, on her tiny asteroid scout.  The spaceship was so small that even the slightest accident would lead to her death.  Being naked was a grim reminder to make sure she kept a careful eye on what she was doing at all times.  Besides, she just didn’t like people.

The thought made her scowl.  People were ... people.  She didn’t like their company and preferred to be alone.  The life of an asteroid miner was a good one, for a misanthrope.  She never had to see anyone, if she didn’t want to; she could handle almost anything through text communications or, if there was no other choice, voice-only signals.  The idea of meeting someone in person caused her heart to race, and not in a good way.  She wanted to be alone for the rest of her life.  And the Pashtali threatened to take it all away. 

She scowled as the alien starship glided towards her.  It was a big brute, pumping out so much sensor energy it seemed unlikely it would miss so much as a mote of dust.  Tania wasn’t impressed.  Her miner was tiny, almost completely powered down.  The gas jets she used to manoeuvre were almost undetectable, as long as she was careful.  The sensor sweeps might notice her, but they’d take her for another piece of space junk.  Her lips curved into a smile as the enemy ship kept moving.  The Pashtali really should have tipped the debris into the atmosphere, clearing room for their ships to operate.  Who cared what happened to the people below?  They could have had the freedom of the asteroids and yet they chose the prison of planetary life.

A hot flash of hatred ran through her.  The Pashtali would put her down there, if they had the chance.  It was unthinkable.  Tania knew she wouldn’t survive on the surface.  Her genetic enhancements would compensate for the gravity, but ... it would be hot and heavy and she’d be surrounded by people.  And what would she do?  There’d be no call for asteroid miners in the world the aliens intended to create, perhaps no technology at all.  Tania was a good engineer - she’d had to learn, over the years - but there was no point if engineering was banned.  Perhaps they’d simply shoot her out of hand, rather than risk her taking an apprentice or two.  She knew too much.

The alien ship came closer.  Tania braced herself, steering her craft right into its path as soon as the sensor pulses passed over her and went on.  There was only one chance to get to the hull before it was too late.  The Pashtali wouldn’t let a piece of space junk get so close to their hull, not if they had a choice.  They’d vaporise it before carrying on their merry way.  The seconds ticked down ... she breathed a sigh of relief as she landed gently on the alien hull, even though she was committed now.  Would they have sensors keyed to detect her landing?  Would they send troops out to find out what she was?  Or would they miss her completely?  She didn’t know.

She felt sweat on her back as she tapped the console, ordering remote arms to place the mining explosive on the alien hull.  The device was intended to alter an asteroid’s course, to nudge it onto a trajectory that would take it - eventually - to a mining colony.  She’d rigged the charge as best as she could, in hopes of turning it into a makeshift bomb-pumped laser, but she wasn’t sure how well it would work.  There hadn’t been time to make sure of her design, let alone test it.  A dull thump ran though the miner as she fixed the device to the alien hull, then disengaged.  Someone might easily have heard the thump and sounded the alarm.

Her lips quirked.  There were thousands of horror flicks that started with someone knocking on an airlock, in the middle of nowhere.  And, in all of them, opening the airlock was the worst thing the crew could possibly do.  There would be a zombie on the other side, a dead man walking, or an alien creature that simply couldn’t exist in real life ...

She activated the timer, then steered herself away from the alien hull.  Its own speed took it away from her.  She braced herself, counting down the final seconds.  The aliens might have time to find and remove the device.  There’d been no time to rig up any anti-tampering system, let alone a trigger to detonate the bomb if someone stumbled across it.  Hell, the device itself might not explode.  She’d worked her way past all the safeguards - it was an open secret that safeguards were nowhere near as effective as everyone claimed - but what if she’d missed something?  The only way to test the device was to detonate it and that would be pointless, unless ...

The alien starship staggered.  Tania let out a breath.  The blast hadn’t been strong enough to destroy the ship, but she was sure it would have damaged the armour and wreaked havoc on the interior.  She would have felt sorry for the crew, if they hadn’t been alien invaders.  Their hull and interior armour had trapped and directed the blast ... particularly, she reflected, if they hadn’t closed their internal airlocks.  They would have done, she was sure.  They hadn’t had any reason to think they were going to be attacked, but they were in a war zone.

She smiled, coldly, as she steered away from the planet.  It would be days before she reached the resupply dump, but she didn’t mind.  She was used to her own company.  It was possible the aliens would start blasting every last piece of space junk, if they worked out what had happened; it was also possible they’d never realise the truth.  Perhaps they’d assume they’d simply gotten very unlucky and bumped into a mine.  It wasn’t impossible.

No, she thought.  There’d been no time to mine the high orbitals, from what she’d been told, even if it had been anything more than a waste of time.  Just very unlikely.

Her display bleeped.  The aliens were launching Search and Rescue shuttles.  Tania wished, not for the first time, her miner carried real weapons.  The makeshift crap she’d bolted onto her hull, to discourage rock pirates rather than alien invaders, wouldn’t even scratch a shuttle’s hull.  It went against the grain to fire on rescue craft - everyone was supposed to drop everything and help, if someone needed rescue - but they were aliens.  She wanted to take their shuttles out before they saved the ship’s crew ...

She shook her head, then closed the display.  There was no point in watching.  The stealthed sensor platforms would keep an eye on what was happening in high orbit; hell, she’d turn her records over to the navy’s staff when she reached the depot.  It went against the grain to help them too, but ... they were at war.  The navy might be a bunch of pompous fools who thought they had the right to tell everyone what to do, yet ... they were human.  The Pashtali were anything but.

Get to the depot, give them my report and then get out again, she thought.  It wasn’t going to be fun.  Perhaps she could just send them a written report, rather than making any sort of contact.  They might be suspicious, but who cared?  It wasn’t as if she was a naval officer or someone who’d bartered away his freedom for cash.  And then see if the enemy learnt anything from the first encounter.
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Chapter Thirty-Three


ESS Dauntless, Gammon System


[image: image]


Naomi had expected, despite everything, for the fleet to be detected as it tailed the alien convoy towards Gammon.  The aliens couldn’t be unaware of her fleet’s survival, could they?  Even if they hadn’t known she’d found a way out of the trap, even if they’d assumed she’d risked running the minefield instead of finding a threadline that led to a previously unexplored system, they had to have seen her ships at Theta Sigma.  Naomi had no illusions about Pashtali technology.  If they’d duplicated Alphan communications tech as well as everything else, word of her survival should have reached the convoy as well as everyone else.

And yet, the convoy had passed through the crossroads without incident, without betraying the slightest hint it knew they were there.

She tensed as Dauntless cloaked and led the fleet through the crossroads.  The Pashtali had shown endless disregard for Galactic Law, when it worked against them.  They could easily have laid mines to trap her ships and dared the Galactics to do something, anything, about it.  But there was nothing.  The convoy was heading straight to the next crossroads.  It wasn’t even trying to hide, although - to be fair - it had no reason to think it needed to hide.  The escorts were more than powerful enough to deter the average pirate ship.

“Helm, take us in on attack vector,” she ordered, as the cloaked fleet formed up around Dauntless.  “Tactical, I want those warships taken out as quickly as possible.  No mercy.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Naomi braced herself as the range started to close.  The enemy warships could probably outrun her ships, but if they wanted to escape they’d have to abandon the freighters.  They’d have to stand and fight and, this time, she had the edge.  She had no intention of wasting it, let alone giving the enemy commander a chance to think.  Her eyes lingered on the display as it kept updating, silently calculating the moment detection would become inevitable.  There were so many cloaked ships catching up with the enemy fleet that they couldn’t hope to get as close as they wanted before it was too late.

Which might be for the best, she told herself.  Even if they don’t have the slightest idea what’s coming, they have to be on alert.

She gritted her teeth as they passed within sensor range.  The enemy’s active sensors were sweeping space frantically, as if they expected an ambush, while their passive sensors were dangerously advanced.  How long did they have?  A smart commander might play dumb, pretending he hadn’t seen her ships while he readied his weapons and took aim.  If he waited long enough for her to get into point-blank range, the engagement might end in mutual destruction.  And yet ... she knew what Admiral Glass would say if she risked the convoy just for a clear shot at enemy hulls.  The alien admirals might have the same idea.  Better to avoid action if possible ...

If possible, she thought.  Right now, it isn’t.

She keyed her console.  “Major Drache.  Are your men ready for deployment?”

“Yes, Captain,” Drache said.  “They’re ready to launch on your command.”

“Good,” Naomi said.  She closed the connection, then looked at Cobb.  “Tactical, if they scan us, fire at once.  Don’t wait for orders.  Just fire.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Naomi braced herself, counting down the last few seconds.  The enemy had to see them now ... surely.  Were they playing dumb?  Or were they expecting ambushers lying in wait ahead of them?  It wasn’t impossible.  The Solar Navy had had detachments in the other human systems, the ones that had probably been bypassed as the Pashtali drove on Earth.  They weren’t strong enough to make a difference, but they could kick hell out of an enemy convoy or two.  Naomi had worked out the figures, during the long voyage from Theta Sigma.  The Pashtali were operating right at the edge of their logistics, if not beyond.  Losing a convoy or two would be disastrous.

The display flared red.  “Contact,” Cobb snapped.  He tapped his console.  “Missiles away!”

Naomi leaned forward.  The enemy warships were hastily coming to life, trying to bring up their point defence network.  Too late, she thought vindictively.  They could have established a net via laser links, if they’d realised her ship was there.  Their return fire was sporadic, the missiles easily located and marked for destruction.  She felt exultation in her heart as the enemy warships were overwhelmed and blown away, as casually as they’d killed Admiral Morris and many of his ships only a few short weeks ago.  She’d fired more than enough missiles to do the job - the beancounters would be upset - but it didn’t matter.  She hadn’t wanted to take chances.

“Captain,” Cobb said.  “All enemy warships have been destroyed.”

“Good.”  Naomi keyed her console.  “Major Drache, launch your shuttles.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Naomi nodded, then switched channels.  “This is Admiral Yagami, Solar Navy,” she said, shortly.  The enemy might surrender quicker if they thought she was an Alphan-trained officer.  “You are under our guns.  In line with galactic conventions, we call upon you to surrender your ships.  If you do so, you will be treated as POWs and handed over to neutral powers as quickly as possible.  If not, your ships will be destroyed without further warning.”

Her voice hardened.  She wanted the ships intact, if possible, but she didn't intend to waste time.  If the enemy refused to surrender, she’d blow them away.  “Choose wisely.”

There was a long, chilling pause.  Naomi waited, watching grimly as the assault shuttles swooped on their targets.  If the freighters were armed, if their commanders were feeling suicidal, they could slaughter her troops in seconds.  She’d kill them all, a few seconds later, but ... it wouldn’t bring the dead men back to life.  The Pashtali could afford to lose the entire convoy, at least in absolute terms.  She couldn’t afford any major losses.

It might cost them the war, she thought, grimly.  But losing the war doesn’t mean they’ll lose everything.

She sucked in her breath.  Her ancestors, in the days humans had thought they were alone in the universe, had fought a war against a far more powerful foe.  They’d won battle after battle and yet they’d known every victory was only making things worse.  There was no way they could take the battle into the enemy’s heartland and force them out of the war.  Humanity was in the same boat now.  They could take out the convoy, they could take out the entire deep-strike fleet, they could do it without taking a single loss of their own ... and they might still lose the war.  It just wasn’t fair.  The enemy had more ships, better technology and half the galaxy on their side.  What did humanity have?

“Captain,” Lieutenant James Wood said.  “They’re signalling surrender.”

Naomi breathed a sigh of relief.  “Order Major Drache to take possession of the alien ships as quickly as possible,” she said.  “And signal the remainder of the fleet to come through the crossroads now.  We have to resume our course as soon as possible.”

She leaned back in her chair, all too aware they’d gotten lucky.  The enemy hadn’t known they were there.  Her ship had snuck up behind their ships and put a knife in their back before they’d been able to realise the truth and react.  Next time, things were going to be different.

Let the crew enjoy their victory, she told herself, as she waited.  They need something to celebrate.  We’ll worry about the next battle when it comes.

***
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Wesley felt oddly ill at ease as the assault shuttle headed towards the alien freighter.  It had the same blocky design as most freighters and yet ... there was something about it that felt subtly wrong.  He’d spent his entire life in space, save for a handful of months on Earth for Boot Camp, but it was hard to look at the freighter without knowing it wasn’t a place for humans.  He heard muttering behind him as the squad readied itself, bracing for everything from a warm reception to an ambush.  They didn’t find the alien ship any more welcoming than their commander.

“Remember, the eyes of the galaxy are upon you,” he said, as the shuttle docked.  The gravity field wavered, then settled.  “Be extremely careful what you do.”

He stood, checking his recorders as the airlock hissed open.  In theory, the freighter crew should surrender without a fight.  Their commander had ordered them to surrender.  In practice, there was no way to be sure how the aliens would react.  Freighter crews could be prideful - he knew that from experience - and Galactics, the first amongst the galaxy, could be the most prideful of all.  They’d resent his men pushing them around - as they’d see it - and react in the certain knowledge most of the galaxy would take their side.  Wesley hoped no one would be thrown to the wolves, if they accidentally triggered a major diplomatic incident, but it was impossible to be sure.  Earth couldn’t stand up to the Galactics.  It might have no choice.

The air smelt faintly unpleasant as he stepped through the hatch.  He tasted bile at the back of his mouth.  The interior was dark, yet warm; he couldn’t help thinking of anthills and insect nests on some of the larger asteroids.  Dark shapes moved out of the shadows, rearing in front of him.  He nearly squeezed the trigger as the Pashtali came into view.  The spider-like alien was far too close for comfort.

“My crew are assembled,” the alien said.  The voice was flat, completely atonal.  “We demand proper quarters on your ships.”

Wesley nodded as he silently counted the alien crewmen.  They were ... very inhuman.  He’d been told their arms and legs were arranged around a central core - the brain, from what the xenospecialists had said - but he hadn’t understood what it meant.  There were aliens with eight legs and six legs and seemingly random numbers of arms.  No wonder they thought all humans looked identical, part of his mind noted.  The Pashtali could grow new arms and legs at will.  To them, humans had to look pretty much the same.

Someone muttered, behind him.  “Where do we put the cuffs?”

Wesley hid his amusement.  They’d brought restraints, for anyone who didn’t feel like obeying orders, but ... where did they put the cuffs?  The Pashtali were very far from human.  There was no hope of putting their hands behind their backs.  They’d have to improvise.  Thankfully, the aliens weren’t trying to resist.

“Move your crew into the shuttle,” he ordered.  There was just enough room for the prisoners, if they didn’t mind being pushed together.  “We’ll search your ship, then transfer you to a holding facility until your final destination can be arranged.”

The aliens didn’t put up a fight.  Wesley thought that was odd.  Freighter crews were notoriously independent.  The only way to get them to comply was to put a gun to their heads and, even then, they’d be trying to find a way to get out from under the gun and push back.  If they were human, they’d be grumbling ... he remembered some of the weirder theories about the aliens and frowned.  Perhaps the freighter crew were a worker caste, rather than warriors.  Or perhaps they just didn’t want to die.  Who knew?

“Get the engineers on their way,” he said, as they probed the alien hull.  The living compartments were alarmingly cramped, by human standards.  It looked as if they’d shared beds as well as everything else, although the beds looked more like insect nests than anything else.  “We need to power the ship back up.”

“Aye, sir.”

***
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“Well,” Janet said.  “At least we know why they didn’t resist.”

Naomi snorted as she looked at the report.  The aliens had fried the datacores before surrendering their ships, something she should have expected.  It was - technically - a breach of galactic convention, but they’d insisted it had been done on command of their senior officer, who’d died with his ship in the first moments of the engagement.  Naomi was certain they were lying, that whoever had issued the order was among the prisoners, yet she suspected there was no way to prove it.  And while she had the legal right to execute the prisoners in response, it would cause a major diplomatic headache.

Same old story, she thought, coldly.  But we might have a workaround.

She looked up.  “What did the engineers have to say?”

“We can splice our own datacores into the ships and use them to bypass the destroyed systems,” Janet said.  “They’re not completely compatible, of course, but we can get the ships moving.  Most of them, at least.  A couple may be too badly damaged for us to get them up and running in time.”

Naomi smirked.  The Pashtali wouldn’t see that coming.  They’d never needed to build bridges between incompatible systems, let alone smooth out the problems that prevented the different technologies from working together.  They’d assume she couldn’t get the ships moving in a hurry, if at all ... and, normally, they’d be right.  They’d just never looked at the universe through human eyes.

They never had to make do with inferior tech, she reflected.  And they completely overlooked the possibilities.

“Tell the engineers to move as fast as possible,” she said.  “Transfer the POWs to one of the freighters and hold them there.  We’ll hand them over to a neutral power as soon as possible.”

“It may be hard,” Janet said.  “When are we likely to encounter a neutral power?”

Naomi frowned, briefly considering simply shipping the POWs to Gammon.  There was a Pashtali enclave on the planet itself, one that could be relied upon to take care of the POWs until they could be returned home.  Technically, it would count as letting them go.  She considered it anyway, then dismissed the idea.  They might need POWs to trade for human prisoners, when all was done and dusted.  Besides, it wouldn’t be that big a drain on her resources.

Her intercom bleeped.  “Captain, we are being signalled.  The signaller is using EIS codes.”

“Interesting.”  Naomi nodded to Janet, who left the compartment.  “Put him through.”

A face, vaguely familiar, appeared in front of her.  “Admiral Yagami?”

“Captain,” Naomi corrected.  “And you?”

“Captain Anderson, EIS,” the voice said.  “My crew and I have kept the system under observation, watching enemy supply lines while waiting for the FTL transmitter to be put back into service.  The news isn’t good.”

“No,” Naomi said.  “It never is.”

She listened, grimly, to the news from Earth.  The planet under siege, the navy in hiding ... it was a horrible, ghastly mess.  She felt a moment’s relief she’d guessed right - she’d feared, despite everything, that she might have made a dreadful mistake - but it was crushed under the weight of despair.  She might not be able to get back to the homeworld in time to make a difference.  She might not ...

“Right,” she said, when Anderson had finished.  “Do we have a direct link to Earth?”

“In a manner of speaking.”  Anderson sounded hesitant.  “The Pashtali silenced the transmitter.  The enclaves regained control, shortly after Earth was attacked.  I think they’ll send and receive messages for us, but ... as long as we don’t make it obvious.  If they think the Pashtali will win the war, they’ll cuddle up to them while pushing us away.”

“Of course,” Naomi said.  She tried to keep the bitterness out of her voice.  “We mustn’t upset the Galactics, must we?”

Anderson said nothing.  Naomi scowled as she studied the starchart.  She could get the fleet - most of it - to Earth within a week, perhaps ten days if she fought to bring both sets of freighters too.  And yet, the Pashtali knew she was coming ... probably.  They could have watching eyes in the system.  They might know their convoy had been attacked and that meant ... they wouldn’t let her turn the ships into Trojan horses.  Or even use them as spies ... hell, they’d have ample time to take up stations on the crossroads and open fire the moment she poked her nose back into realspace.  

A thought stuck her.  It would require some careful coordinating - and a healthy degree of luck - but it could be done.  Probably.  The Pashtali might not see it coming and ... if it worked, she might just be able to get into the system without being blown away when she tried to get through the crossroads.  It should be doable.  If nothing else, it might weaken the enemy to the point someone else could jump on them without fear.

“Captain,” she said.  The idea was starting to take shape.  It would be risky, but what wasn’t?  “What is your ship?”

Anderson hesitated.  “It’s a freighter,” he said, “but one with a handful of tiny modifications.”

Better drives, better sensors, better weapons, Naomi thought.  The EIS might not have risked building a freighter on a warship’s hull - it would be far too obvious - but they’d have pushed a civilian hull as far as she’d go.  What else can your ship do?

She leaned forward.  “I’d like you to join my command conference, then accompany us to Earth,” she said.  “Bring your ship into formation.  We’ll leave once the freighters are ready.”

“As you wish,” Anderson said.  “What do you have in mind?”

“Wait and see,” Naomi said.  There were some things it would be unwise to say over a communications link, no matter how encrypted.  She would share her plan with the rest of the fleet once they were underway, safe from listening ears.  “I’ve just had an idea.”
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Chapter Thirty-Four


ESS Invincible/Government Bunker, Sol System/ESS Dauntless, Near Gammon
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Adam sat in his office and studied the brief message.  It was frustratingly vague, the sort of signal that - under normal circumstances - would have irritated him.  Captain Anderson was a master at concealing the real message under a mountain of bullshit, cunningly misdirecting even human readers, but - this time - he’d surpassed himself.  There were so many blank spaces in the message - the real message - that it was hard to fill them properly.  He could only guess at some of the answers and the consequences for getting it wrong would be disastrous.

Anderson doesn’t have a choice, Adam told himself.  The Pashtali could easily pick up the signal and try to decrypt it.

He sucked in his breath.  The message suggested a friendly fleet has passed through Gammon and was now on its way to Earth.  Adam wasn’t so sure.  Admiral Morris was dead, along with his entire fleet ... right?  Adam didn’t know for sure, but he feared the worst.  And yet ... had the fleet escaped?  The Alphans weren’t gods.  They could have missed something.  Or someone could have come to humanity’s rescue ... no, that wasn’t possible.  There wasn’t anyone, except perhaps the Alphans, who would and they wouldn’t have passed through Gammon.  They would have reached Earth well before the distant colony.  And yet ...

I could be reading it wrong, he thought, sourly.  We could never agree on a formal code for decidedly informal messages.  Anything written down could easily fall into enemy hands.

He reread the message, trying to tease further meaning from its lines.  Anderson was trustworthy and reliable, except his wife and daughter were with him.  Adam had no doubt Anderson would keep his mouth shut, if he was captured, but ... what if his family had been captured too?  There were none of the telltales an agent was supposed to insert if he was in enemy hands, under duress, yet ... that might be meaningless, if Anderson was afraid for his family.  Was he lying?  Or ... or what?  

Adam frowned.  The plan was relatively simple, although - like most simple plans - it would be tricky to execute.  And they didn’t have much time.  Hell, they didn't have time to think about it.  If the message was a lie, intended to lure the navy into a trap, it might work.  But ... he studied the starchart, already knowing what his answer would be.  The navy was running out of time.  A steady series of skirmishes, between smaller ships, was costing him dearly, putting immense wear and tear on the equipment even when his men emerged victorious.  The Pashtali seemed to have decided to try to wear him down.  

And it’s working, he thought.  They have us penned up, ready for the kill.

He keyed his terminal, summoning his command staff.  The risk was considerable, but they had no choice.  If the timing worked out as planned, they could be in position before the time came to strike.  If ... they’d also, he told himself, have time to sneak around and see if they were being set up.  The enemy might reveal themselves, before the fleet was committed to action.  They could break off, hopefully without being detected.  The Pashtali might assume their trap was working, right up to the moment they realised their jaws had closed on empty space.

And if it isn’t a trap, he told himself, this might be our first real chance to turn this thing around.

***
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Her ancestors, Naomi thought as she sat in her ready room after the command conference, would have approved of her plan.  It was simple, bold and - hopefully - decisive.  The Pashtali would take one hell of a bloody nose, even if they won.  Someone else might jump on them in their weakened state, cutting them down before they rebuilt their fleets and resumed their quest for galactic hegemony.  She knew she wouldn’t be alive to see it, but ... she hoped it would happen.  The Pashtali were just too dangerous.

She stared at the tactical display, feeling the loneliness of command settling around her.  They’d run dozens of simulations, and the good guys had won most of them, but she was all too aware that real life wasn’t a simulation.  They didn’t know anything like enough about the alien ships and, worse, some of the things they knew might not be so.  She’d played the simulators repeatedly, giving the computer-generated Pashtali abilities their real-life counterparts really shouldn’t have.  And yet, what if she was wrong?  She might be on the verge of hurling humanity’s last striking force into the teeth of enemy fire.

Her thoughts nagged at her.  She could win the battle, but at such a cost that Earth would lose the war.  The Pashtali weren’t the only threats out there.  They might drive the Pashtali out, only to find themselves powerless against another invasion force.  Or ... the Pashtali might gather the rest of their fleet and invade once again.  It was hard to believe they’d invaded on such a logistical shoestring, but ... it made perfect sense, if one realised their invasion force was only a small part of their entire military.  At worst, all they’d have to do was fall back behind their defences while they rebuilt their fleet.  It had been a gamble, and one that could cost the Pashtali dearly, but so what?  There were limits to how much they could lose.

We have no choice, she thought.  There was no point in trying to preserve the fleet against a future contingency, when the current problem was strangling the life out of Earth.  We have to move and move quickly.

She keyed the console, bringing up the reports from the analysts.  They’d done everything in their power to pick the sensor records apart, working out the alien fleet’s strengths and weaknesses.  The next battle would be fought on more even terms ... although, as they’d noted at the end of the reports, the enemy would also be learning lessons.  Naomi gritted her teeth as she studied the reports.  Someone - she forgot who - had insisted war was a democracy.  The enemy always got a vote.  And yet ... she cursed under her breath.  The enemy’s vote was likely to be far more effective than hers.  She was running out of everything, from missiles to spare parts.  If the coming engagement went badly, she wasn’t likely to live long enough to learn from her mistakes.

No wonder Admiral Glass’s hair turned white, she thought.  The stress is beyond belief.

She sighed, inwardly.  She was alone.  There was no one she could turn to for orders, or advice, or even comfort.  She was solely responsible for the entire fleet, the person who would either lead it to victory or total defeat.  Her crew were under her.  She couldn’t ask them for support, or encouragement, or anything that might diminish her in their eyes.  She understood, now, why some of the EDF’s officers had been allowed to bring their wives and mistresses with them.  It was nice to have someone to talk to, someone who wasn’t under your direct command.  But the complications had always turned her off the idea.

No, she thought.  I am alone.

Naomi shook her head, then took one last look at the starchart.  She’d done everything she could.  She’d laid her plans, prepared for all the contingencies she could imagine ... done her best, after everything else, to prepare for the possibilities she couldn’t imagine.  She’d done everything and yet ... she feared the worst.  The Pashtali had outthought them right down the line.  What if they’d done it once more?  What if ...

You did everything you could, she told herself as she stood and walked to the sofa.  And now all you can do is wait.

***
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“The enemy forces have resumed their advance,” Evensong said, quietly.  “They’re pushing towards PDC Lincoln.”

Abraham rubbed his forehead.  He’d been asleep, but he hadn’t slept very well.  Part of him was almost glad she’d woken him, while the rest of him wanted to go back to sleep.  He checked the terminal and shook his head in disbelief.  0600.  It felt as if it was still midnight.  He reached for a cup of water and downed it quickly, then scowled at her.  She showed no reaction.  He wondered, crossly, if she’d been woken too.

“Right.”  His brain felt as if it had been turned into mush.  “How long until they reach the PDC?” 

“Uncertain,” Evensong said.  “They’re moving beyond their orbital fire support, unless they’ve come up with a way to shoot through forcefields, but they’ve got tanks and self-propelled guns - perhaps even tactical nukes.  They could get there in a few hours if we weren’t blocking the way.  As it is ...”

Abraham met her eyes.  “Is there anything I can do, right now, that will make one damned bit of difference?”

Evensong said nothing.  Abraham felt a twinge of guilt.  There was only one possible answer to that question, and it was surrender.  He could change things in a moment, by contacting the aliens and offering to surrender.  Otherwise ... he tried not to grimace at the thought of the spider-like aliens steamrolling their way across the continent.  The defence lines were strong, he’d been assured, and they were under the PDC’s protective shroud, but were they strong enough?  They should be able to chew up the Pashtali, to make them pay for every inch of ground ... 

“Forget it.”  Abraham wanted to go back to bed.  He knew he couldn’t.  There was nothing he could do, but he couldn’t afford to seem unconcerned.  Not now.  “I’ll get a shower, then join you in the briefing room.”

Evensong nodded.  “Yes, sir.”

Abraham watched her go, then stood and headed for the washroom.  He was the most powerful man on the planet - and the planet’s legal head of state - but right now his position was almost meaningless.  The war would be fought by the military, with him only taking centre stage - once again - when the outcome was decided.  Either he’d be dictating terms for an enemy withdrawal or he’d be grovelling in front of the aliens, begging them to spare Earth.  He’d wondered, at times, what the Last President of the old United States of America had thought when he’d made the decision to surrender his country.  He had the nasty feeling he might be on the verge of finding out.

The washroom was as bare as the rest of the suite, although - he’d been assured - it was the finest one in the bunker.  There was nothing, beyond a shower, a washbasin and a very basic toilet.  Abraham washed quickly, then headed back into his bedroom.  The suit waiting for him seemed a joke, now that he was effectively powerless.  He donned it anyway and glanced at his terminal, then frowned.  Admiral Glass had sent an extremely vague message.

We need to come up with better codes, he thought, as he sat and read the message.  And we really needed to do it years ago.

He shook his head.  He knew, even if the vast majority of the population didn’t, just how much computing power the Galactics could devote to decrypting enemy messages.  The message had come through a laser link, relayed through a pair of stealthed platforms, but there was no way to be sure it hadn’t been intercepted.  The platform could have been discovered and subverted, or the Galactics might have come up with something new to let them detect laser beams passing nearby.  It was theoretically possible.

The message was cryptic, but the gist was clear.  The admiral wanted to try something, something that might work.  Abraham frowned.  The skirmishes in space had been costly to both sides, yet the Pashtali had ships to spare and Earth ... did not.  The equation hadn’t changed.  There might come a time when he’d have to sell out humanity’s independence for the best terms he could get, when the Solar Navy and the nearby shipyards might be used as bargaining chips ... he hated to think of surrender, but he might find he had no choice.  If they lost ...

Abraham groaned, feeling his age press down on him.  He’d spent most of his life fighting for independence.  And he wasn’t the only one.  He knew people who’d almost felt cheated when the Alphans had withdrawn without a fight.  And yet ... he might have to open communications and start negotiating, sooner or later, if things didn’t improve.  He couldn’t bargain if he had nothing left to bargain with.  Why should the Pashtali concede anything if Earth could no longer hurt them?

He hesitated, unsure of what to do.  The independence activist he’d been wanted to fight to the last.  The mature politician he’d become - although his opponents would quibble over the mature part - had to be more responsible.  He couldn’t afford to send his people into a hopeless fight, nor could he throw away the forces that might help humanity get better treatment.  The Pashtali wouldn’t respect convention.  They’d already made that perfectly clear.  They might just respect force.  

His soul twisted.  He could veto the operation, whatever it was.  Admiral Glass hadn’t gone into details.  He could make sure it never happened, that the ships and men would be preserved for the peace conference.  And yet, the Pashtali were being oddly hesitant.  The assault on the PDC was a change, yet ... he gritted his teeth.  Could they afford to gamble, to risk everything on one last throw of the dice?  Or should they cash in their chips, cutting their losses and conceding defeat?

The thought mocked him.  The Alphans had been good masters, if one had to have masters.  The Pashtali were worse.  They’d uplifted the Vulteks and used them as servants and slaves.  They wouldn’t let humans grow and develop, and they certainly wouldn’t let humans climb the ladder to the top.  Their victory would mean an eternity of slavery, or revolts, or outright extermination.  Galactic Law banned genocide, but the Pashtali had spent years displaying their contempt for the law.  They could slaughter much of the human population in the galaxy almost effortlessly.

And besides, I’m out of touch, he thought, numbly.  I have to trust Admiral Glass.

He stood, letting out a breath.  The operation would go ahead.  It would work.  It had to.  Abraham dared not allow himself any illusions.  Earth stood alone.  The Galactics weren’t going to send any help, not in time to matter.  They didn’t care about humanity or the law or anything, beyond their own safety.  The galaxy was a lawless place now.  It wouldn’t be long before the major powers started fighting, forgetting all sense of restraint as they struggled for supremacy.  And Earth would be forgotten as the chaos spread.

God help us, he thought.  No one else can or will.

***
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“We are not pleased,” Councillor Praxis said.  “Your intervention has caused a minor diplomatic incident.”

Yasuke stood in front of the holographic image.  He’d been surprised the council hadn’t either disowned him or backed him to the hilt by now, although the combination of the multispace storm and the complications of interstellar diplomacy had probably made it harder for them to decide what to do.  They would have hoped his stunt would help them, even as they feared it had hurt them instead.  And so ...

“Let me pose a question, Honoured Councillor,” he said, calmly.  “Do we really want the Pashtali to take control of Earth?”

The councillor’s face didn’t change.  “When we withdrew from Earth, at your recommendation, it was on the understanding that we would no longer be involved,” he said.  “Our clients would be completely independent.  They could not depend upon us for anything.”

“And we made that understanding based on the galactic situation, five years ago,” Yasuke said.  There was no point in trying to deny it.  “We did not expect the Vulteks to test Earth’s defences, or for the Pashtali to start weakening Earth’s position before launching a full-scale invasion.  And we did not expect a multispace storm that would make it harder for us to deploy warcruisers to Earth if they ran into something they couldn’t handle.”

“We have no obligation to do so,” Praxis said.

“No,” Yasuke agreed.  “But the galactic situation has changed for the worse.  That storm will not last forever.  When it fades, what do we want to see on the far side?  A friendly state blocking threadlines leading into our territory?  Or stars controlled by a hostile power that is on the verge of catching up with our technology and perhaps even surpassing us?” 

“You suggest, then, that we aid the humans?”  Praxis made a dismissive gesture with one hand.  “They told us to leave, remember?”

“The fact remains that we do not want their stars, or their shipyards, or even their quite remarkable potential to fall into unfriendly hands,” Yasuke said.  “I’m not proposing an alliance of equals.  I am proposing we support them to maintain a barrier between us and known hostile powers.  The Pashtali have moved forward, to take control of space we’ve abandoned and replace us as the galaxy’s foremost power.  We have to stop them now, by supporting the humans, or we will find ourselves fighting them later.”

Praxis met his eyes.  “I will take your words to the council,” he said.  “And we will quietly support your position, regarding the shipyards.  However, right now, humanity is alone.”

“Yes,” Yasuke said.  “But they don’t have to be.”

“Even if we ordered the warcruisers to move now, they would not arrive for quite some time,” Praxis said.  “And they know it.  Right now, they will stand or fall alone.”
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Chapter Thirty-Five


Sol Crossroads, Sol System
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“Transit in ten seconds,” Sarah said.  “Nine ... Eight ...”

Thomas braced himself.  The last report - five days out of date - had cautioned that the enemy had assumed a blockading formation, on the far side of the crossroads.  There was a real chance they’d shoot first and interrogate ID beacons later, even though he’d been careful to adjust James Bond’s IFF code so it looked like a neutral freighter passing through the Sol System rather than a human intelligence ship.  The Pashtali might just order him to turn around and leave, rather than simply opening fire and risking a major interstellar incident; worse, they might order him to shut down his drives and wait for inspection.  He had the uncomfortable feeling he was about to put his head in a noose.

Not that it matters, he told himself.  They won’t have time to inspect us before all hell breaks loose.

The freighter lurched violently as she transited into realspace.  Thomas studied the display, half-expecting to see a missile lancing towards his ship before the enemy had time to check his ID codes.  The last report suggested the Pashtali hadn’t been mining the crossroads, but they presumably knew Captain Yagami’s fleet was on the way.  That could easily have changed ... if, he supposed, they’d thought to bring mines.  They’d certainly had no way to know they’d need them.  Hell, if the entire invasion turned into a complete disaster, their own mines would make life difficult as they retreated into safer territory.

His lips twitched as he recalled the old joke.  Don’t worry about that mine.  It can’t hurt us.  It’s one of ours.  BOOM.

Sarah glanced at him as the display sparkled with red lights.  “Enemy contacts, holding station near the crossroads,” she said.  “They’re scanning us.”

“Shoot them our ID codes,” Thomas ordered.  The deception should last just long enough for the real offensive to begin.  “Can you get a lock on the stealth platform?”

“I think so,” Sarah said.  “No reply as yet.”

“There might not be one,” Thomas said.  Sweat prickled on his back.  The enemy hadn’t done anything - yet - to suggest that they believed his faked ID codes.  They should have enough time to establish a laser link to the platform and pass the word to the admiral.  “Admiral Glass might order the platform to remain silent.”

He frowned as the display continued to fill with icons.  The system looked busy, but not busy enough.  Interplanetary shipping had been cut sharply over the last few weeks, with very few civilian craft operating near Earth; there were only a handful of interstellar freighters making their slow way towards the crossroads.  He wondered, idly, why the Pashtali hadn’t stopped interstellar shipping altogether.  Perhaps they wanted to suggest to Earth’s trading partners, such as they were, that normal service would be resumed as soon as possible.  Or ... there’d always been rumours of secret alien technologies in the human shipyards.  The Pashtali might have stripped the tech out for transportation, so their researchers could study it in safety.  It wasn’t as if they gave a shit about maintaining humanity’s contracts with other races.

The console bleeped.  “They’re ordering us to move off the crossroads and prepare for inspection,” Sarah said.  “Your orders?”

Thomas glanced at the timer.  “Are we ready to jump?”

“Yes.”  Sarah took a breath.  “We’re ready.”

“Punch it,” Thomas ordered.  “Now!”

James Bond lurched again.  Thomas keyed his console, uploading their sensor records the moment they snapped back into multispace.  The Pashtali would have realised what they’d been doing, the moment they saw the ship vanish.  They’d react quickly ... perhaps too quickly.  Admiral Yagami had done everything she could to cut the timing as much as possible and yet, the entire engagement might be a complete waste of time and resources.  If they hadn’t captured so many enemy supplies, the whole concept would never have gotten off the ground.  As it was ...

His console bleeped.  “They’ve got the data.”

“Good.”  Sarah glanced at him as she steered the ship away from the crossroads.  “For us, the war is over.”

Thomas snorted.

***
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“Admiral!  Admiral!”

Adam snapped awake as his aide burst into his cabin and sat up.  “What?”

“Captain Yagami has arrived,” the aide said.  “James Bond just made transit, then snapped back into multispace!”

“Bring the fleet to battlestations, but keep the cloak up and running,” Adam ordered.  He clambered out of bed, grateful he’d slept in his uniform.  All he had to do was don his shoes and check his helmet, before heading to the flag bridge.  “Has there been any enemy reaction?”

“Not as yet,” the aide said.  “But it won’t be long.”

Adam nodded, curtly.  The Pashtali would have been caught by surprise.  They wouldn’t have expected a standard freighter to be capable of returning to multispace so quickly.  James Bond, like most intelligence ships, had been designed to look harmless.  But it wouldn’t take long for them to realise the implications.  Captain Yagami knew - now - where the enemy ships were lurking.  The Pashtali would have to change positions as quickly as possible before it was too late.

He hurried onto the flag bridge.  The alien fleet was coming to life, powering up its drives.  It was oddly reassuring to note the Pashtali could no more remain at battlestations permanently than their human counterparts, although they were bringing their weapons and sensors online at terrifying speed.  They seemed confident they could redline their systems long enough to win the coming engagement ... he smiled, understanding what was going through his counterpart’s head.  There was no point in preserving something for the second battle if you lost the first.  The display updated again, noting energy emissions around the crossroads.  The assault fleet was making transit ...

Adam took his seat and watched as the alien freighters surged out of the crossroads, broadcasting Pashtali ID codes.  The defenders knew the freighters had to be in enemy hands - Adam knew they knew they’d lost a convoy - and yet, they hesitated just a moment too long.  The display sparkled with red lights as the missile pods, bolted to the freighter hulls, opened fire, spitting out a tidal wave of death and destruction towards the enemy fleet.  He smiled, despite the seriousness of the situation.  It wasn’t easy to punch an assault through a crossroads, not when the enemy was ready for it.  None of the plans for automated attack pods had ever gotten off the drawing board, simply because it was impossible to minimise a jump drive to the point pods could make transit alone.  Captain Yagami and her staff had come up with a neat little workaround.  

Although we might be able to come up with a field to snap anything inside back into realspace, he mused.  He made a note of the concept for later consideration - it might be workable - and put it aside.  Right now, he had a battle to fight.  They won’t remain distracted for long.

He leaned forward.  The Pashtali had reacted well.  Too well.  Thousands of missiles had been launched into the teeth of their defences, but only a relative handful had survived long enough to reach their targets.  The enemy sensors were sweeping space, ready to engage the human fleet when it started to make transit.  They’d chosen to ignore the captured freighters as they waited for the warships, all too aware the civilian ships couldn’t hurt them.  Adam smiled, coldly.  They were doing everything right.  They were just unaware they were looking in the wrong direction.

“Tactical,” he said.  “Do we have targeting locks?”

“Aye, sir,” the tactical officer said.  The fleet had started to advance as soon as the assault fleet made transit, following a plan Adam and his command staff had devised over the last few days.  The timing was going to be tricky, but when was it ever easy?  “Missiles locked on targets.”

The crossroads sparkled again as sensor decoys - launched at the same time as the missiles - came online, pumping out hundreds of sensor ghosts and fixing the enemy’s attention firmly in place.  They’d know some of the images were faked - a handful looked as if two starships were in the same place at the same time - but would they dare assume all of them were nothing more than ghosts?  The longer they delayed, the longer an attack fleet would have to locate the enemy ships and open fire.  Adam felt a flicker of anticipation.  This time, they had the enemy right where they wanted him.

“Fire,” he ordered.

The battleship lurched as she spat her first volley into the enemy fleet.  Adam leaned forward and watched, grimly, as the range rapidly closed.  The shipyards had done yeomen work, strapping hundreds of missile pods to his hulls in a bid to make his opening salvo as heavy as possible.  The enemy commander was caught in a bind, trapped between two fires ... the smart thing to do, Adam considered, would be for the commander’s ships to jump through the crossroads, but they’d run straight into Captain Yagami’s fleet if he tried.  Or ... he frowned as the enemy started to reverse course, bringing their point defence weapons to bear.  Did they think half the missiles were sensor ghosts?  It wasn’t impossible.  The opening salvo included a number of ECM drones, designed to make it harder for the enemy to target them.

Adam put the thought aside as the enemy writhed under his fire.  Their point defence was good - he noted, tartly, they’d clearly been learning lessons as well - but he’d fired so many missiles he could overwhelm it by sheer weight of numbers.  A warcruiser squadron might have survived, but not older battleships.  This time, he had the edge.  He intended to use it ruthlessly.

“Admiral, two of the freighters have jumped back through the crossroads,” his aide reported.  “A third is requesting orders.”

“Instruct Captain Yagami to hold position,” Adam said.  There were just too many missiles flying around for his peace of mind.  The risk of a friendly fire incident was too high.  Better to bar the door and keep the enemy pinned down, rather than kill his own people.  “And then contact the enemy fleet.  Demand their surrender.”

“Aye, Admiral.”

Adam waited, wondering if the enemy would see sense and surrender.  The damage was mounting rapidly.  They’d already lost five heavy battleships and over thirty smaller ships, while his fleet had barely taken any damage.  They simply hadn’t been able to get a lock on his ships in time to return fire.  They were trapped.  They had to know it.  There was no way the remainder of their fleet would be able to reach them in time.

He glanced at the long-range display.  The enemy fleet near Earth would probably see the carnage soon enough, if it hadn’t already.  The spooks hadn’t been able to determine if the Pashtali had duplicated the Alphan FTL transmitter tech, but even if they were limited to light-speed transmissions they’d still get word soon enough.  And ... what would the enemy do?  They had enough firepower, at least in theory, to match the combined human fleet.  They might just decide to fight to the last.

Or simply open a crossroads of their own and retreat, Adam thought.  He’d seen the long-term projections.  Interstellar warfare was going to become unrecognisable if crossroads could be opened anywhere and everywhere.  Their new tech changes everything.

“No response, sir,” his aide said.

“Keep firing,” Adam ordered.

He leaned forward as his fleet belched another salvo of missiles.  It was nowhere near as heavy as the first - they’d emptied all the missile pods - but the enemy defences had been reduced to rubble.  A smart opponent would have been trying to surrender now, if they didn’t think they could get out of range and escape before it was too late. And yet ... he wondered if they were just trying to bleed his fleet before their inevitable destruction.  It was against galactic convention, but ... somehow, he doubted they cared.  If they hurt his fleet, it might tip the balance in the next engagement.  

Might.

His eyes narrowed as, one by one, the enemy starships were wiped out.  None tried to escape - or to surrender.  They barely managed to do any damage before they were gone.  He shook his head.  Had they thought it was pointless trying to surrender?  Or had they realised their ships could be pressed into service quicker than they’d thought?  Galactic convention allowed for the destruction of a ship’s datacores before it surrendered, but the freighters Captain Yagami had turned into a makeshift assault fleet were proof human engineers could put ships into service at terrifying speed.  Or ... or what?  The Pashtali were alien, perhaps the most alien race in the galactic community.  Their reasoning might make as little sense to him as his did to them.

The final enemy icon vanished from the display.  Adam let out a sigh of relief, suddenly feeling every one of his years.  The battle could easily have gone the other way, leaving humanity without any bargaining chips at all.  He wasn’t blind to the politics, or the cagey way Earth had approved the operation ... not, he reminded himself, that Earth had known the details.  He hadn’t dared send his tactical plans for approval.  The Pashtali might have intercepted the message and laid a few plans of their own.

“Deploy a recon shell, then send one of the freighters to contact Second Fleet,” he ordered.  “Once Captain Yagami makes transit, commence rearming.  Discard any missile pod that cannot be rearmed before we run out of time.”

“Aye, Admiral.”

Adam nodded, trusting his subordinates to handle the task while he concentrated on other matters.  The alien fleet knew what had happened now.  The battle had been so intense it would have been seen right across the system.  What would they do?  Try to maintain the siege of Earth?  Withdraw?  Or try to use multispace to reach his position before he had the slightest idea they were coming?  It was what he would have done, if he’d had a mobile crossroads generator of his own.  Why not?  His opponent had been raised in a universe where only one race could drop out of multispace wherever it pleased.  Even if he’d accepted the concept, intellectually, it would be years before he truly believed it.

You don’t have years, a voice whispered at the back of his head.  This is your last battle.

He shook his head as Second Fleet began to make transit.  Admiral Morris had lost far too many ships - Adam suspected he knew what had happened, although it would be weeks before the official inquiry presented any conclusions - but the main body of the fleet, along with its fleet train, remained intact.  He silently made a mental note to ensure Captain Yagami was promoted formally, before he retired.  She’d done extremely well under very trying circumstances.  She might have to take command of the fleet sent to regain control of the occupied zone.

If it seems worth the effort, he thought.  In hindsight, the occupied zone had been an anvil around humanity’s collective neck.  The days they’d thought they could make something of it seemed so long ago.  We might be better off leaving it to the Pashtali.  Let them deal with the ungrateful bastards for a change.

He shrugged.  “Communications, raise Captain Yagami,” he said.  “I need to speak to her.”

“Aye, sir.”

Adam waited, eying the sensor display.  The alien fleet hadn’t moved.  He reminded himself, once again, that it was meaningless.  The Alphans had been fond of a trick in which they used multispace to exceed the speed of light, reaching their targets before their enemies realised their ships had moved.  There was no reason the Pashtali couldn’t do the same.  He’d issued orders to open fire, if a crossroads started to open on top of them, but it might not be enough.  They just didn’t know how the alien tech worked.

And we have to find out, he told himself.  The sensor records would spur research and development, he’d been assured, but it might take years to duplicate the alien technology, let alone turn their tech into workable hardware.  They can still turn the war around.

Captain Yagami’s face appeared in front of him.  “Admiral.”

“Captain.”  Adam allowed himself a tired smile.  “Welcome back.”

“Thank you, sir,” Yagami said.  She looked as tired as Adam felt.  “I wish we’d been able to get here sooner.”

“It worked out as well as could be expected,” Adam said.  He leaned forward.  “We cannot afford to rest on our laurels, not now.  The moment we complete rearming the fleet, we’ll proceed to Earth and put an end to the siege.  And, if we do it right, we might even be able to put an end to the war.”

Captain Yagami looked unsure.  Adam understood.  The Pashtali hadn’t committed everything to their invasion.  His fleet could wipe out every last one of the invading starships and still lose the war.  But they couldn’t afford to reduce their local defence formations too far or someone else would jump them.  Ideally, if Earth could give their fleet a bloody nose, they might decide to accept a truce.  Adam had no illusions about how long it would last - he’d be surprised if it lasted more than five years and even that felt optimistic - but right now humanity needed time.  Time to rebuild, time to produce new ships and better weapons ...

“Study the tactical concepts,” he said.  He was staking everything on the engagement.  “We will only get one chance to make this work.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And I’m promoting you to brevet Admiral,” he added, “and sending you a handful of sealed orders.  If I don’t make it out, you’ll be in command.”

Captain Yagami  looked grim.  “Yes, sir.”
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Chapter Thirty-Six

Sol Crossroads, Sol System
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“The assault fleet has been rearmed,” Janet said.  “We’re transferring the units to Home Fleet now.”

Naomi nodded as she sat in her ready room, studying the reports.  She hadn’t expected the plan to work.  There’d just been too many variables.  If she’d had to force the crossroads, she would have lost a chunk of her fleet ... too many ships, perhaps, to risk following through and trying to lift the siege of Earth.  Home Fleet wasn’t powerful enough, she’d feared, to make up the difference.  

And yet, it had worked.  The enemy had taken one hell of a beating.

But they refused to surrender, she thought.  What do they know that we don’t?

She slowly shook her head.  Admiral Glass’s plan made sense to her, although - the more she thought about it - she couldn’t help thinking there were hundreds of dangerous variables in the mix.  The enemy would have plans, too ... she sighed, putting the thought out of her head.  They didn’t have much time.  The reports from the ground were grim.  The enemy forces were throwing caution to the winds, throwing everything they had in a desperate bid to take out the PDCs.  If they did, if they forced Earth to concede, the fleet would be caught between orders from the homeworld and the grim awareness there’d be no chance to rebuild and rebel if they surrendered.  They had to act fast.

“Are the Marines ready to go?”

“They’re as ready as they’ll ever be,” Janet said. “They’ll move onto the shuttles and take position when you issue the command.”

Naomi nodded as she studied the reports.  Admiral Glass’s fleet hadn’t taken any damage during the brief engagement, but it had practically shot itself dry.  She’d ordered her fleet to take up covering positions on the assumption the enemy would crunch the numbers, realise Home Fleet was desperately low on missiles, and launch a major counterattack.  And yet, no enemy attack had materialised.  She wondered if the Pashtali intended to retain their fleet as a bargaining chip or, more likely, if they wanted to win the war on the ground before the fighting in space produced a clear winner.  Admiral Glass certainly thought so.  He’d been pushing for the engineers to cut as many corners as necessary, in order to ensure they went into battle before the enemy took out the PDCs.  The Pashtali could still turn the war around.

All they have to do is withdraw and regroup, she thought.  The enemy had to be running short on missiles as well as everything else.  They could abandon the groundpounders, ordering them to surrender, while gathering a bigger fleet to resume the offensive.
She poked and prodded at the thought as her fleet readied itself for the next offensive.  What were the Pashtali doing?  A prideful human might have fought to the last, particularly if she knew even total defeat wouldn’t alter the balance of power, but would an alien?  They could withdraw ... it wasn’t as if they’d admit total defeat by doing so.  There was no point in winning a battle if it came at the cost of an entire empire.  Their alien enemies wouldn’t see it as a sign of weakness.  They could crunch the numbers, too.

“Signal from the flag, Admiral,” Wood said.  “Admiral Glass will address the fleet in twenty minutes, then we’re to begin Operation Quality.”

Naomi smiled.  The EDF - and the Solar Navy - had always preferred to keep operational codenames as random and innocuous as possible, although she suspected even the most dramatic names wouldn’t mean anything to alien minds.  Personally, she would have liked something a little more purposeful - it wasn’t as if the Pashtali had any illusions about the fleet’s target - but Admiral Glass was a traditionalist.  She sighed, inwardly.  The admiral had told her, after he’d reviewed her fleet’s sensor logs, that her brevet promotion would probably become permanent.  She looked around the bridge, feeling a twinge of discontent.  It might be the last time she commanded a starship ... no, there was no might about it.  She was already a guest on someone else’s ship.  Janet was in de facto command of the ship.

And I would be court-martialled if I presumed to issue orders, whatever the situation, she thought.  Admiral Sullivan had been dragged in front of a board of inquiry for taking command of his flagship, even though the bridge had been taken out and the command crew were dead or missing.  The case still divided opinion even after the EDF had become the Solar Navy.  That would be a sad end to my career.

She snorted, inwardly, as the seconds ticked down.  Admiral Morris and many other senior officers were dead.  There weren’t that many captains with fleet command experience, certainly none senior to her.  She might not have a choice.  The EDF had never had that many flag officers and the Solar Navy had other things to worry about, such as swelling the order of battle rather than the navy lists.  If she survived the coming engagement, she would be promoted and ...

And if I don’t survive, she told herself, it won’t matter.

***
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“You’ve all been briefed on your mission,” Major Drache said.  His voice was calm, but there was an edge to it that reminded his officers just how serious matters had become.  “Are you ready?”

Wesley nodded, feeling numb.  He didn’t have any real ties to Earth, but many of the Solar Marines had been born and bred on humanity’s homeworld.  Their families were under the alien blockade, their comrades fighting beside the army and militia to hold the line long enough for the fleet to raise the siege.  There hadn’t been any time for the troops to get messages from home, not even the brief updates they’d grown to expect over the past five years.  It boded ill.  If the system was breaking down, what then?

“This is for all the marbles,” Major Drache said.  “I expect you to keep the ultimate goal in mind throughout the mission.  If we cannot secure the first objective, we must secure the second.  Failure is not an option.”

No, Wesley agreed.  He didn’t have access to classified data, but he’d seen the tactical situation.  We have to win this battle or lose everything.

He shivered, wondering if his parents would ever know what had happened to him.  Would they get the word, if he died?  Would his body be recovered?  Or would they be left to wonder, for the rest of their lives, if he was a POW?  It was possible.  There’d long been rumours the Lupines had taken prisoners who’d never appeared on any official POW list.

Nothing was ever proven, he reminded himself.  And the closing days of the war were so chaotic we may never be sure.

“To your shuttles,” Major Drache ordered.  “See you on the flip side.”

Wesley nodded, too tired to feel much of anything as they headed for the assault shuttles.  A crewwoman had caught his eye during the long flight to Earth, a young woman no older than he was ... he wished, suddenly, that he’d asked her out.  She might have said yes.  She might have laughed in his face.  She might have ... he mentally kicked himself.  For all he knew, she might have been interested in a brief tryst, no strings attached, before they went their separate ways.  They weren’t uncommon in the spacefaring community.  Spacers, particularly young ones, didn’t have any permanent homes.  It wasn’t until they were older that they started a family.

He put the thought aside as he boarded his assault shuttle and checked his platoon.  The men were quiet.  He would almost have preferred off-colour banter and jokes ... instead, the troops were bracing themselves.  They’d written their last letters and wills, uploading them to the fleet datanet ... Wesley had no idea what would happen to them, if Earth lost the coming battle.  Would the Pashtali forward the letters to their destinations?  Or would they simply discard them? 

The shuttle hummed as it disengaged from Dauntless.  Wesley let out a breath.  His parents would mourn him, he was sure, if they thought he was dead.  And yet ... they’d never really understood him.  They’d never understood why he’d joined the Solar Marines.  His father was an EIS officer and yet ... he still didn’t understand.  Wesley wished he had the chance to talk to the old man one last time, then shrugged.  There was nothing to be gained by telling himself he was about to die.  He would survive and see his parents again.  And who knew?  Perhaps he and his father could have a proper man-to-man chat.

That might be tricky, Wesley reflected.  He still thinks of me as a child.

***
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“Admiral,” the fleet coordination officer said.  “Home Fleet is in position.  Second Fleet is moving into position now.  We are ready to commence the deception.”

Adam nodded as he studied the display.  The Solar Navy had gathered every ship it could, from battleships and battlecruisers to civilian freighters, yachts and interplanetary cruisers.  He was morbidly aware that heavy losses would do untold damage to the economy even if they won the coming battle ... not, he supposed, that defeat would do any less damage.  The mass of sensor decoys, missile pods and other surprises would make it harder for the enemy to tell just what his fleet was doing, let alone take advantage of it.  And yet, the Pashtali were waiting for them.

He glanced at the communications officer.  “Do you have the surrender demand ready to go?”

“Yes, sir,” the officer said.  “Do you want to transmit it?”

“Not yet.”  Adam frowned as he considered the timing.  “We’ll send the signal once we start the approach to Earth.”

His frown deepened.  Galactic Law gave possession of a system to the power capable of exercising effective authority over it.  Right now, Earth’s status was in doubt.  The Pashtali had a major presence - there was no point in trying to deny it - but the Solar Navy was contesting its power.  The signal offered the Pashtali the chance to concede defeat and withdraw, saving their ships at the cost of some of their pride.  Adam feared they’d stand and fight, regardless of the cost.  They could take heavy losses.  The human fleet could not.

“Signal the fleet,” he said.  “It’s time.”

He took a breath as the channel opened.  It was never easy to know what to say, on the edge of a major - and decisive - battle.  Some scriptwriter would probably put words in his mouth, if humanity survived long enough to memorialise the engagement; he wondered, idly, if he’d be a hero or a villain, a tactical genius or an idiot.  Sometimes, the difference was minimal.  He’d seen officers win and lose battles through no fault of their own, due to sheer bad luck.  If he won, he’d be the hero; if he lost, he’d be the fool.

“Our homeworld is under siege,” he said, quietly.  The scriptwriters could come up with something better, after the battle.  He would speak from the heart.  “The enemy thinks they can cow us into submission.  They think they can take everything we’ve built over the past five years, to reduce us to slaves and less than slaves.  We are going to prove them wrong.

“There are those who will say that we should surrender, that we have been beaten by a greater power and that there is no shame in bending the knee.  But those people are wrong.  To surrender would mean the loss of our very souls.  To surrender would mean accepting that it is right for us to be pushed around, that might does indeed make right, that law and order are nothing more than clubs in the hands of the mighty, to be used to beat the weak whenever they get out of line.  To surrender would be to give up all hope of a new and better future, not just for us but for everyone.

“Today, we will force them to leave our system.  Today, we will show the Galactics that humanity will not surrender, that humanity will not be forced into permanent submission, that humanity will survive whatever the universe can throw at it.  We may lose this battle, but we will show them that we will never give up.  The Pashtali think they’ve beaten us.  The Galactics think we are unworthy of their support.  We are going to show them they’re wrong.

“I cannot promise you victory.  They know we’re coming.  They are ready for us.  But I can promise you that, win or lose, our stand will be remembered.  And they will know that we will never submit to them.”

He closed the channel, his heart racing as he studied the display.  The enemy fleet still hadn’t moved.  He wondered what they were thinking, then shrugged.  There was little room for anyone to be clever, now that the crossroads had been cleared.  The two fleets would meet in open space, both sides all too aware of the other’s strengths and weaknesses.  Or, he corrected himself, they thought they knew.  The deception plan might work.  And the enemy was probably planning deceptions of their own.

“It’s time,” he said.  “On my mark, activate the deception plan.”

“Aye, sir.”

Adam felt his heart skip a beat.  They were quite some distance from the enemy fleet.  The Pashtali shouldn’t have eyes close enough to the fleet to see through the haze of ECM surrounding his ships.  They certainly hadn’t had time to seed the system with stealthed sensor platforms of their own, although that was meaningless.  They’d been planning the war for years.  They could have slipped platforms into the Sol System anytime over the last couple of years, in the reasonable certainty the platforms would never be spotted.  The deception plan could easily wind up worse than useless.

“Mark,” he said.

The display updated rapidly as the starships started to shuffle their positions.  Adam had trouble keeping track of which ship was where and he was right inside the fleet command datanet.  The Pashtali should find it impossible.  And yet ... he sighed under his breath.  It was easy to overthink his tactics.  The enemy were probably confused.  He thought he knew how they were thinking.  If the battle went badly, they could escape with ease.

Not this time, he told himself.

“Signal the fleet,” he ordered.  “Initiate Operation Quality.”

“Aye, Admiral.”

A low rumble ran through the battleship as she glided away from the crossroads, the rest of the fleet settling into formation around her as they headed for Earth.  The Pashtali had formally placed the planet under siege.  They’d have no choice but to contest his fleet if they wanted to keep the planet in their clutches.  Adam had no illusions about how little they’d care about the formalities, yet ... it might convince some of the great powers that the Pashtali had to be restrained.  Somehow.  The fleet steadily picked up speed, making no attempt to disguise its destination.  Adam would have been astonished if anyone had any doubt.

He glanced at the tactical officer.  “Is the deception web functional?”

“Yes, sir,” the tactical officer said.  “They should have great difficulty seeing through the haze.”

Adam nodded.  The Pashtali couldn’t miss the fleet.  But, at the same time, they’d have great difficulty getting a lock on any of the individual starships.  And it would keep their attention focused on Adam’s flagship.

“Communications, transmit the withdrawal demand,” he ordered.

“Aye, sir.”

Adam nodded and waited.  The range was steadily closing, but it would still take several minutes for the signal to reach the aliens and several more for them to reply, assuming they replied immediately.  The Pashtali command structure was a mystery.  The fleet commander might be in overall command of the invasion force, in the same way Adam was the uniformed head of the human military, or he might be subordinate to the real commander.  And there was no way to tell if he had authority to withdraw without reference to his distant superiors.  The red team analysts had wondered if the Pashtali would try to stall, under the guise of waiting for orders from their homeworld.  It would be a neat trick if they pulled it off.  There were just too many interstellar powers who’d look the other way if they tried.

“No response, sir,” the communications officer said, finally.

“They’re assuming combat formation,” the tactical officer put in.  “I’d say that’s a response.”

Adam nodded.  The enemy fleet was preparing to fight.  It was possible they were bluffing - they’d put the crossroads ship at the rear of their formation, where they could cover it long enough to escape - but he had to assume the worst.  Besides, if he looked ready to fight, the Pashtali might decide they were bluffing after all.

He waited as the seconds ticked down.  There was nothing he could do until the fleet entered engagement range.  The enemy fleet was bringing up its drives, but it wasn’t retreating to keep the range open or trying to close it as quickly as possible.  Adam hoped that was a good sign.  They probably didn't want to scatter their fleet if they had to open a crossroads and run.

“Admiral,” the tactical officer said.  “We are reaching optimum firing range.”

“Signal the fleet,” Adam ordered.  “All units are authorised to open fire.”
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Chapter Thirty-Seven


Near Earth, Sol System
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Adam felt the battleship shudder as she unleashed her first salvo at the enemy fleet.  The remainder of the fleet added its internal tubes to the broadside, carefully staggering their fire in hopes of convincing the aliens that the human fleet was in a single formation.  Adam leaned forward, watching as the aliens adjusted their formation to meet the incoming missiles before they returned fire.  He allowed himself a moment of relief.  He’d feared they’d take the time to deploy free-floating missiles, but - thankfully - they didn’t seem to have bothered.  He reminded himself not to take it for granted. He was holding back some of his own missiles, too.

“Tactical, analyse their firing patterns,” he ordered.  “Stagger our second salvo to ensure we empty the pods before their carriers get taken out.”

“Aye, Admiral.”

Adam kept his expression under tight control as the range steadily closed.  The alien fleet was firing a second salvo, targeting his bigger ships and largely ignoring the converted freighters and pleasure craft.  Adam wasn’t surprised.  The freighters weren’t real warships and there was a limit to how much damage they could do, as long as they didn’t get close enough to ram.  He watched as the alien point defence opened fire, picking off hundreds of missiles with casual ease.  A report bleeped up from the analysts, marked for his urgent attention.  The Pashtali didn’t have burners.  If they had, they would have used them to save themselves from the missiles.

Unless they’re baiting a trap of their own, he thought.  The Solar Navy’s second salvo was a little more ragged than the first, his crews working desperately to launch missiles before their starships were blown out of space.  They might be waiting for us to close the range before unleashing their secret weapon.

The thought taunted him as the two fleets continued to converge.  The Pashtali had duplicated one piece of Alphan tech.  Why not another?  Why not produce the tech and then keep it in reserve, waiting for the perfect moment to use it?  He could see their logic, if they were doing it ... and yet, he thought it was too risky.  The Pashtali didn’t have to risk mutual destruction, certainly not when the rest of their fleet was light years from Earth.  They could easily demonstrate their power, perhaps during the invasion of Earth itself, then force him to surrender or simply withdraw from the system.  No, he told himself.  If they’d had such tech, they would have used it during the first battle.  They’d caught his fleet by surprise.  They could have finished the job there and then, if they’d had burners.  Instead, they’d let them go.  

“Their point defence is stronger than we anticipated,” the tactical officer said.  “I can’t locate their command ships.”

“Concentrate your fire on the big boys,” Adam ordered.  Admiral Yagami would be able to deal with the smaller ships, regardless of what happened to Adam, if the battleships were destroyed.  “Continue firing.”

He cursed under his breath as a missile slammed into the battleship’s hull.  The engineers had done what they could, during the brief layover at the shipyards, but it wasn’t enough.  The damage was starting to mount.  In hindsight, it might have been a mistake to transfer half of his damage control teams - and all non-essential crew - to the shipyards, although Earth would need them if they lost the engagement.  He shook his head - there was no point in crying over spilt milk - and forced himself to concentrate.  The range was steadily closing to sprint-mode range.  The damage was about to get a hell of a lot worse.

Let them think we’re coming to be killed, he thought.  It would be true, too, if he hadn’t had a surprise or two up his sleeve.  Let them think we’re letting them kill us.

The battleship shuddered again.  Alarms howled. Adam ignored them.  The crew could handle the repairs.  If they couldn’t, it wouldn’t matter.  They’d reworked the datanet extensively, to the point the entire fleet would need to be destroyed to take it down completely.  He smiled, rather grimly, at the thought.  By that point, it would be pretty much pointless.

“Admiral, the enemy is altering formation,” his aide said.  “They’re bringing their big guns to bear on us.”

“Understood.”  Adam glanced at him.  “How long until they enter energy range?”

“Two minutes, unless they accelerate,” the aide said.  His face was turned away, but Adam could hear the fear in his voice.  “They’re switching missiles to sprint-mode now.”

Adam nodded.  It was about to become a great deal harder to swat the enemy missiles before they reached their target.  The only upside was that the enemy would have the same problem - and, hopefully, that they hadn’t realised just how many missile pods he’d bolted to the civilian ships.  By the time they worked out what had happened, it would be too late.

“Signal the fleet,” Adam ordered.  “Activate Phase Two on my mark.”

He hesitated, counting down the seconds.  They’d only get one shot at the Pashtali.  Even if the enemy didn’t start mowing down the civilian ships, they didn’t have any internal missile tubes.  There’d been no time to fit them.  They’d empty the pods and run, in hopes of making it out before it was too late.  Adam hoped some of them would make it.  They’d be needed, if humanity had to pack up and flee to the edge of explored space.  He told himself, firmly, that - even if it took a thousand years - the human race would be back.

“Fire,” he ordered.

The display exploded with icons.  The enemy fleet seemed to recoil - Adam knew it was his imagination, but he clung to it anyway - as missiles flashed towards them.  Their point defence fired badly, lashing out in all directions, yet they had no time to pick their targets before blowing them away.  They were pumping out so much fire that they were bound to hit something, but it was only a drop in the ocean compared to the tidal wave roaring towards them.  Their answering fire was weak, scattered.  Adam keyed his console, resending the demand for surrender.  For the first time, it felt as if they’d genuinely shaken the Pashtali.

They would have been wiser to maintain their fire on the warships, he thought.  The respite wouldn’t last more than a few moments, if that, but it would give his damage control crews time to patch hull breaches and repair damaged control nodes.  There’s nothing to be gained by blowing away the freighters now.

His lips twitched as the enemy fleet staggered under his fleet’s fire.  Five battleships were blown away, completely vaporised; three more were knocked out of the line of battle, plasma leaking from their hulls as their drive fields destabilised before collapsing completely.  The crews were dead or wishing they were.  There was no time to put them out of their misery.  The remaining enemy ships seemed suddenly hesitant.  Even the ones that remained undamaged appeared reluctant to continue the fight.

Surrender, you fools, he thought.  Or run.  We won’t try to stop you.

For a moment, he dared hope that the battle was over.  And then the enemy resumed their fire.

Adam cursed under his breath.  “Continue firing.”

“Aye, sir.”

***
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Naomi watched the display, her eyes grim.  Admiral Glass was taking a beating - many of his warships were badly damaged, while some of the civilian ships had been casually swatted out of space - and she wanted to go to his aid, but she had her orders.  The admiral’s plan was a good one, yet ... she watched the enemy resume firing, their missiles picking up speed as they lanced into the human ships.  The point defence crews were doing what they could, but even the best sensors couldn’t pick out targets quickly enough to take them out before it was too late.  And the range was steadily closing.  Naomi was starting to think Admiral Glass and the alien CO were going to destroy each other.

She stared at the display.  She’d often received orders she didn’t like, or orders that simply hadn’t made sense, but she’d never been so tempted to disobey in her entire career.  Admiral Glass would have her put in front of a court-martial and then dishonourably discharged, if he didn’t send her to military prison, yet at least he’d be alive to do it.  Every missile that struck a human ship weakened the fleet’s defences, allowing the next missile to make it through and smash into the hull.  The datalink wasn’t as detailed as she would have preferred - the datastream was being relayed through a stealthed platform, rather than being aimed at her directly - but it was clear the damage was mounting.  

The plan hadn’t gone off the rails.  Not yet.

“Hold position,” she ordered.  Admiral Glass had gone to a lot of trouble to convince prying eyes she’d never left his fleet.  She didn’t dare throw that away, even to save his life.  “We wait.”

She knew her crew didn’t agree.  The Solar Navy was supposed to be a band of brothers - and sisters.  Tradition, a tradition born well before independence, said they had to help each other out.  And yet, they were watching and waiting as Admiral Glass fought their battle.  She didn’t want to know, or even guess, how many officers and crew had already died.  Admiral Glass had evacuated anyone who wasn’t essential, but ... it wasn’t as if they’d been overburdened with crew in the first place.  

We wait, she thought.  And when the time comes, we kick their asses all the way home.

***
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“Form up on me,” Flying Officer Janelle Steele ordered.  “And prepare to engage.”

She braced herself as the oversized squadron formed up.  Her original squadron, along with her commanding officer and his second, was long gone.  The CO had bought it during the first torpedo run and as for the CO’s second ... no one knew what had happened, but his starfighter had fallen out of the datanet and not been heard from since.  Janelle hoped he’d had a chance to eject, that he was floating somewhere nearby and waiting for rescue ... but she feared the worst.  There’d been so much point defence firepower around the alien battleship they’d attacked that he might have been vaporised - or crashed straight into the battleship - without anyone noticing.  

“All right,” she ordered.  “Follow me in ...”

She was exhausted, tired beyond endurance, as she steered her craft towards their target.  She wasn’t quite sure how she’d wound up as squadron commander.  She’d realised she was leaderless, that two-thirds of her original squadron were gone and started barking orders ... and, suddenly, she’d found herself in command.  There was no time to sort out a proper structure, no time to request rulings on who was legally senior to who ... she shook her head, telling herself she’d take a long holiday if - when - she survived this engagement.  A week or two on the beach, a drink in one hand and her arm around a hot young man ... or a woman.  She wasn’t picky.  Right now, all she wanted to do afterwards was forget.

The alien battleship seemed to grow and grow in front of her until it filled the sky, a towering edifice that - under other circumstances - would have scared her.  Now, she was too tired to be scared as her sensors tracked a steady stream of missiles and plasma bolts emerging from the hull, the latter heading towards her.  She threw her craft into a series of evasive manoeuvres as she bottomed out, pressing down on the firing key as she skimmed along the alien hull.  The armour itself was too strong for her plasma cannons - they hadn’t had a chance to return to the carrier and get more torpedoes - but she could blow the hell out of the enemy sensor blisters and point defence weapons.  A heavy plasma gun was slowly traversing to point at her, lowering itself so far she was tempted to wait and see if the enemy gunners wound up shooting their own ship.  It was tempting ... but she declined.  She blew the turret away, skimming over it as an alien shuttle came into view.  It opened fire the moment it saw her.

They must be desperate, she thought, as she put two shots though the shuttle’s hull.  They should have brought starfighters of their own with them.

She smiled, coldly.  She’d been a teenager during the Vultek War, but she’d heard the old salts talking about the fighting.  The Vulteks were birdlike aliens.  They’d lost the ability to fly a long time ago, but they were far better starfighter pilots than their human counterparts and they might have won the war if the Pashtali had trusted them with first-line equipment.  Now ... she had no doubt the Pashtali could recruit all the Vulteks they wanted.  Their former clients would certainly want a little revenge.

Serves them right, she thought, as a shipkiller struck the alien battleship.  The damage was extensive, but - somehow - not fatal.  She was sourly impressed.  The Pashtali hadn’t been caught by surprise this time.  They shouldn’t have started the war if they didn’t have a plan to win it.

She led the squadron away from the alien ship, trying to pull back and take in the entire situation.  The two fleets were still converging, as if they intended to kill each other.  She couldn’t believe the Pashtali weren’t trying to get away, or simply surrender.  And yet ... she shook her head.  The human fleet was taking a battering, too.  The Pashtali might come out ahead if they kept fighting.  At the very least, they’d claw the human fleet good and proper before they went down.

That will keep us from pushing them back to their own homeworld, she thought, as she started to look for another target.  And that will give them time to retake the offensive.

***
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“Admiral,” the tactical officer said.  “We are coming into burner range.”

Adam nodded.  “Signal the fleet,” he ordered.  He’d hoped to get more capital ships onto range, but several vessels had been destroyed or disabled.  “Choose targets wisely.  We’ll only get one shot at this.”

“Aye, sir,” the tactical officer said.  The display updated, targeting sigils appearing over the enemy ships.  “Targets locked.”

If this doesn’t work, we’re committed to an engagement at point-blank range, Adam thought, numbly.  That won’t end well.

He let out a breath as the single-shot burners pulsed their fire.  The Alphans could slice entire fleets apart with their burners - Adam had seen them do it - but the Solar Navy hadn’t been able to duplicate the trick.  Not yet.  The energy beams tailed off almost as soon as they started, but ... he heard someone whoop behind him as the enemy fleet staggered under their fire.  Pashtali armour was nowhere near strong enough to stand up to a burner.  The Solar Navy’s blasts had gone through their hulls like hot knives though butter, then lanced through their interiors as if they were pulsing through empty air.  It was a pity they couldn’t sustain the beams for more than a few seconds - he could have won the battle in an instant if he’d literally sliced the enemy ships in half - but perhaps it would be enough.  The interior of their targeted ships had become hellish, their innards turned to molten hellfire ...

But not enough of it, he thought.  Burners had their limits, particularly when the beams lasted for only a second or two.  Their internal hatches might have been able to prevent the damage from spreading too far.

He gritted his teeth.  Several enemy battleships were gone, blown apart by a chain of secondary explosions.  Others ... were still coming, their energy weapons lashing out in response to his fire.  The battleship rocked, alarms howling even louder as the enemy pounded her hull.  They lacked the raw power of the burners, even the single-shot weapons, but they were still effective.  Adam cursed under his breath as two drive rooms were lost in quick succession.  The battleship was doomed.

“Abandon ship,” Captain Mulvane ordered.  The weapons went automatic, trying to hit and hurt the enemy one last time before it was too late.  “All hands, abandon ship.”

“Switch drive controls down here, Captain, then go too,” Adam snapped.  He spoke firmly, before the captain could object.  The captain might be in some trouble, if he got home, but at least he’d be alive.  And there’d be witnesses as well as recordings to testify he’d been ordered to leave his ship by his superior officer.  “That’s an order.  Go.”

The captain started to say something, then swallowed it.  Adam barely noticed as he ordered his own staff to join the evacuation.  Someone had to steer the ship for the final seconds and ... he knew he wouldn’t have long to live, even if he abandoned ship with the rest of the crew.  He watched as the range closed, picking an enemy battleship as his final target.  She was altering course, too late.  Adam smiled - Admiral Morris had died in much the same way - as the enemy battleship slammed missiles into his hull.  

It really was too late.

We hurt them, he told himself.  And we bought time for Admiral Yagami to finish the job.

The range closed to zero.  Adam closed his eyes.
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Chapter Thirty-Eight


Near Earth, Sol System
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Wesley had never given any thought to flying through a battle in a shuttlecraft.  It wasn’t the expected thing, outside training simulations designed more to teach the limits of modern technology than practice realistic tactics for deep-space warfare.  And yet ... sitting in the assault shuttle, watching the battle though the shuttle’s passive sensors, left him feeling detached.  The live feed, pumped through his helmet, felt like a VR simulation.  It was hard to believe that the shuttle, so heavily armoured that it could take a direct hit by an antitank missile at point-blank range, would be vaporised in a flash if one of the battleships spotted it.  But he knew it was true.

He stayed calm as they passed through the battlefield.  There were so many ECM drones, as well as starfighters, gunboats and repurposed civilian craft, that the assault shuttles should pass unnoticed.  The enemy wouldn’t have any reason to see them as a threat until they got into attack range, as they weren’t missiles on sprint mode.  The techs had sworn blind they would be effectively undetectable, although Wesley had his doubts.  Point defence crews rarely had time to ask questions before they took the shot, for fear that a few seconds of hesitation would give the enemy missile a chance to strike its target.  They’d have won the battle, or at least made it harder for humanity to come out ahead, without ever knowing what they’d done.

The enemy ship loomed into view, banishing his calm as if it had never been there.  Wesley shuddered.  An ugly feeling settled in his stomach as the shuttles converged on the crossroads-generating starship.  It was huge, easily twice the size of a battleship.  Wesley didn’t need the techs to tell him it was big; he wondered, as he checked his weapons and tools again, why the Pashtali had made the starship so obvious.  Its power signature was so huge it could be seen right across the system.  And yet ... maybe they didn’t have a choice.  Wesley knew how difficult - and power-intensive - it was to generate even a localised gravity field.  Bending the fabric of time and space - and punching a hole in it - required vast amounts of power.  It had to.

Or the Alphans would have installed the tech in their freighters as well as their warships, he thought.  They have to have hit the point of diminishing returns ...

The shuttle lurched.  “Drones going live ... now,” the pilot said.  The lack of dumb pilot jokes was oddly worrying.  “Brace for landing.”

Wesley gritted his teeth.  The sudden shifts in perspective - the alien ship was tiny, then bigger, then so vast it dominated the horizon - held no fears.  He was used to it.  But never, in his entire life, had he contemplated making a forced landing on an alien starship, charging right into the teeth of enemy fire.  The giant ship seemed to explode with light as its plasma cannons went live, filling space with bolt after bolt of superheated plasma.  Most of the shots were wasted, expended on sensor ghosts and ECM drones, but a handful found their targets.  The closer they got to enemy sensors, the harder it was to convince them that the shuttle was nothing more than a sensor ghost.

A rumble ran through the shuttle as it closed the range.  The gravity field twisted, pulling oddly at them before fading into nothingness.  “Ten seconds,” the pilot said.  “Nine.  Eight ...”

Wesley was on his feet the moment a dull thump echoed through the shuttle.  He snapped his mask into place, glancing at his troops as the hatch started to open.  The cutters had burnt right through the alien hull - he felt a flicker of sympathy for anyone unlucky enough to be in the neighbouring compartment - allowing them to bypass the airlocks.  His lips quirked.  Galactic Law might insist airlocks be operable from the outside, but most races designed them to serve as bottlenecks to trap anyone with bad intentions.  He hoped the Pashtali hadn’t expected to be boarded.  Their troops would - hopefully - be out of position.

The hatch snapped open and locked.  Wesley dived through, the spacer in him recoiling in horror at the torn and broken hull.  The cutters had done their work well, tearing gashes in the metal and leaving blackened and scorched ruins behind.  It was hard to imagine anything capable of cutting through a starship hull, although he knew better than to let himself believe starships were invincible.  Even warcruisers could be destroyed.  He snapped orders, launching tiny sensor drones into the air to expand their knowledge of the alien ship’s interior.  The Pashtali would deploy countermeasures of course, the moment they realised what he’d done, but hopefully the drones would last long enough to let him determine where to go.  His boarding party wasn’t the only one - the fleet had launched every bootneck it had in a desperate bid to tip the odds in humanity’s favour - yet he’d been cautioned to think in terms of being alone.  They had a job to do, even if it meant leaving other boarding parties to fight off the aliens alone.  Wesley hated the thought of abandoning his comrades, but he knew what was at stake.  This engagement was for all the marbles.

“It’s weird, sir,” Corporal Slattery said, as they inched out of the damaged compartments.  The low gravity made it harder to move safely.  “Where are they?”

Wesley shrugged, as a creeping sense of unease starting to descend upon him.  He’d been in dozens of alien ships, but they’d all been designed for humanoids.  The Pashtali looked like giant spiders.  Their interiors were all wrong.  It felt as if they were poking their way through underground tunnels - he tried not to think of an anthill - rather than a starship.  His helmet flashed up alerts, cautioning him that the air was dangerously unsafe.  It wasn’t poisonous, but the high concentrations of ozone and other chemicals meant it would be bad if they lost their helmets.  He frowned, wondering how the Pashtali survived on Earth and the other Galactic worlds.  It would be ironic indeed if they were fighting for worlds they found uncomfortable, if not downright hostile.  Why bother?  It wasn’t as if anyone fought wars over Pluto or Venus.

We’re trying to terraform Venus, he reminded himself.  A nasty thought struck him and refused to go away.  What if they’re planning to terraform Earth and the other worlds so they can live there comfortably, killing the natives in the process?

He put the thought out of his mind as he scanned his surroundings, looking for a datanode or a link into the ship’s datanet.  It had never occurred to any of the planners that the Solar Marines might not recognise their target, even if they found it.  Wesley kicked himself.  The planners were spacers or soldiers themselves, aware that their men weren’t ignorant, but ... in this case, they’d genuinely been unaware of their own ignorance.  The stories from the post-invasion days, in which human insurgents had been unable to comprehend alien technology, suddenly seemed understandable.  It had honestly never occurred to them that the Pashtali technology might look very different from its human counterparts.  The Pashtali were just too different.

And it really should have occurred to us, he thought, as they pressed on.  In hindsight, it was the sort of oversight that should have been expected.  The Pashtali developed Galactic-level tech on their own.

Their surroundings got creepier as they moved on.  He had the uneasy sense they were crawling through a honeycomb, the floors tinged with something he didn’t care to look at too closely while the ceiling protruded down at odd intervals.  The sensor drones started to fall, suggesting the enemy were hastily setting up barricades deeper into the ship.  A giant set of components, torn open and seemingly damaged, revealed power and data conduits that appeared intact.  The hacker bent down to examine them - Wesley directed his men to cover him - then shook his head.  The movement was almost unnoticeable.

“They’ve locked the subsection out of the ship’s datanet,” the hacker said.  He plugged an analysis core into the system, then stepped back.  “I can’t take the ship’s network down.”

Wesley nodded, curtly.  “We’ll need to go deeper,” he said.  “Can you hack the system when we find an active node?”

The hacker snickered.  “Do bears poop in the woods?”

“Probably.”  Wesley had never seen a bear.  “But can you hack the system?”

“I think so,” the hacker said.  There was a faint hint of sarcasm in his voice.  “They designed their system to be incompatible with standard GalTech, for fear of someone like me, but our bridging and attack software is designed to cross the firewall and get into the core of the system ...”

“Get on with it,” Wesley snapped.  He’d heard it all before.  “Hurry!”

His mind raced.  If they shut it down to keep us out, we win by default, he thought.  He’d never tried to run a starship without computers.  He doubted it was possible.  They’ll never be able to drive us out and get the system back up before they run out of time.

He held up his hand, signalling the marines to continue the advance.  The combat datanet was crackling - the enemy was trying to jam it - but it was clear none of the other boarding parties had run into serious opposition.  He frowned as he noted a section that dropped right out of the datanet.  Had they been attacked and destroyed?  Or had they simply fallen behind enemy jamming?  He feared he wouldn’t know until it was too late.

The interior seemed to grow more and more cramped as they pressed on.  Wesley felt utterly disoriented, even though the datanet’s map insisted they were heading further into the ship.  He felt as though they were going in circles.  One room looked just like another.  It was hard to understand how the crew found their way around.  The bulkheads seemed to move when he wasn’t looking, breathing in and out as if the ship was a living thing.  He didn’t like the implications.  Biological technology was the Holy Grail of galactic science, but no one - not even the Alphans - had managed to get it to work.  If the Pashtali had succeeded ...

He recoiled in shock as a writhing mass of horror appeared out of the darkness and flowed towards him.  It was so alien that he lost seconds staring at it before realising the aliens were charging toward him and the others.  He opened fire, his platoon following his lead.  Plasma pulses tore through the alien hordes, burning them so badly that even a glancing hit spelled instant death, but they kept coming.  Wesley wanted to be sick as more and more aliens died under his fire, blood and ichor coating the floor.  It was ... it was inhuman.  The bodies weren’t even soaking up his fire, the dead aliens providing cover to their living counterparts.  They were just ... dying.

Alerts flashed up in front of him.  Every boarding party was now under attack.  Wesley cursed under his breath as he kept shooting, his eyes shifting from side to side as the aliens kept coming.  The thoughtful part of his mind noted, coldly, that the aliens were different.  They all had a brain, resting where a spider’s body would be, and they were all covered in eerie black fur, but beyond that ... some had a multitude of legs, some had only two or three.  It was hard to see how they’d become tool-users, until he spotted a leg morphing into a tentacle and aiming a long thin tube at him.  Wesley didn’t recognise it, but was almost certainly a weapon.  He shot the alien instinctively, a moment before the ceiling bulged and exploded, drenching them in slimy liquid.  Alien shapes landed amongst the marines and started lashing out.  Wesley recoiled in horror as furry claws grabbed hold, as if the alien intended to eat him.  Even through his armour, the touch felt wrong.  He shot the alien in the brain sac and had the pleasure of watching it collapse, before more appeared ahead.  They were at risk of being swarmed.

They sent the unarmed crew in first, to soak up our fire and wear us down, he thought.  He couldn’t imagine the mentality that would lead to such pointless sacrifice.  What are they thinking?

He unhooked the grenades from his belt and hurled them towards the alien soldiers.  The deck shook, violently, as they detonated, blowing the soldiers away.  Wesley snapped orders, looking up.  The ship was still very alien ... he realised, suddenly, that the ship had been designed for zero-gravity.  It had more in common with the human-designed space station - captured during the invasion and then placed in a museum - than a more modern starship.  The Pashtali might have grown up on a low-gravity world, then adapted themselves for life in space.  It was an odd moment of kinship with a very alien species.

The marines advanced, throwing caution to the winds.  The datanet was bleeping alerts, cautioning them that several boarding parties had been overrun.  Wesley kept a wary eye on the decks and ceilings, all too aware they could be jumped at any moment.  He thought about the nuclear charge they’d been given, as a final resort, and shuddered.  He didn’t want to blow himself up - and he wasn’t sure how badly the immense ship would be damaged - but they might not have a choice.  They couldn’t let the Pashtali drive them back into space and complete the destruction of the fleet.  

Another group of aliens held an airlock, dead ahead of them.  Wesley snapped orders, hurling grenades towards the defenders.  It was wasteful, but time was running out.  The airlock itself was undamaged - he allowed himself a moment of relief - allowing them to poke their noses into the next section.  More aliens swarmed them, only to be shot down.  The interior lights failed a moment later.  Wesley’s helmet compensated automatically.  The aliens who tried to sneak up on him didn’t get close enough to put their claws through his armour.

Some of those claws are very sharp, he thought.  The aliens looked like spiders ... did they have the proportionate strength of a spider?  He’d once enjoyed movies about a spider-themed superhero who fought alien invaders ... in hindsight, a subtle dig at Earth’s alien masters.  Just how strong are they?

He cleared his throat.  “There’s another node there,” he said, as they pressed into the compartment.  “See if you can hack it.”

“Aye, sir.”

Wesley quartered the compartment, directing his men to cover the doors and wait.  The interior was just ... bizarre.  There was no way to tell where the bridge was, or even if taking it out would cripple the alien ship.  The Galactics were fond of working absurd levels of redundancy into their starships and he dared not assume the Pashtali were an exception.  Two more assault parties had dropped out of the network, suggesting that it was just a matter of time before his team was attacked again.  The ship was so big that the enemy might be operating behind him, coming up to stick something in his rear.  His lips quirked.  The battle was so tiring, and the ship so alien, that that was almost funny.

“Contact,” the hacker announced.  “I’ve linked into their network!”

“Take it down,” Wesley snapped.  “Quickly.”

The hacker keyed his console. Wesley braced himself.  If the enemy realised what they were doing, they’d throw everything they had at him.  Hacking wasn’t his skillset, but he understood the basics.  They were already inside most of the alien firewalls.  The alien network would have trouble realising it was under attack, let alone throwing the hackers out.  And yet ... could they simply lock the datanode out of the system?  How many redundancies had they worked into their datanet?

He frowned as the aliens came into view, charging towards the marines as if there was no tomorrow.  There wouldn’t be, part of his mind noted, as he opened fire.  The aliens writhed under his fire, but kept coming.  Wesley felt sick as he kept firing, trying not to think about the slaughter.  The aliens were tough, but superhot plasma went through them as if their bodies were made of air, passing through one alien and burning its way into the next.  And the next.  They were driving forwards, impaling themselves on his fire just to get to the hacker and the datanode.  Wesley stood his ground.  The mission might just succeed ...

The seconds ticked away.  Wesley resisted the urge to tell the hacker to hurry up.  There was no way to know how long it would take.  Humans were good at getting incompatible pieces of technology to work together, but they’d never tried to hack a Pashtali military-grade system before.  It was sheer luck that the enemy ship was so new, he reflected.  They’d been so keen to press the offensive into human territory that they’d perhaps failed to give the crossroads ship a proper shakedown cruise.  How many did they have?  The sheer size of the ship, and the cost, suggested there couldn’t be many of them.

A low shudder ran though the deck.  “Got it!”  

Wesley glanced at the hacker as the gravity field flickered and died.  “All down?”

“Crashed the network, then copied the files and erased them,” the hacker said.  “This ship isn’t going anywhere.”

“Good,” Wesley said.  Getting out was going to be tricky, but at least the ship was out of the battleline.  “And now it’s time for us to go.”
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“Admiral,” Cobb said.  “Admiral Glass is dead.”

Naomi nodded curtly.  Admiral Glass had taken his ships to point-blank range, in hopes the massed firepower of his burners would tear through the enemy hulls and demoralise the rest of the Pashtali forces.  They’d done the former, she noted coolly, but - somehow - the enemy had maintained their cohesion.  She suspected at least one command ship had survived the burners.  Admiral Glass had done his best to target ships his crews had suspected to be command ships, but there’d been no way to be sure they were targeting them all.  Or any.  The targeting patterns had been little more than guesswork.

She put her grief - and guilt - aside and studied the battle as dispassionately as she could.  The enemy had taken one hell of a beating, perhaps more than they’d expected when they’d chosen to stand and fight.  Their battleships had been hammered, then boarded; she smiled, coldly, as an alien battleship exploded.  There’d be time to mourn the marines who’d carried the charge onto the alien ship later, assuming there was a later.  The Pashtali had been hammered, no doubt about it.  But they were still formidable.

The starfighters were rearming quickly, both sides drawing apart slightly for a breather.  Naomi keyed her console, sending orders to the refurbished civilian starships; they altered course, then emptied their missile pods, launching missiles towards the enemy ships.  It was unlikely, under normal circumstances, that they’d do much damage, but the enemy point defence had taken a beating too.  Their fire was already slacking badly.  Naomi hoped their command datanet was on the verge of collapse.  They had to have lost most of their relay drones as well as everything else.

Not that we’re much better off, she reflected.  The remnants of Admiral Glass’s formation are too close to disengage.

She cursed under her breath as losses mounted rapidly.  The enemy might have figured out that the burners were single-shot weapons - no one in their right mind would have stopped shooting, not when it was kill or be killed - but they knew there was a very real chance their ships would be rammed.  Admiral Glass had taken out an enemy battleship; two more had been rammed by civilian starships, both badly damaged even if they hadn’t been destroyed.  Naomi’s formation was relatively untouched, as she’d remained under cloak even as Home Fleet fought its final battle, but it was only a matter of time before that changed.  The enemy might catch a sniff of their presence and open fire.

“It will be up to you to determine if the plan is still feasible,” Admiral Glass had said.  He’d planned for his own death ... in hindsight, Naomi wondered if the old warhorse had had a premonition it would be his last battle.  “If you think it cannot be carried out without significant losses, you are to withdraw and then do as you see fit.”

Naomi gritted her teeth.  She could win the battle.  She knew she could.  And yet, victory might come at a price Earth was unwilling to pay.  The fleet under her command was it.  There would be no more human ships, not in time to matter.  If the Pashtali realised how weak the Solar Navy had become, they’d launch another invasion and whatever ships survived the battle would be unable to stop them.  She might win the battle, only to lose the war.  Her thoughts churned.  Did she push the battle to the limits?  Or did she pull out now, before she was committed?  She could do either ...

“Captain.”  Wood’s voice echoed through the bridge.  “Major Drache reports his men have seized control of the enemy crossroads ship.”

Naomi grinned, despite herself.  The Pashtali couldn’t escape now, not without blasting their way through her fleet and running the crossroads.  It was just a shame they hadn’t had time to lay mines on the far side of the crossroads in multispace.  They wouldn’t stay on station for long, but ... it should make life difficult for the aliens.  She leaned forward, assessing the situation and running a few brief simulations.  They could close the range, putting the rest of the plan into operation, without risking total disaster.  As long as the Pashtali bought it ...

She keyed commands into her console.  There was no point in trying to get the captured ship out before it was too late.  The planners had considered trying, but there was a difference between crashing the enemy ship’s datanet and taking control of the ship’s systems.  It would take time, time they didn’t have, to power up the crossroads generator and get out.  The enemy would have no trouble firing on their own ship to keep the boarding party from stealing it.  She’d just have to hope she could keep them busy so they didn’t think of it.

Of course, as long as the battle is underway, they can always hope to recapture the ship after the fighting, she thought.  However rich they are, that ship cannot have been easy or cheap to produce.

“Signal the fleet,” she ordered.  “On my command, we will advance and engage the enemy.”

She felt a flicker of anticipation running around the bridge as the formation prepared itself.  Many of Admiral Glass’s ships had been old, refitted intensively and yet incapable of standing in the line of battle against modern ships.  Admiral Glass had spent civilian ships and drones freely, just to keep his vessels alive long enough to get into point-blank range.  Her fleet was far closer to cutting edge, although she had no illusions.  The enemy still had the advantage.

“And signal Commodore Holbrook,” she added.  “He is to begin operations on my command.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Naomi smiled, concealing her relief as the acknowledgements rolled in.  Admiral Glass had declared her his second-in-command, with the authority to succeed him if he was killed or otherwise unable to direct the battle, but she’d known there were officers who were either technically superior to her or would have reason to resent her elevation.  If they hadn’t been in the middle of a battle, with humanity’s future resting on her shoulders, they would have challenged her.  Right now, that was the least of her worries.

“Signal the fleet,” she ordered.  “Drop the cloaks.  The battleline will advance to engage the enemy.”

She braced herself as the range started to close.  The plan was to show willingness to, once again, close the range as much as possible.  The Pashtali would hopefully believe her ships were crammed with burners.  Single-shot or not, they’d do enough damage to break the enemy fleet once and for all.  The Pashtali would have to decide, fast, what they wanted to do.  Close the range themselves, in hopes of tearing the guts out of her fleet and leaving Earth defenceless, or try to break contact and open the range, maybe even blow up the disabled or captured ships and then run to the crossroads.  She hadn’t had time to mine it, after all, and anyone who knew anything about mine-laying operations would guess as much.  They could break and run and return with bigger guns.

“Admiral,” Cobb said.  His voice was very grim.  “The enemy are altering course to hold the range open.”

“But not trying to escape,” Naomi mused.  It was oddly reassuring - it was the first time she’d seen the enemy show anything other than contempt for humanity, or actual regard for their own lives - but it was frustrating.  And yet ... perhaps she could use it.  “Open fire as planned.”

She forced herself to watch as Dauntless flexed her muscles, unleashing her first major broadside of the engagement.  The remaining ships opened fire at the same time, launching a tidal wave of missiles towards the enemy ships.  They’d learnt a great deal over the last few weeks, and the enemy point defence was gravely weakened.  Perhaps, just perhaps, they wouldn’t have to stake everything on one throw of the dice.  But, as the enemy opened fire themselves, it became clear the engagement was still undecided.  She would have to proceed with the plan and hope for the best.

Her eyes narrowed.  If the enemy datanet had been crippled, it wasn’t slowing them down.  They would have rebooted it quickly, running it though undamaged ships ... perhaps even assigning a whole new command ship.  The Alphans claimed that every one of their warcruisers was a potential flagship.  The Pashtali might have copied the concept for themselves.  Their point defence might be weakened, but it was still effective.  The human ships weren’t closing the range fast enough to tip the odds in their favour.

And they’re still pumping out one hell of a lot of missiles, she thought.  It wasn’t a surprise.  A race that lacked burner technology would need vast stockpiles of missiles, if it went up against a race that did.  They can keep the range open and batter us from afar.

“Signal Commodore Holbrook,” she ordered.  They didn’t dare let the missile duel last any longer than strictly necessary.  “He is to commence operations in two minutes.”

She frowned as the enemy missiles lanced into her point defence.  Her crews did their best, but the odds were against them.  Hundreds of missiles died, yet some managed to get through the point defence and slam into their targets.  The damage mounted rapidly.  She gritted her teeth as two cruisers fell out of the line of battle, both too badly damaged to continue.  One was blown away seconds later as a lone enemy missile crashed into her hull.  Naomi swore inwardly.  The crew hadn’t had a chance to get off before it was too late.

“Captain,” Wood said.  “Commodore Holbrook acknowledges.  He’s ready.”

Naomi counted down the seconds.  If this failed ...

The display sparkled with green icons.  She sucked in her breath.  The enemy, as far as they could tell, were heading straight towards a third human fleet.  They’d have to think they’d been herded into a trap, even though cold logic would suggest it had just been an unlucky coincidence.  And yet ... she braced herself, all too aware the enemy would assume it was a trick.  The human ships ahead of them simply didn’t exist.  They couldn’t.  The Pashtali had had five years to count the ships in the human navy.  They knew those ships could not exist.

“I don’t think they’re buying it,” Cobb said.  “They’re not even trying to evade contact.”

Naomi nodded.  The drones were the latest Alphan technology, light years ahead of anyone else’s, held in reserve for humanity’s darkest hour.  And yet ... they’d never been truly tested against a first-rank race.  The Lupines had been fooled, but they’d preferred quantity over quality.  Not that it mattered, part of her mind pointed out.  The Pashtali could read fleet lists as effectively as everyone else.  They knew they were being conned.

“Communications, transmit a demand for surrender,” she ordered.

“Aye, Captain,” Wood said.  There was a long, chilling pause.  “No response.”

“As expected,” Naomi said.  The Pashtali were heading towards the ghost fleet as though it wasn’t there ... of course they were.  It wasn’t there and they knew it.  “Tactical fire the next salvo.  Communications, signal Commodore Holbrook.  He is to fire at will.”

She braced herself as the range closed.  The Pashtali had their point defence pointed at her formation.  Their sensors were already adjusting to her next salvo, weaker than the last salvos because she didn’t dare give them the impression she was deliberately staggering her fire.  And yet ... she smiled, ironically, as the ‘ghost’ fleet opened fire.  The missile pods had been bolted to freighter hulls, giving the ‘ghosts’ some real punch.  The Pashtali had been convinced - and rightly so - that they were being conned that they hadn’t realised the con hid something dangerous.

We let them think we were trying to trick them, she thought.  Admiral Glass had insisted it would be easier to let them see through the first deception, to force them to question their own thinking when they ran straight into the second.  And now they have to wonder if they were wrong.

The missiles lanced into the enemy formation.  The Pashtali, suddenly caught between two fires, wavered, their ships staggering as if they were on the verge of breaking up.  Naomi caught her breath as the missiles crashed into the enemy fleet, only a handful being shot down.  The answering fire was sporadic and badly uncoordinated, much to her relief.  If they’d thrown a full salvo at Commodore Holbrook, the real deception would’ve rapidly become obvious.  But it didn’t matter.  Right now, the odds had tilted sharply against them.

“Communications, signal them and demand surrender,” Naomi ordered.  “Inform them that if they surrender without further delay, we will treat them in line with galactic convention.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Naomi waited, hoping the Pashtali would see sense.  They could still cut their way out of the system, if they were willing to soak up the losses.  Or ... she would have the legal right to slaughter them, if they refused to surrender and kept fighting past the point of sanity, when there was no point beyond prolonging the bloodshed, but ... Earth didn’t need another diplomatic headache, nor did it need alien starships breaking into the system to avenge a massacre.  She wondered, suddenly, if she should have offered the aliens a chance to break contact and run.  It was always dangerous to back someone against a wall.  They might surrender - or they might come out swinging, desperate to hurt you before you finished the job.

“Admiral,” Wood said.  “They’re offering to discuss surrender.”

“Inform them that, if they stand down now, we will treat them in line with galactic conventions,” Naomi said, again.  She didn’t have time for a long discussion.  The Pashtali might realise how they’d really been tricked and restart the battle.  It would be bad form, but she had no hope they’d be held to account for it.  “They have one minute to decide.”

She waited, hoping and praying they’d listen.  She didn’t want to slaughter them ... hell, she wasn’t sure she could.  Commodore Holbrook didn’t have the missiles to fire another salvo and his failure to do so would be clear proof he couldn’t.  The Pashtali would blow his ships away in passing as they made their way back to the crossroads.  And then they would return, with blood in their eyes.  She dared not let them have a chance to think.

“Captain,” Wood said.  On the display, the enemy ships started to power down their drives.  They’d have wiped and purged - then destroyed - their datacores, in a futile attempt to render the ships useless.  They hadn’t realised - yet - how quickly human engineers had put the captured freighters back into service.  “They’re surrendering.”

Naomi breathed a sigh of relief.  “Janet, dispatch boarding parties to the enemy ships,” she ordered.  She’d sent most of the Solar Marines on the madcap boarding mission ... mad, on paper, but it had worked.  “Put together teams of armed men, then send them to their destination.  Remind them we have to follow galactic protocol.  We don’t want the enemy rethinking their surrender.”

“Aye, Captain,” Janet said.

“Make it clear to them,” Naomi said.  The Solar Marines were trained in taking possession of surrendering ships.  They knew to be polite, but firm.  The average crewman might have weapons training - she’d made it mandatory, when she’d taken command - yet they weren’t soldiers.  “We do not want any incidents.”

“No, Captain.”

Naomi tried not to sag into her command chair.  The battle had been costly, and she knew it might have cost them the war, but they’d won.  They’d beaten an enemy fleet in open combat, raised the siege of Earth and shown the entire galaxy that the Pashtali could be beaten.  Perhaps, just perhaps, all the lesser races - the ones too scared to stand up to the Galactics - might band together, now they knew it could be done.  Who knew?

Sure, her thoughts mocked.  The Pashtali lost a battle.  They didn’t lose the war.

She put the thought out of her head.  The task wasn’t finished. Earth had to be informed, before the enemy groundpounders did something stupid.  They were cut off now, isolated from the rest of their people.  Logically, they should surrender, but she feared they’d try to fight to the last.  Not that they could do more than delay the inevitable, she told herself.  Once her fleet entered orbit, the enemy could surrender or they’d be fried.  The reports made it clear the aliens had driven the human locals out of the occupied zone.  Save for Spacetown, there was nothing stopping her from bombing them from orbit.

And we can clear them out of the city if we have to, once we smash most of their mobile units, she thought.  It will be costly, but we can do it without harming Spacetown.

“Communications, signal Earth,” she ordered.  “Tell them ... we have met the enemy and he is ours.”
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Chapter Forty


Solar City, Earth
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Naomi grieved.

The funeral, for Admiral Glass and everyone else who’d died in the titanic Battle of Earth, had been long and disturbingly political.  It should have been a dignified occasion, but everyone from the First Speaker to candidates for speakership had insisted on having their say, reminding Earth that the war was not over.  Naomi understood their reasoning - the Battle of Earth hadn’t ended the war - but it still felt like cheap politics and showboating, rather than the send-off Admiral Glass deserved.  He’d lived and died a hero and no one, not even the worst extremists, could say otherwise.  They’d be torn apart in the streets if they did.

She looked at the statue, hastily cast from the holograms in his naval records, and sighed inwardly.  Admiral Glass had been a rock, the glue holding the post-independence Solar Navy together.  He’d always be a little controversial, and more so as time went on and memories faded, but most serving officers would understand he’d had little choice.  He wasn’t Captain Church, who’d broken the taboo on sexual relationships with aliens, or Captain Arnold, who’d headed the short-lived Earth Liberation Army during the Lupine Wars.  He’d been a good man caught in a difficult position and he’d risen to the occasion.  And his death in battle, the nastier part of her mind pointed out, made it easier to overlook his shortcomings.  

“Captain?”

Naomi turned to see a pretty, dark-skinned woman in a simple dress robe, too elegant and poised to be anything other than a political assistant.  She was familiar, but Naomi couldn’t place her.  It didn’t matter.  Right now, Naomi wanted to go back to her cabin and join the wake before returning to work.  The Pashtali had done an awful lot of damage.  And, when they realised how weak Earth’s defences were, they might resume the war.  

“Yes?”

“The First Speaker would like to meet with you,” the woman said.  “Please, come with me.”

Naomi blinked in surprise, then shrugged and followed the woman to the waiting aircar.  It was odd to be summoned by her political superior, certainly not without going through the regular channels.  Did the First Speaker want to meet with her off the record?  Or ... or what?  Admiral Glass was dead.  Admiral Morris was dead.  Many other senior naval officers were dead or, in Admiral Chung’s case, disgraced.  It was a mess, made worse by the pressures of war.  The command structure had rested on Admiral Glass and now he was gone.  There just hadn’t been time to establish a line of succession.

She kept her mouth shut and her eyes open as the aircar flew over the city.  The alien occupation hadn’t done much damage, although there were some destroyed buildings, trenches and other signs of war.  The alien POWs had been taken to a camp well away from any human settlements - the last thing anyone needed was a rogue human launching a revenge attack - while the dead had been buried in a mass grave.  There would probably be complaints, from humans and aliens alike, but there were no other choices.  There were so many demands on the military’s limited resources they hadn’t had time to do more than the bare minimum.

The aircar dropped towards the First Speaker’s residence and landed neatly on the top.  Naomi was surprised the Pashtali hadn’t knocked it down out of spite, although she supposed even they wouldn’t have missed the symbolism of issuing orders from a building that had been the centre of planetary government for over five hundred years.  They’d clearly searched the building from top to bottom, she noted, tearing paintings and decorations from the walls as they hunted for hidden passageways and secret chambers.  Naomi wondered what they’d found.  The Alphans had built the complex and the Alphans, for all their cold rationality, had been quite fond of the idea of little secrets.  They liked knowing things others didn’t.

“First Speaker Douglas,” her escort said, as they stepped through a door and into an office.  “Captain Yagami, as you requested.”

Naomi stood to attention and saluted.  It wasn’t the first time she’d met the First Speaker - there had been a brief ceremony, after the Vultek War had come to an end - but it was the first time they’d been alone.  He’d been more handsome, part of her mind noted, before he’d spent five years trying to govern.  He still looked handsome - he’d gone to some trouble to project an image of mature and responsible adulthood - but he was clearly worn down.  Naomi didn’t blame him.  It was easy to carp and criticise and complain about problems when one wasn’t in charge of fixing them.

“Captain,” First Speaker Douglas said.  “Thank you for coming.  Please, take a seat.”

He picked a small box off the desk as Naomi took the offered chair.  “First” - he held out the box - “Admiral Glass’s last message noted that he’d confirmed your brevet rank.  There was some debate, as the government collected itself after the battle, but we voted to accept his judgement.  Congratulations, Admiral Yagami.”

Naomi took the box and opened it. A pair of Admiral’s epaulettes stared up at her, glinting under the light.  Her eyes narrowed as she realised they were old-style, dating back well before independence.  The writing below the stars wasn’t human.  She had no trouble reading it - the Alphans had insisted their servants spoke their language - but still ...

“They belonged to Admiral Glass,” Douglas explained.  “His will assigned them, and nearly everything else in his possession, to the Navy.  He didn’t actually have much, for better or worse; I took the liberty of taking those from the collection and reserving them for you.  I think, from what he told me over the years, that he’d once had hopes they’d go to his family.”

Naomi looked up, sharply.  “I can’t take this from his children ...”

“He had none.”  Douglas didn’t take offense at her tone.  “No wife, no partner, no children ... I believe he was married to the Navy.  If he had any relationships outside the military and the government, we have been unable to uncover them.  He didn’t even take leave, except when pushed.  He was too busy.”

“He must have relatives,” Naomi objected.  “Siblings?  Cousins?”

“No siblings,” Douglas said.  “We traced a handful of distant cousins, but none of them - as far as we can tell - were close to him.  His will certainly didn’t leave anything to them.  He talked about having a family, one day, but ...”

“It never happened,” Naomi finished.  “I wish ...”

She shook her head.  “What now?”

“Now?”  Douglas met her eyes, evenly.  “The Pashtali have lost a battle, but not the war.  They will be back.  Your orders are to prepare for them, to find a way to stand them off or even take the war into their territory. Perhaps the captured ships can help with that.”

“Perhaps,” Naomi agreed.  The techs were crawling over the crossroads ship.  Their conclusions didn’t make comfortable reading.  “I do have some ideas, but ... we have to rebuild first.”

“Yes,” Douglas agreed.  “I’ll be frank with you, Admiral, and I expect you to be equally so with me.  Admiral Glass always was, which I appreciated.  What are our chances?”

“Uncertain as yet,” Naomi said.  “The Pashtali sent one fleet into our territory.  As far as we can tell, they haven’t made any attempt to seize either our other worlds or territory in the former occupied zone, although I must caution you that long-range communications are still a mess.  They have almost certainly heard the news about what happened here, which may convince them to leave us alone, or secure the occupied zone, or simply send another fleet to put more troops on Earth.  If we are lucky, we may be able to rebuild and press the captured ships into service in time to deter them.”

“Good.”  Douglas smiled, tiredly.  “Earth remains under martial law.  You have complete authority to rebuild the Navy, put the right people in the right places and defend Earth when the aliens return.  That may change, as time goes on and normal politics reassert themselves, but for the moment ... don’t mess up.”

Naomi nodded, too tired to truly appreciate what she’d been offered.  She was a front-line officer, not a backbencher.  Admiral Glass had cautioned her that she’d wind up flying a desk, sooner or later, before she moved up the ladder; she wondered, in hindsight, if the old man had had an inkling of what was to come.  And yet ... she felt a thrill.  The chance to put her mark on the Navy, to make sure they remembered her as long as her predecessor, was temping.  She wanted it.  And yet ...

“And get some rest,” Douglas added.  “You need it.”

“Yes, sir,” Naomi said.  “It isn’t going to be easy, though.  We are still heavily outgunned.”

“Yes,” Douglas agreed.  “But we will see.”

Naomi nodded as she was dismissed, then escorted back to the aircar.  Janet - or someone - would take command of Dauntless.  There was a very good chance that Naomi would never command a starship again.  She might command a fleet - another fleet - but it wouldn’t be the same.  And yet, Admiral Glass had had a policy of rotating officers between the front and the rear.  She could keep it.  She could insist her role wasn’t a permanent rank, something she could put down - or lose - without damaging her status.  The civilians wouldn’t buy it, but her peers would understand.

Not that it matters, she thought.  If we don’t survive the next few months, we won’t survive at all.

***
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“You’ve grown up, son,” Captain Thomas Anderson said.  “How are you liking the bootnecks?”

Wesley hesitated, unsure what to make of his father.  Thomas Anderson had been his superior as well as his father, the last time they’d been together.  There was a very good reason most spacer children were fostered out, when they grew into their teenage years; a captain couldn’t afford to be blinded by paternal feelings, if something went wrong.  And yet ... in hindsight, Wesley understood.  Not all spacers would have tolerated his work for the EIS.  A foster son might have blown the whistle at the worst possible time.

He looked around the little cafe.  It should have been busy, but instead it was nearly empty.  Much of the city’s population had yet to return.  The waitress had brought them their orders, then retreated behind the counter.  She was probably out of earshot, but he made sure to pick his words carefully.  His name and face weren’t known to the general public and he didn’t want that to change.

“It’s different,” he said, finally.  “But not that different.”

“Good, good,” his father said.  “And the ... other ... ship you were on, how different was it?”

Wesley’s eyes narrowed.  “Dad?”

“I need an answer,” his father said.  “Could it be operated without a specialised crew?”

“... Perhaps,” Wesley said.  “Why are you asking me?  I’m no expert in ... that ... kind of technology.”

“My crew may be involved in exploiting the tech,” his father said, vaguely.  “And I know better than to trust promises from people who weren’t involved in obtaining it.”

“The only answer I can give is perhaps,” Wesley said.  He wished they’d chosen a more private place.  “My feeling is that it can be done, but ... much of the tech was designed for other hands.”

“We shall see,” his father said.  “I’m proud of you.”

Wesley felt himself blush.  He was a man now.  They were practically equals.  And yet ... his father’s approval meant everything to him.  He wanted to reach out and hug the older man, then call his mother and sister and yet ... he knew he didn’t have time.  He’d only been granted a couple of days leave, after he’d handed the captured ship over to a prize crew.  He was surprised he’d even had a chance to meet with his father.

“You could join us,” his father said.  “You would be welcome.”

Wesley hesitated.  Strings had been pulled to let them have this meeting, near to the government complex and yet far enough away for plausible deniability.  His father had been a close friend of Admiral Glass himself, one of the agents who only reported to the fleet commander personally.  Anything could happen, if he wanted it.  Wesley could be transferred to his command, but ... but it would mean leaving his friends and comrades behind.

“No,” he said, finally.  “I gave my word to the Solar Marines.”

“I understand,” his father said.  A spacer’s word was his bond.  “And I hope we’ll see each other again, on the far side.”

“We will,” Wesley promised.  “I’m proud of you, too.”

His father laughed.  “We shall see,” he said.  “There’s a few hours left.  Let’s see how much I can embarrass you, shall we?”

***
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“My congratulations on your victory,” Ambassador Yasuke said, as soon as he’d been shown into the office.  “We are gratified that the invaders left your industrial base largely alone.”

“So are we,” Abraham said.  “And we thank you for your intervention.”

“You are welcome,” Yasuke said.  “My government has retroactively approved my decision.”

Abraham nodded in relief.  “I hope you will not suffer, because of it.”

“They have been careful not to make any promises, or threats,” Yasuke said.  “They are still waiting for the final outcome.”

He leaned forward.  “But it is in our interests to have you as a ... firewall ... between our space and theirs,” he said.  “We did not expect the Pashtali to act so quickly to overthrow the former galactic balance of power.  It is our thinking that it is just a matter of time before several more races go to war, as flashpoints start to explode.  The Pashtali defiance of Galactic Law has effectively destroyed it.”

Abraham felt a hot flash of anger.  “You Alphans could enforce it,” he said, curtly.  “You could probably convince most governments to go along with you if you tried.”

He knew, even as he spoke, that it was unlikely to work.  The Galactics might have recognised the Alphans meant well, but they’d resented Alphan Primacy since well before the human race had been brought into the galactic community.  They wouldn’t be happy if the Alphans reasserted control, ensuring that they’d look for ways to push back even if they couldn’t simply say no.  Abraham understood, all too well.  He knew what he – and his government – would have done, if they’d been strong enough to do it.  He’d have told the aliens to keep their ideas of law and order to themselves.

And that suggests the Alphans are too weak to enforce their rules, he thought.  Just how badly did they get hurt, by the war?

Yasuke leaned forward.  “My government has a proposal,” he said evenly.  “We are prepared to support your war, to a certain extent.  There will be limits, which have not yet been very well defined, but ... we will do our best to keep them as vague as possible.  Our goal will be to keep you in place, as an independent power between us and them.”

“I see.”  Abraham had to fight to keep his voice under control.  “How far are you prepared to go?”

“We appear to own much of the system’s industry,” Yasuke said.  He displayed, just for a second, a remarkably human smile.  “We should take steps to protect it.  Does that sound reasonable?”

Abraham smiled as he read between the lines.  “You know, it does.”
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End of Book Two


Watch out for Book Three


Coming Soon.
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Afterword
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“Who are you?  What gives you the right to crawl inside my brains?”

“My name would be something like Grey Area in your language.  What gives me the right to crawl inside your brains, as you put it, is the same thing that gave you the right to do what you did to those you murdered; power.  Superior power. Vastly superior power, in my case.”

- Excession, Iain M. Banks

Does might make right?

I’ve asked the question before and my answer remains the same.  Might does not make right.  How can it?  But might does tend to determine what happens.  It was not right, for example, that Stalin invaded Finland in 1939.  The idea tiny Finland, politically neutral at the time, could possibly pose a threat to the giant USSR is laughable.  Stalin had no moral grounds, nor even pressing strategic reasons, to invade.  It was nothing more than a despicable land grab. 

So what?

International opinion condemned the invasion.  It was the first major crack in the Soviet Union’s pretence at being a genuinely socialist state, as well as morally superior to the capitalist countries and, to their credit, many western communists refused to support the invasion.  Thousands of volunteers made their way to Finland; a number of countries (including Mussolini’s Italy) sent arms and ammunition to support the Finns.  But it was nowhere near enough to save Finland.  Indeed, despite public demand, the nations closer to Finland (and the USSR) were unwilling to do anything that might risk Stalin’s anger.  Sweden, bordering Finland, refused to get involved.  And who can blame them?

Stalin, no moralist, had picked his moment very well.  Finland was nicely isolated.  Hitler was Stalin’s de facto ally.  Sweden was too afraid of Russia to intervene.  Even if Britain and France had been willing to send troops as well as (very limited) military supplies, the logistics involved would have rendered it a very difficult task.  There was, as far as Stalin could see, no reason why Finland should not be rapidly and cheaply turned into just another SSR.  The fact the Finns proved tougher than Stalin had expected, and the Red Army far less capable, does not change the fact the Soviets effectively won the war.

This is, sad to say, a common story in human history.  The strong, as Thucydides cautioned us, do what they will and the weak suffer what they must.  Whatever the rights and wrongs of the situation, the truth is that the strong can do whatever they please while the weak have to - pardon the expression - bend over and take it.  The Romans had no right nor pressing need to destroy Cartage, any more than Communist China had the right to crush Hong Kong and destroy everything that made the city special, but so what?  No one had the will and the power to stop them.  China could not be forced to uphold the agreements it made, when Hong Kong was returned to their control and that, in the end, was all that mattered.

Why did this surprise anyone?

There is a major cultural difference, in a manner of speaking, between democratic positions and their less savoury undemocratic counterparts.  A democratic system is based on a certain degree of consensus and respect for individual rights, even the rights of those who lost the last election.  An undemocratic system, whatever it may use for political cover, is based on naked force, the iron fist in the iron glove.  There is little sense the opinions of the people matter - and why should they?  The people who rise to power in such a system know, deep in their hearts, that naked force is all that matters.  If you cannot force someone to keep an agreement, through the threat of immediate and painful retaliation, you cannot expect them to honour their word.  Why should they?  Keeping an agreement when there is an advantage to be had by breaking it is not a sign of strength, in such a world, but weakness.  The dictator’s enemies will not fail to take note.

The idea of a rules-based international system, one capable of keeping disputes and warfare within certain acceptable limits (and preventing crimes against humanity), was doomed from the start.  Rules and laws do not have any effect unless they are backed by force, by a power willing and able to enforce the rules.  If the rules, whatever they are, are not enforced, the rules become cheapened and - eventually - worthless.  This destroys confidence in the rules and undermines willingness to play by them.  People ask “why should WE follow the rules when THEY do not?”  And there is no practical answer.  How can there be?

On a national scale, failure to openly enforce the laws creates an impression of shadowy anarchy, where crimes are overlooked or even concealed from the general public.  (Much of the growing fear and hatred of Islamic refugees and migrants stems from a belief the government(s) are unwilling to tackle crimes committed by such people for political reasons.)  On an international scale, failure to uphold international law neutralises it.  Why should anyone take the prohibition against using chemical weapons seriously when Syria used such weapons during its civil war and, despite warnings from President Obama and others, effectively got away with it?  Why should anyone uphold a ban on genocide when China is committing effective genocide against the Uyghurs?  Indeed, why should anyone uphold the laws of war when the other side manifestly does not?  

The failure to bring offenders to book renders the law meaningless.  The Armenian Genocide was the direct precursor to the Holocaust because the Turks effectively, at least in the public eye, got away with it.  One can argue that the post-war Turkish government was hardly a direct successor to the wartime government, and therefore couldn’t be logically blamed for its crimes, but this argument holds no water when one realises that the post-1919 German government was.  Indeed, Hitler made the point that no one did anything effective about the Armenian Genocide and he was quite right.  That genocide paved the way for his genocide.

But upholding the laws is difficult and costly.  It can only be done by regime change (invasion and occupation), or military pressure (air strikes, blockades), or economic pressure (sanctions).  All three options have their weaknesses; it is obviously impossible for NATO to invade China, for example, while decades of sanctions against (pre-invasion) Iraq or Cuba had minimal effect.  They failed because while they inflicted pain on the country, they failed to inflict it on the government.  Worse, maintaining a unified front is difficult when dictators - very adept at scenting weakness - make offers to split the coalition, offers that come with obvious strings attached and yet are very difficult to turn down.  Saddam offered France vast contracts in a bid to keep France from supporting sanctions against Iraq.  There is no easy way to counter such tactics, short of expensive counter-offers.  And few are willing to make the investment.  

This makes it impossible to prevent all but the worst atrocities.  Imagine yourself a Revolutionary Guard officer in Iran, under orders to commit a war crime.  If you carry out your orders, what are the odds of the International Criminal Court holding you to account?  Very low.  On the other hand, what are the odds of your superiors executing you and your entire family for not committing a war crime?  Very high.  What choice do you make?  It isn’t just your life at stake.  It’s your family and your friends and anyone who ever gave you a kind word.  It is easy to say that you would not follow orders, but harder to go through with it when the costs are so high.  

And really, you will tell yourself, would it make any difference anyway?

It is tempting to believe in a world ruled by law, but the truth is we live in a world governed by force.  There is no reason to think that empty words will keep those with power from abusing it, from grabbing what they want and leaving chaos and devastation in their wake.  It may be morally wrong, but so what?  Moral behaviour depends on incentives to be moral and disincentives not to be.  Right now, we seem to offer incentives to be immoral and disincentives to be.  As Heinlein put it:

“Anyone who clings to the historically untrue-and thoroughly immoral-doctrine that, 'violence never settles anything' I would advise to conjure the ghosts of Napoleon Bonaparte and the Duke of Wellington and let them debate it. The ghost of Hitler could referee, and the jury might well be the Dodo, the Great Auk and the Passenger Pigeon. Violence, naked force, has settled more issues in history than has any other factor, and the contrary opinion is wishful thinking at its worst. Breeds that forget this basic truth have always paid for it with their lives and freedom.”

Can we do something about this?  Perhaps, but we would have to start by being honest about the world we live in.

And now you’ve read this far, I have a request to make.

It’s growing harder to make a living through self-published writing these days.  If you liked this book, please leave a review where you found it, share the link, let your friends know (etc, etc).  Every little helps (particularly reviews).

Thank you.

Christopher G. Nuttall

Edinburgh, 2021
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Galactic Law, as laid down - at least in part - by the Alphans rests on a somewhat contradictory premise.  On one hand, all races deserve a certain degree of legal rights as well as responsibilities; on the other, it is extremely difficult to keep an interstellar power from putting its own interests first, regardless of the harm they do to any less powerful or outright defenceless race that happens to find itself in the superpower’s path.  Cynics insist the Alphans devised Galactic Law to justify and legitimise their own conquests, as they were once the galaxy’s foremost conquerors.  It is generally agreed the cynics are correct.

The Alphans divided intelligent races into three different subsets.  Galactics are races capable of both defending their homeworlds and exerting their influence outside their borders.  Spacefarers are capable of defending themselves, yet have little influence outside their homeworlds.  Primitives are unable to reach orbit, let alone defend themselves against a spacefaring opponent.  Each subset has different rights and responsibilities, towards both themselves and other intelligent races.  Galactics, for example, have the right and the responsibility to take the primitives in hand, to provide guidance to their clients in exchange for service.  In theory, the superior race is expected to uplift their inferiors.  In practice, this generally means a considerable degree of exploitation, if not outright slavery, for races that are unable to defend themselves.  Very few primitive races have ever broken free from their unwanted patrons.

From a moralistic point of view, this is outrageous and many interstellar races and factions regard de facto enslavement with horror.  From a practical point of view, the only way to keep the more aggressive races from occupying primitive worlds is force and, when the aggressor is too powerful to be easily deterred, the other interstellar powers tend to look away rather than try to do something about it.  Nothing short of blatant defiance of the law (direct or indirect genocide) will provoke a response and, with the Alphans no longer willing to provide any degree of leadership, it is generally believed that even the handful of protections extended to primitive races no longer hold force.

Indeed, the only real check on patron abuse comes from the patrons being legally responsible for their clients.  Primitive races are, legally, children; they cannot be penalised, under the law, for their ignorance and/or stupidity.  If a human were to assassinate a Galactic while Earth was under Alphan rule, the Alphans would be legally responsible for the deed (in the same way a parent would be obliged to repay money a child had stolen).  It isn’t uncommon for rebel groups to try to create incidents that force other interstellar powers to pressure the patron race, regardless of the cost.  If nothing else, it makes life harder for the occupying power and demonstrates they don’t control the primitive homeworld (see below).

Spacefaring races do have title over their own homeworlds (and star systems) and have rights that are generally respected (if nothing else, races that understand technology do tend to be better allies than outright slaves.)  However, they are legally obliged to bend to the will of the local superpower and, if they lose their ability to protect their home system, they run the risk of losing their political influence (see below).  Their positions are rarely pleasant, let alone secure.  They are not allowed, for example, to let their space be used for military operations, but lack the power to prevent it.  Indeed, if their local superpower loses influence, the spacerfarers may find themselves thrown into the hands of another superpower.  It is extremely tricky to navigate such chaos without losing what remains of their former independence.

Both spacefarers and Galactics have, at least in theory, complete internal autonomy.  The Alphans originally tried to impose their legal code on everyone else, but discovered very quickly that their laws were often unsuitable for other races.  As long as a race’s internal affairs don’t impinge upon other powers, it can generally do whatever it wants on its own homeworld or enclaves, up to and including outright genocide.  Most races at least try to be circumspect when dealing with others, regardless of the relative balance of power, but visitors to alien worlds are advised to study both local law and custom before leaving the ship.  A person who commits a crime under local law can be deported and blacklisted, even if they are not legally charged (as the crime isn’t a crime under their native law.)

The owner of a certain volume of space - a star system, for example, or a sector - is the interstellar power that can and does exert control over the volume.  The owner must be able to prevent incursion, from either other interstellar powers or independent forces (pirates); the owner’s own laws and social systems must be dominant, with all others existing at the owner’s sufferance.  For example, the Vultek enclaves within Alphan space may be governed by Vultek law, but Alphan law has primacy whenever multiple races are involved.  The ruling power must be capable, also, of protecting other Galactics making transit through the sector.  Failure to do this effectively means the other powers have the right to take steps to protect their own people, such as providing convoy escorts or even establishing military bases within the sector.  This often provides perfectly legal cover for covert destabilisation operations, mounted in hopes of providing an excuse to send warships into the sector on ‘temporary’ missions that never actually end.  

It should be clear that ‘fairness’ and ‘equality’ are not the driving principles of Galactic Law.  The Alphans themselves would admit as much, pointing both to their own (presumed) superiority as well as the simple fact the races are not equal.  There is little room for moralistic platitudes and, in truth, most races find them annoying.  Galactic Law does not exist as a supranational power structure, binding on all races, but as a framework to mitigate conflicts (open and covert) between interstellar powers.  It is ruthlessly practical, with only a few hints of idealism (the prohibition on interstellar genocide, for example); it has few, if any, enforcement mechanisms beyond the superpowers being willing to band together to punish an offender.  

And, now the Alphans are leaving the interstellar stage, it is no longer clear who - if anyone - will even make a pretence at upholding interstellar law.
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